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Emily Bowerman, Refugee Support Network 
 

At RSN we’re working towards a world where all 

young people displaced by conflict or crisis are able 

to build more hopeful futures through accessing, 

remaining and progressing in education. 

 

Society’s discourse about migration affects the 

young people we know.  After the election, one 

asked: “Will the new government make life more 

difficult for me?” He could see that people’s view of 

migration was largely negative, and this scared 

him.  

 

Is it possible to change this and raise the level of 

discourse?  

 

Yes, I believe it is. And here are two ways it can happen: 

 

Firstly, we can raise the level of discourse by making it about people 

not abstract concepts. This was evident at a recent event where we tried to 

increase awareness and support for RSN’s work among new audiences. It wasn’t 

our statistics about improved mental health outcomes or educational 

progression which impacted our guests, but the stories of young people in their 

own words. A teenager from North Korea spoke about her wish to become a 
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doctor, and a boy from Afghanistan shared the delight he’d felt when he 

received his university student card; his first piece of ID which didn’t define him 

by his immigration status.  

 

Secondly, we can raise the level of discourse by making it informed. 

Sadly, individual stories sometimes play into the hands of those who want to 

oversimplify the issues. We’ve seen this in the polarized debates about the 

forced return of former child asylum seekers to Afghanistan. RSN has been 

systematically monitoring what happens to the boys sent back and it’s great 

that this not only deepens our understanding of their reality but enables life-

impacting legal and policy decisions to be shaped by evidence not just 

anecdotes.    

 

Why do we try to raise the level of discourse anyway? Because we want the 

young people we know and care about to be perceived as real people, not just 

negatively defined by their immigration status. And we want to ensure that they 

are not just perceived as human beings but treated as human beings, afforded 

the rights and opportunities they need to contribute and flourish. 

 

But how do we ensure that a more compassionate and informed discourse 

doesn’t merely generate interesting conversation between those who share the 

same opinions already, but instead benefits and includes the people it is all 

about in the first place? 

 

We’ve seen a great example in the area of access to university for refugee 

students where personal stories and evidence about reality have helped 

translate people’s desire to ‘do something’ into action.  

 

Although education plays a key role in building the futures of individuals and 

societies, globally just 1% of refugee youth access university. In the UK, the 

Syrian crisis has led to a new campaign for universities to make more places 

available for refugee students. Thanks to pioneering universities and 

organisations like Article 26 who can provide both individual stories and 

evidence that bursary schemes really can work, the debate about this complex 

issue has been both personal and well-informed. It’s great to see more and 

more universities making refugees and asylum seekers welcome.   

 

So, yes it is possible to raise the level of discourse and this can lead to positive 

change.  

 

And all of us can play a part! Not everyone will be able to volunteer as an 

educational mentor with RSN, but why not challenge yourself to share at least 

one personal story or accurate statistic about migration every week on social 

media? Or support #CrisisToClassroom to help young refugees and asylum 

seekers build more hopeful futures through education. Just start where you are. 

http://www.refugeesupportnetwork.org/blog/only-hope-kept-me-going-succeed
http://www.refugeesupportnetwork.org/blog/boys-sent-back
http://www.citizensuk.org/call_on_uk_universities_to_provide_places_for_refugees
http://article26.hkf.org.uk/
http://www.ibtimes.co.uk/more-uk-universities-offering-scholarships-bursaries-refugees-1522197
http://www.ibtimes.co.uk/more-uk-universities-offering-scholarships-bursaries-refugees-1522197
http://www.refugeesupportnetwork.org/content/educational-mentoring
https://www.justgiving.com/crisistoclassroom/
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Don Flynn, Migrant Rights Network 
 

What questions are most frequently asked about 

migration in the world today, and what do honest 

answers to difficult issues look like?  Here are six 

questions people often ask about migration, and the 

answers that should encourage us to be optimistic 

about the role it plays in our lives. 

 

Question one:  Why is there so much migration 

in the world today? 

 

The principal driver is globalisation and what this has 

created in the need to get the 500 million people who 

constitute the developing world’s new working class 

into the value creating chains of businesses based in the developed ‘Global 

North’.   

Some of this is achieved through outsourcing and foreign direct investment. But 

where the workforce is needed close to the point of consumption in specific 

economic sectors, like hospitality, construction, social and health care, 

agriculture, food processing and domestic work, this has fed into demand for 

migrant labour. 

 

Question two:  But isn’t there a difference between economic migrants 

and refugees? 

 

Yes.  Refugees are migrants who have been compelled to move because of 

persecution and civil upheaval.  But in today’s world even this is driven by forms 

of globalisation which produce civil tension and conflict within the regimes that 

govern under-developed and developing countries.   

 

Economic migrants might not be compelled to move by the threat of violence as 

such but poverty and hardship can inflict as much pain and suffering as 

dictatorships, and in any event are often closely connected to one another. 

 

Question three: Doesn’t migration deprive sending countries of the 

workforces they need for their development – ie as brain-drain? 

 

This can happen and policies are needed to prevent companies and 

governments from plundering skilled workers in vital sectors like healthcare.   

But we should also bear in mind that unemployment and under-employment of 

educated and skilled workers is also another form of drag on development, with 

talent and personal commitment going to waste as young people in particular 

find they don’t get the jobs that had hoped for.  Well-managed immigration 

policies would give this group the chance to work at the level they are trained 
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for, and keep the door open for the contribution this might make to growth and 

prosperity in the home countries. 

 

Question four:  But doesn’t migration make things worse for the 

countries where the migrants settle, with competition for jobs and 

benefits and services? 

 

The evidence doesn’t support this viewpoint.  In the case of the UK immigration 

has been calculated to contribute around 20% of the total amount of growth in 

the economy during the period 1997 to the onset of the global recession in 

2007-08.  This growth generated more jobs for both migrants and citizens and 

also increased the tax revenues needed to support welfare and public services. 

Research conducted by the NIESR shows that migrants tend to avoid direct 

competition with natives for jobs in areas where they are scarce by avoiding 

high unemployment areas.  This reduces any tendency to reduce wage levels in 

places where they are already low.  But by going to regions where there are 

labour shortages they help companies stay in business, improve their trading 

position, and even create more jobs. 

 

Question five:  Isn’t the country over-crowded though?  Have we got 

enough room for all the new migrants? 

 

Concern about over-crowding is a misconception that comes about because 

most of the population lives in big cities which are often poorly planned and 

burdened with inadequate transport and other infrastructure.  The bigger 

picture is that only around 10% of the UK is actually developed (ie has building 

or roads on it) so there is no shortage of physical space as such. 

But Britain certainly suffers from under-investment in the sort of public goods 

and services that are essential to a decent standard of life.  We are also a 

grossly unequal country, with many people having too little to support a 

balanced and happy life, whilst others seem to have too much.  We should stop 

blaming migrants for hardship and inequality though – they didn’t create it in 

the first place! 

 

Question six:   But aren’t there bad migrants as well as good?  Should 

we have rigorous policies that keep out the latter whilst allowing in the 

rest? 

 

The history of migration since the Second World War (and probably before that) 

shows us that the overwhelming majority of migrants are ‘good’ in the sense 

that they want to work, are ready to pay taxes, and that they also do their best 

to bring their children up to be good citizens of the country where they have 

made their home. 
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We need immigration policies that work with and support the vast majority of 

migrants who have contributed so much to our society.  Current policies claim 

to be about helping the UK to select the ‘brightest and the best’ but they too 

often do this by depriving people of the rights they need to resist exploitation 

and achieve their ambitions for personal security and a future for themselves 

and their families. 

 

Migrants contribute greatly both to the countries they settle and also those they 

leave behind.  The vast majority want a future in our communities in which 

there is mutual respect for one another and the things we things we contribute 

to make countries rich in their diversity and firm in our capacity to share welfare 

and solidarity. 

 

 

 

 

Saira Grant, Joint Council for the Welfare of Immigrants 
 

Migration may frequently top the news bulletins, and 

may often appear high up in the list of voters’ 

concerns produced by polling organisations.  But I 

think what has been clear over the past six months 

is that people’s views about the refugee crisis are in 

a state of flux.  They are not entirely sure what to 

think.  There is a lot of sympathy for the plight of 

refugees, and this really crystallised at the time that 

the image of the body of Aylan Kurdi, the Syrian boy 

found dead on a Turkish beach, was broadcast around the world last 

September.  A few weeks later, and it was heartening to see 100,000 people 

march under the banner, ‘Refugees Welcome’.  But public views on migration 

are waxing and waning almost by the week. 

 

It is fashionable to think that the influence of the mainstream media is less than 

it used to be.  But the migration issue shows that the media is still very 

powerful in influencing public opinion.  We saw this in the case of the image of 

Aylan Kurdi – which shifted public opinion and sentiment almost overnight, and 

helped to vocalise it, leading probably directly to government changing its 

position vis a vis Syrian refugees. 

 

Of course, the media has its own agenda – so facts can often become distorted.  

We know this happens on any issue, but on an issue like migration – where 

emotion runs so high – it is even more so.  Politicians can also have their own 

agenda when it comes to migration.  Creating a sense of there being a problem 

– and perpetuating this sense – in order to appear to be seen to solve it, is a 
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tactic that politicians sometimes use.  I believe that this has added to the sense 

of so-called ‘crisis’. 

 

Another big change for the media is the onward march of the ‘bite size’ media 

snippets.  This can be news sound bites on music channels, or the 140 

characters for Twitter.  This can lead to simplified views, one dimensional view 

points – and people listening in on their own personal echo chambers: having 

their current views reinforced rather than opened to different perspectives.  

Education and nuanced debate – where people are opened up to different points 

of view – are vital for helping people to form their own informed opinions. 

There’s been quite a lot of debate about the terminology used.  Words matter – 

especially legally.  A refugee in law is strictly defined; a refugee in real terms 

can equally be someone fleeing death through famine as persecution.  So we 

have to be careful not to get bogged down in semantics.  The fact is that 

desperate people are fleeing desperate times.  The plain fact is: you don’t give 

up your home, your worldly possessions and your country whilst risking death – 

such as, for example, crossing the Mediterranean Sea in a rickety dangerous 

boat – simply for a slightly better life elsewhere.  You do it because you are 

absolutely desperate, and you are left without other options. 

 

The world is gripped by the largest refugee crisis since the Second World War.  

Of course geopolitical solutions are necessary.  But they are long term.  Our 

humanity demands that we cannot ignore the present plight of all those 

currently suffering. 

 

Last year, I was proud that JCWI launched the ‘I Am an Immigrant’ poster 

campaign in the run-up to the general election in the UK.  It has been gratifying 

to see the level of public support for the campaign.  Interestingly, there has 

been no reported defacing of posters.  I believe it helped to shift the tone of the 

pre-election debate and rhetoric, which was very welcome.  And I’m really 

excited that the campaign has gone global.  It has been launched by the 

Mexican government.  The International Organisation for Migration (IOM) is 

working with us on it; and we’ve a second stage of the campaign yet to come in 

the UK.  The campaign helped to shift public perception without any specific 

‘ask’ or request of the public.  It gave immigrants a voice – a platform to share 

their own stories.   

 

This is in contrast to the types of activities we’ve seen from organisations like 

Migration Watch.  They play on people’s fears.  In difficult economic times, it 

can be tempting for people to look for a scapegoat – and immigrants make for 

an easy target.  But, to be frank, I’m not sure how seriously they are taken.  

Their danger comes back to the media and particularly the tabloid press.  They 

are given a credibility which isn’t justified, which leads to them getting 

mainstream airtime, and thus influencing people’s opinions.   
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Tom Franklin, Think Global 
 

I grew up in the 1980s, when a particular minority group 

was singled out for vilification.  It was accused by the 

media of being favoured and enjoying unfair advantages.  

It was used by politicians as a scapegoat – inflammatory 

speeches were made at party conferences, and it was used 

as a political football in elections.  This group was seen as 

a threat to the fabric of society.  Sound familiar?  Well, in 

the 1980s this minority group wasn’t migrants but the 

LGBT community.  And then, in the late 1980s as the AIDS 

epidemic led to panic, things got a whole lot worse.  New laws were passed 

targeting LGBT people for discrimination; homophobic attacks rocketed. 

 

Who would have thought that just 30 years later, there would have been a 

revolution in people’s attitudes towards people from the LGBT community?  It 

started slowly, for sure.  But gradually, politicians and the public began to leap-

frog each other in their changing attitudes.  Today, the turnaround from the 

1980s is almost complete.  Everyone alive today over the age of 40 has 

witnessed history being made.   

 

Why am I telling you this in the context of our discussion around migration?  It 

is because it is a message of hope that ignorance and prejudice can be 

overcome.  If there can be such a shift in attitudes from a hopeless situation on 

LGBT issues, then it can happen again on migration issues.  And I believe that 

the process of change in LGBT attitudes contains important lessons for 

migration. 

 

Think Global’s ethos is that people need to be given the opportunity to learn 

about global issues.  We mean really learn – encouraged to look at them from 

different perspectives, to think critically about them, and to consider those 

issues in the context of their own values.  Then, having done that, they are 

more likely to make decisions, and take actions, aimed at creating a more just 

and sustainable world.  It’s an ethos of hope and positivity – based on our belief 

that in most situations, people will try to do the right thing according to their 

understanding of the issues. 

 

On migration, it seems to me that there has not been a lot of global learning 

happening over the past few years.  People are woefully ill-informed about the 

actual numbers of migrants, the fact that this is a global phenomenon and not 

something which only affects the UK, and the different types of migrants.  For 

example, in a survey, 62% of people when thinking of migrants described 
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asylum seekers, whereas the reality is just 4%, and half of non-EU immigrants 

are actually students.1 

 

Think Global likes to take global issues and encourage them to be looked at 

through global learning principles.  I think it would be useful to apply the 

principles to the issue of migration. 

 

Therefore, first, it’s important to recognise the complexity of the issue of 

migration – and move away from the simplistic portrayal we so often hear.  

Migrants are often described as a single homogenous group.  In reality, people 

move for many different reasons – some are so-called ‘push’ issues (such as 

war and economic hardship), others are ‘pull’ issues (such as a desire to be near 

family or looking for new opportunities).  People migrate for different lengths of 

time – sometimes permanently, sometimes for short periods.  We need to be 

encouraging the unpacking of the migration issue – and helping people to 

understand the nuances around migration.  This goes against the grain of so 

much of the media. 

 

Second, we should be emphasising that this is a global phenomenon.  This will 

involve putting the issue into its historical context.  Migration has been taking 

place as long as there has been human society – we are all of us descendants of 

migrants.  A big driver for migration in the 19th and 20th century was 

colonisation, of which Britain and other European countries were at the 

forefront.  Today, there are more people from the UK living and working abroad 

than any other EU country.  More than China, India, Bangladesh, Poland, 

Germany or Hungary – indeed, second highest only to Mexico.2  You might say 

that migration is a great British export - we have led the way in popularising it 

around the world. 

 

It also involves showing the links between migration and globalisation.  

Globalisation involves the freer and faster movement of capital, 

communications, transport, goods/services - and people.  It is difficult to debate 

migration in isolation from globalisation.  The globalisation genie is out of the 

bottle, and it is hard to see it going back in – and that probably applies to 

migration too. 

 

Third, there are no easy answers to the issue of migration.  The positive and 

negative effects of migration are hotly contested.  Statistics are notorious for 

the way they are abused – and used by people to back up their viewpoint rather 

than the other way around.  The effects of migration on the host country, on the 

sending country, and on the migrants themselves are issues which are complex.   

 

                                                           
1 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-34176851  
2 http://www.independent.co.uk/voices/so-many-brits-now-live-abroad-that-theyre-causing-immigration-
debates-oh-the-irony-a6723006.html  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-34176851
http://www.independent.co.uk/voices/so-many-brits-now-live-abroad-that-theyre-causing-immigration-debates-oh-the-irony-a6723006.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/voices/so-many-brits-now-live-abroad-that-theyre-causing-immigration-debates-oh-the-irony-a6723006.html
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Fourth, it is important that migrants themselves have a strong voice in the 

debate.  One of the reasons for the social revolution in attitudes towards the 

LGBT community was that LGBT people themselves demanded a voice.  More 

people began to know LGBT people – and this helped to change attitudes within 

families and social groups.  I’ve been really impressed with JCWI’s ‘I Am An 

Immigrant’ campaign, for helping to give migrants a voice to speak for 

themselves.  One of our organisational members – HEC Global Learning, based 

in London – is developing a project involving giving Syrian refugee children a 

voice to tell their story to other children. 

 

In conclusion, campaigning on migration issues is important.  But it is equally 

important to help people engage, and learn and understand - to welcome the 

debate rather than shutting it down, and to help people to feel ok about ‘getting 

it wrong’.  We need to allow people to take risks, to feel it is ok to talk about 

migration, and to learn. 
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