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A compact to support rights-based governance of migration
The governance of migration is established in international human rights law, labour law and
humanitarian law and the global compact should not undermine this normative framework. At a
time when populist politics and xenophobic and racist rhetoric gathers strength and increasing
support, the global compact must stand against these threats and commit states to the
implementation of migration, labour and humanitarian policies that protect and promote the human
rights of all migrants including those in irregular status. Only a rights-based approach will achieve
the aspiration of this process – to facilitate safe, orderly and regular migration. Measures such as
restricting rights, militarising borders, limiting regular channels of migration, implementing
migration agreements that discriminate based on factors such as gender and age, do not stop
migration but serve to make it more dangerous, pushing migrants into taking riskier routes and
leading to more violations of migrants’ human rights, including of migrants in regular situations.1
As crossing borders and management of residence and work permits are administrative issues,
migrants who enter a country through irregular channels or move into irregular status after entry
should not be criminalised. Criminalisation of migration can heighten migrants’ risk of being targeted
for human rights abuses including trafficking in persons and limit opportunities to seek assistance
and access justice. The criminalisation of migration and of migrants in irregular status creates a
barrier to individuals who have been smuggled reporting and seeking assistance for human rights
abuses.
In the global compact, states should:
-
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Take the opportunity of the global compact to establish a presumption against immigration
detention in law.2
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-

Establish, publicise, and monitor the implementation of binding firewalls in order to
facilitate migrants’ access to justice, complaints mechanisms including labour inspection
services, and social services.3

-

Ensure returns are carried out with migrants’ voluntary consent and in full respect for the
human rights of migrants and in accordance with international law and its procedural
safeguards.

-

Uphold the principle of non-refoulement.

-

Commit to ensuring the safe reception, as well as economic and social re/integration of
returnees to enable full enjoyment of their human rights.

-

Create a mandate for and resource a platform within the UN to strengthen the human
rights-based approach to migration, share information, establish common understandings
on cross-cutting issues and facilitate cooperation between the relevant UN institutions.4

A human rights based global compact, for all migrants, including those in irregular status:
The global compact must never lose sight of the simple fact that migrants are people and as such are
rights-bearers, enjoying all human rights. States have committed and repeatedly reaffirmed to fully
protect the human rights of all migrants, regardless of their migratory status, most recently at the
UN Summit for Refugees and Migrants that established this process.5 The international bill of rights
applies to both nationals and non-nationals, making exceptions in respect of only two rights, and
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only in limited circumstances.6 The fundamental principle of non-discrimination that lies at the heart
of international human rights law is essential to the exercise and enjoyment of human rights for
everyone, including all migrants, throughout their migration.
Transparency and accountability in the global compact process are vital to its success. To this end, a
global compact that respects the human rights of migrants requires the meaningful participation of
migrants and civil society organisations in the consultation, drafting, negotiation and
implementation of the compact at local, national, regional and international levels. The global
compact requires transparent and meaningful accountability mechanisms.
In the global compact, states should:
-

Re-commit to respecting, protecting and fulfilling the human rights of migrants without
discrimination across the international human and labour rights frameworks, and ensure
their actionable commitments are in line with states’ existing obligations.

-

Where they have not already done so, ratify and implement all international and regional
human rights instruments, withdraw any reservations, and reaffirm in policy and practice
the human rights of all migrants, regardless of their migratory status.

-

Commit to a transparent and meaningful accountability process with the participation of
civil society.

A gender-responsive compact:
Half of international migrants are women.7 However, migration is often described in gendered terms
and through the lens of male experiences, while migration policies often ignore women’s rights and
the reality of their migrations. Furthermore, the gendered focus of laws and policies on trafficking in
persons can have the effect of positioning women’s migrations as well as women themselves as
inherently vulnerable, infantilising them through a connection with children, positioning them
overwhelmingly as actual or potential victims of a crime and human rights abuses and questioning
the appropriateness of women’s ability to working outside the home. These normative perceptions
have resulted in discrimination in accessing regular channels of migration for example through
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gendered bans on some migrations, gendered restrictions in MOUs, or in profiling women travellers
or migrant workers as trafficked persons.8
In the global compact, states should:
-

Commit to migration policies and laws that are gender-responsive and respect, protect and
fulfil women’s rights, in line with women migrants’ self-defined best interests.

-

Review and amend any gender discriminatory restrictions on migration in law, policy or
practice that limit opportunities for women to migrate and ensure gender equity and
respect for women’s autonomy in relevant policies including those regarding access to visas,
residence permits, work permits and other documentation for migration.

-

Recognise and respect the agency and human rights of women migrants and not use
victimising rhetoric.

A compact that addresses the realities of mixed migration:
Migration realities are complex and do not easily fit the categories we refer to when describing
migration and migrants’ rights: through linear, intentional stages of migration of individuals whose
protection status is clear and stable through their migration. It remains important to uphold existing
protections for specific groups established in international law, but it is crucial to recognise that
these statuses are not fixed from the outset of the migration and migrants often pass in and out of
various legal categories during the course of their journey.
In the global compact states should:
-

Seek complementarity with the global compact on Refugees. The two compacts should seek
to avoid creating hierarchies of rights holders, which would ignore the complex realities of
migrants’ lives, and exacerbate damaging and discriminatory discourse around migrants’ and
refugee rights.

A compact that develops a rights-based response to smuggling:
Smuggling is not necessarily a violation of a migrants’ human rights and many migrants experience
no difficulties and express gratitude to the facilitators.9 The involvement of third party facilitators
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arises from state policies, which provide insufficient safe and accessible regular pathways for
migration and admission across different types of migration and the increased border securitisation
including the externalisation of borders.10 Attempting to address smuggling only through a criminal
justice lens cannot work.11 The global compact offers an opportunity to build a consensus towards a
rights-based approach to the smuggling of migrants to realise states’ commitment to facilitate
migration.12
In the global compact states should:
-

Ensuring that all measures aimed at addressing irregular migration or the smuggling of
migrants do not adversely affect the human rights of migrants, or those who provide
assistance to them.

-

Committing to opening more regular migration channels that are accessible to all migrants,
to reduce the migrants’ need to rely on the services of smugglers.

A compact that delivers a rights-based response to trafficking:
Anti-trafficking legislation, policy and practices are often used to justify and rationalise deterrence
policies and strengthen border policing than they are used for addressing human trafficking and
providing assistance to trafficked persons. States should accord trafficked persons all human rights,
including those to which they are entitled as victims of crime and victims of human rights violations.
In the global compact, states should:
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-

Ensure the human rights of trafficked person are at the centre of all efforts to prevent and
end trafficking and that programmes to protect, assist and provide redress to them are
adequately resourced.13

-

Ensure that any anti-trafficking measures do not adversely affect the rights of trafficked
persons.14

-

Ensure the development and implementation of a credible and rights-based oversight
mechanism for the Trafficking in Persons Protocol.

A compact that guarantees the right of migrants to decent work:
Across the globe, women earn less than men for the same work. Furthermore, the work that women
do is often not considered or valued as work, falling outside labour protection regimes, while
women also subsidise the economy with a disproportionate responsibility for unpaid care work.
Current migration management regimes increase the economic precarity of migrants through for
example, the charging of recruitment fees to workers. Migrants, including those in irregular status,
are entitled under international human rights law to enjoy the right to work.15 Laws and policies
should ensure that migrant workers enjoy treatment that is no less favourable than that of national
workers in relation to remuneration and conditions of work.16 The emphasis on temporary and
circular migration in many state policies prevent and restrict the movement of migrant workers and
increases the risk of abusive and irregular situations where they can be exploited by recruiters,
employers and others.
In the global compact, states should:
-
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and reform programmes such as temporary, guest-worker, or circular migration
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substandard working conditions allowed under such schemes, and sponsorship schemes
tying visas to a specific employer.
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-

Commit to closing the gender pay gap and bring all work, including in the informal sector,
under the protection of labour laws and the social protection framework.

-

Guarantee decent work for all migrant workers, including protection of rights at work,
entitlement to social security benefits and the fundamental rights to freedom of association
and collective bargaining.

-

Move away from models of temporary migration including circular migration, which
undermine migrants’ human rights and are contrary to social inclusion and cohesion.

-

Eliminate in law and practice the charging of recruitment fees to workers and other forms of
economic coercion.

-

Ensure that any pre-departure trainings and skills trainings have a rights-based, decent work
agenda and do not reinforce gendered power dynamics; trainings should be accessible and
affordable for the migrant and not contribute to their debt burden.
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