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Good morning. For those who don’t know me, I’m Belinda Dodson, an associate prof of Geography at Western Ontario but on sabbatical this term in the School of Geography etc. at Victoria University in Wellington. Riley Dillon is a soon-to-be-finished PhD student. 



Outline
• Background – Who are the main actors? What 

are they saying?
• Situating gender, migration and gender-and-

migration in the post-2015 process 
• Using insights from our research to critique the 

post-2015 process and draft SDGs
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Our paper today looks at gender and migration in the post-2015 agenda, drawing on insights from research in South Africa conducted over the past almost 20 years. 



The Post-2015 Agenda
• UN-coordinated process to shape development priorities 

for the next 15 years (post-MDGs; Rio+20)
• UN System Task Team, High-Level Panel of Eminent 

Persons, Special Advisor to the Secretary-General…
• Formation of an Open Working Group (OWG) to guide 

the process to develop sustainable development goals 
(SDGs)

• National, global and thematic consultations
• Draft SDGs in final stages of preparation
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As we all know, with the 2015 end date of the Millennium Development Goals approaching, the UN set in process the formulation of a post-2015 development agenda. This has all the usual UN apparatus (and acronyms). A 30-member Open Working Group (OWG) of the General Assembly was tasked with preparing a proposal on what have become termed the SDGs (Sustainable Development Goals), currently in the final stages of drafting. 



OWG Thematic Areas
1. Poverty eradication, building shared prosperity and promoting 

equality
2. Sustainable agriculture, food security and nutrition
3. Health and population dynamics
4. Education and life-long learning
5. Gender equality and women’s empowerment
6. Water and sanitation
7. Energy
8. Economic growth, employment and infrastructure
9. Industrialization and promoting equality among nations
10. Sustainable consumption and production
11. Conservation and sustainable use of marine resources, oceans and 

seas
12. Ecosystems and biodiversity
13. Means of implementation/Global partnership for sustainable 

development
14. Peaceful and inclusive societies, rule of law and capable institutions
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These were the thematic areas that emerged early in the process. Poverty reduction remains at the core, within a paradigm of (sustainable) economic growth. Gender was a thematic area from the start, but not migration. (Side note: You can also see the intentional merging of the Rio+20 process with the post-2015, beyond-MDG process, with inclusion of an expanded number of environment-focused or –framed goals)



Draft SDGs
• Goal 1 End poverty in all its forms everywhere  
• Goal 2 End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and 

promote sustainable agriculture  
• Goal 3 Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages  
• Goal 4 Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote 

lifelong learning opportunities for all  
• Goal 5 Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls  
• Goal 6 Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and 

sanitation for all  
• Goal 7 Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern 

energy for all  
• Goal 8 Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic 

growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all  
• Goal 9 Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and 

sustainable industrialization and foster innovation  
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From this have emerged the draft Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Here are SDGs 1-9 of 17. Gender is there as Goal 5. The SDGs are broadly similar to the MDGs (poverty, hunger, health, education, gender) plus water, energy etc. and, if anything, an even more growth-led agenda. I’ve highlighted in bold the gender goal as well as other goals in which migrants are mentioned in the sub-goals. 



Draft SDGs cont’d
• Goal 10 Reduce inequality within and among countries  
• Goal 11 Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient 

and sustainable  
• Goal 12 Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns  
• Goal 13 Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts  
• Goal 14 Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine 

resources for sustainable development  
• Goal 15 Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial 

ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and 
halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss  

• Goal 16 Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable 
development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, 
accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels  

• Goal 17 Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize 
the global partnership for sustainable development 
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And these are SDGs 10-17. What’s missing is as interesting as what’s there. Individuals and organizations who had been pushing for recognition of migration in the post-2015 agenda are likely to be disappointed. Migration is incorporated to some extent within Goals 5, 8, 10 and 17, but in narrow and particular ways, as I will show in a minute. 



Post-2015 & Gender
• Systematically incorporated into the process as a thematic 

area from the start
• Already embedded and mainstreamed in the MDGs
• Established in UN structures and operations
• Strong civil society organizations and alliances

“UN Women calls for a commitment to achieving gender 
equality, women’s rights and women’s empowerment in the 
post-2015 development framework and Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), as well as robust mainstreaming of 
gender considerations across all parts of the framework.”
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Of course, one of the reasons for the relative neglect of migration relative to gender is that there are much more well-established governance institutions and civil society organizations for gender and development relative to migration and development. There are dedicated UN structures and established gender mainstreaming strategies within UN and other multilateral development institutions as well as in most governments. UN Women has led the gender input into the post-2015 process. A civil society working group on gender in the post-2015 agenda was established early on in the process, pushing for gender mainstreaming as well as development of a specific gender equality goal. Although there is still debate about terminology and targets, gender activists have achieved their aim of having a gender equality goal as well as mainstreaming gender in the SDGs, e.g. the hunger, health, education, water and sanitation, decent work and cities goals all specifically mention women and/or girls. 



Post-2015 & Migration
• International Organization for Migration (IOM) and Global 

Migration Group (GMG) are key advocates for the inclusion of 
migration 

• High-Level Dialogue on International Migration and 
Development (New York, October 2013)

• Global Experts Meeting on Migration in Post-2015 Agenda 
(Dhaka, April 2014)

• Global Forum on Migration and Development (Stockholm, 
May 2014)

• GMG Technical Working Level Meeting on Realizing Post-2015 
Aspirations for Migrants and Migration (New York, October 
2014)

• Also civil society alliances e.g. the Migration and Development 
Push Group launched by the International Catholic Migration 
Commission (ICMC) 
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No similar UN agency or division exists for migrants or migration, which remains the “orphan child” in the UN system - based as that is on the membership of member states each with their own territorial sovereignty and varying positions on the desirability or otherwise of immigration. Nevertheless, countries interested in the links between migration and development, along with the IOM, ILO, World Bank etc. as well as civil society and migrant rights organizations, have been urging integration of migration into the post-2015 agenda. There have been a series of dialogues, meetings and forums around the world to push for migration’s recognition and inclusion. These include…High-Level Dialogue on International Migration and Development (New York, October 2013)Global Experts Meeting on Migration in Post-2015 Agenda (Dhaka, April 2014)Global Forum on Migration and Development (Stockholm, May 2014)GMG Technical Working Level Meeting on Realizing Post-2015 Aspirations for Migrants and Migration (New York, October 2014) So any omission is not for lack of effort!



Stockholm Agenda on Migrant  and 
Migration-Related Goals and Targets
• Originated from discussions of the civil society Migration and 

Development Push Group

“The Stockholm Agenda advocates for ensuring that all migrants 
enjoy decent working conditions, social protection, access to 
education and healthcare; decreasing remittance transfer costs; 
and reducing risks to migrants on the move. It provides for the 
full participation of migrants and diaspora as partners in 
development planning… In addition, the Agenda offers specific 
migration targets under a stand-alone goal for multi-actor global 
and national collaboration to ‘enlarge human security and 
human development benefits of migration’.” 

(Center for Migration Studies, June 30, 2014) 
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The civil society recommendations have been the most comprehensive in scope and depth. What has been labelled the “Stockholm Agenda” advocates for a separate migration goal along with mainstreaming of migration across the post-2015 agenda as a whole.  In this it is similar to the gender strategy of combining a specific goal with incorporation into other goals. It is notable too for combining social, economic and political aspects of migration, all within a rights-based framework.  



Current migration component 
in draft SDGs: Goal 5
Goal 5 Attain gender equality, empower women and girls 
everywhere 
5.2 Eliminate all forms of violence against all women and 
girls in public and private spaces and end their trafficking
and sexual exploitation
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The current draft SDGs, which if anything are likely to be further reduced rather than expanded before they are adopted at next year’s UN General Assembly, include migration and migrants in considerably weaker and narrower terms than the Stockholm Agenda’s proposals. Migrants are essentially there as either victims or instruments, but not as agents of development or holders of rights to health, education, food, water, or work. For example under the gender goal, female migrants are there as victims of trafficking and sexual exploitation. 



Current migration component 
in draft SDGs: Goal 8
Goal 8 Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable 
economic growth, full and productive employment and 
decent work for all  
8.8 Protect labour rights and promote safe and secure 
working environments of all workers, including migrant 
workers, particularly women migrants, and those in 
precarious employment 
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Under the growth and employment goal, migrants are there as workers having rights to safe and secure working environments, but not the right to work per se. There is recognition of the particular need to protect women migrants and those in precarious employment.  But such rights attach specifically to the migrant as worker. 



Current migration component 
in draft SDGs: Goal 10
Goal 10 Reduce inequality within and between countries 
10.7 Facilitate safe, regular and responsible migration and 
mobility of people, including through implementation of 
planned and well-managed migration policies 
10.c By 2030, reduce to less than 3% the transaction costs 
of migrant remittances and eliminate remittance corridors 
with costs higher than 5% 
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Under Goal 10, migration is recognized as the outcome of geographic inequality, but it is implied that much contemporary migration is unsafe, irregular and irresponsible, and thus as needing to be better managed. Migrants are also portrayed as remitters of money, with an identified need to make remittances less costly in financial terms and thus, at least potentially, more economically developmental. Migration organizations would like to see something like 10.7 as a stand-alone goal, rather than buried within an inequality or any other goal. 



Current migration component 
in draft SDGs: Goal 17
Goal 17 Strengthen the means of implementation and the 
global partnership for sustainable development
17.18 By 2020, enhance capacity building support to 
developing countries… to increase significantly the 
availability of high-quality, timely and reliable data 
disaggregated by income, gender, age, race, ethnicity, 
migratory status, disability, geographic location and other 
characteristics relevant in national contexts 
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Under Goal 17, migration is there simply as a demographic category for data collection and analysis. I believe migratory status was added into this bit of the  draft at a fairly late stage, although it’s hard to follow the exact dates of various drafts from outside the process. In the SDGs overall, there is no hint of including a separate migration goal, nor much recognition of migration’s potentially positive impacts on development. And unlike women and girls, who are paid explicit attention within the more social and human welfare-based goals such as health, education, food security, and water and sanitation, there is no explicit provision for migrants’ social protection outside their role as workers, nor any suggestion for the portability of rights and entitlements across national borders.Putting migrants into the picture challenges the global claims of the SDGs and their precursor MDGs, as both are fundamentally based on national governance regimes, national policies, national legal protections and national entitlements. 



Gender-and-Migration in the 
post-2015 process
Little engagement between these two components 
within post-2015 process:
• Near absence of migration in gender debates (except as 

trafficking)
• Limited inclusion of gender in migration component 

(except as workers)
Emerging gendered critiques of SDG migration 
discourse:
• “Women and Global Migration Working Group” (AWID)
• Migration and Development “Push Group”
• Academics (e.g. Nicola Piper, Sydney) 
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Linking gender and migration also exposes the limitations of a development framework based on separating development into distinct and measurable component parts, each with its own targets and indicators. Migration and gender are inherently and inseparably inter-connected, especially in a world of gendered and racialized labour markets that transcend national boundaries. Linking gender and migration highlights the connection between the social and economic dimensions of development, with economic gain (e.g. remittances) often achieved at social cost (e.g. family separation). Yet there has been little engagement between these two streams of the post-2015 process. The Global Migration Group, which includes various UN bodies along with the World Bank and IOM, has a “Working Group on Migration, Human Rights and Gender”. UN Women has a tiny gender and migration specialist unit. Each has had some input into the post-2015 process.Although connections are being drawn, and to a limited extent incorporated into the SDGs, criticisms are also beginning to emerge, especially from civil society and academic commentators. These are revealing the ideological faultlines in the whole development edifice, essentially between economic growth and more rights-based paradigms. 



Women and Global Migration 
Working Group, September 2014

“As a working group made up of women’s, labor, faith, and 
migrant rights organizations, we do NOT want to merely “add 
women” or “add migrants” to a failed development model.  We 
are less concerned about “where women and migrants are 
mentioned” than we are about the corporate-driven 
development model itself, which violates the human rights of 
women, migrants, and migrant women in particular.” 

http://wgmwg.org/2014/09/sdgs-and-the-post-2015-
development-agenda/ 
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Perhaps most critical of all is the Women and Global Migration Working Group, which presents an anti-neoliberal, anti-corporate argument. The WGMWG is an alliance of organizations from women’s, migrant, development and faith communities that aims both to strengthen gender analysis within the migrant rights movement and to raise the particular concerns of migrant women within the global women’s movement. Since its inception in 2012, the group has been active in organizing side events at UN, GFMD and other meetings on the SDGs, as well as having an active web and social media presence. 



Other gender-based critiques 
of migration in the SDGs
• Omission of social protection for migrants and their 

families 
• Fail to think beyond remittances in recognizing migrants’ 

contributions to development, including in destination 
countries 

• Problematic implicit assumption that circular migration is 
an ideal developmental form 

• Don’t acknowledge the gendering of migration and its 
development impacts
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There are also several less categorical but still fundamental gender-based critiques of the way migration is being represented in the SDGs. These focus on (i) the need to include social protection for migrants and their families, beyond their role as workers; (ii) the need to think beyond remittances in recognizing migrants’ contributions to development, including in their destination countries; and (iii) the problematic implicit assumption that circular migration is an ideal developmental form – and, more generally, to acknowledge the profound gendering of migration and its development impacts. 



Insights from research in 
Southern Africa
• Research on gender and migration in Southern Africa 

through SAMP since 1997
• My PhD student Riley Dillon’s work on Zimbabwean 

migrants in Botswana (2010-present)
• Changes in gendered patterns and practices of migration 

in the region
• Gender and remittances, including their social and 

economic dimensions
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Our own work over several years on gender and intra-regional, cross-border migration in Southern Africa support arguments for linking gender and migration in understanding contemporary development, and using that linkage to critique, and perhaps amend, the SDGs. Southern Africa has seen dramatic changes in regional migration flows over the past twenty years and presents an interesting social laboratory for examining the impact of migration on development, including the gendered nature of migration and its impacts. My own work on gender and remittances has been with a long-running initiative called the Southern African Migration Program (SAMP), while Riley Dillon’s PhD is looking at the inter-personal and intra-household dimensions of remittances by Zimbabwean male and female migrants to Botswana. 



Southern Africa: 
women migrants 
• Women migrants are in more precarious and less well-

paid occupations than male migrants
• Women’s remittances are as essential to the receiving 

households as men’s remittances, despite coming from 
lower earnings

• Men’s and women’s remittances contribute primarily to 
household poverty reduction and basic needs 

• Female migrants experience abuse, violence and social 
stigmatization 

• Emotional labour of family separation
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What has our research shown? Perhaps nothing too surprising, but some of our findings challenge the received wisdom. As elsewhere, or perhaps everywhere, poverty and migration are highly gendered experiences in Southern Africa.Women migrants are found in more precarious and less well-paid occupations than male migrants, but also: Women’s remittances are as essential to the receiving households as men’s remittances, despite coming from lower earnings.Men’s and women’s remittances contribute primarily to household poverty reduction and meeting basic needs of food, education, and health care. Female migrants experience abuse and violence from employers, partners, and government agents like border guards, police and visa officials, along with social stigmatization both at home and at their destinations (e.g. “Those women are just prostitutes”).And, of course, both male and female migrants experience family separation, although women typically do more emotional labour to overcome such separation, especially from children. 



Southern Africa: 
women “left behind”
• Many women (and girls) stay behind and become 

household heads
• Increased autonomy but also increased vulnerability 
• Increased burden of care particularly by elderly women
• Migrants’ wives’ mobility and independence is often 

restricted through increased surveillance by other family 
members

• Partners’ re-marriage or infidelity lead to decreased 
remittances
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Our work also shows migration’s effects on those “left behind”. Many women (and girls) stay behind and become de facto household heads, with added burdens of work and responsibility.Their partners’ (or parents’) migration brings increased autonomy but also increased vulnerability, both economic and socialMany women take on an increased burden of care e.g. grandmothers or sisters taking care of migrants’ children.Migrants’ wives’ own mobility and independence is often restricted through increasing surveillance by other family members e.g. mothers-in-law or brothers-in-law.Partners’ re-marriage or infidelity lead to decreased remittances, with little recourse for abandoned or neglected wives.Again, highlighting the social costs and uneven impact of migration, which is seen as being undertaken out of necessity rather than choice. 



Supporting or Subverting 
Development Goals?
What would a more gender-sensitive, migration-aware 
post-2015 development agenda look like?

• Include a migration goal, with gender incorporated
• Include migration and migrant rights in the gender SDG
• Mainstream gender and migration throughout the SDGs, 

including health and education goals
• Recognize migrants as development agents
• Challenge how and at what scale development is measured
• Move towards a rights-based approach rather than viewing 

migrants as “tools” for development
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Our main argument, arising out of our work in Southern Africa, would be that if you are serous about eliminating poverty, ending hunger, and reducing inequality, or even of achieving economic growth, then protecting the rights of migrants and their families, not only but especially women migrants, surely has to be part of the equation. We would describe our recommendations as “strategic instrumentalism”, or perhaps as reformist rather than radical. If we were at the SDG drafting table, we would be suggesting the following: Include a separate migration goal, with gender incorporatedInclude migration and migrant rights in the gender goal, and not just in terms of traffickingMainstream gender and migration throughout the SDGs, including health and education goalsRecognize migrants as development agents in the institutional framework for implementing and monitoring the SDGsChallenge how and at what scale development is measured (i.e. think above, below and across the national)And, fundamentally, move towards a rights-based approach to migration and development rather than viewing migrants only as “tools” for development.
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