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 Today, about 260 million people have left their own country to go and live elsewhere. In 1960, this 

figure was just over one-third, 93 million. The increase is in line with the world population increase from 3 

billion to 7.69 billion from 1960 to 2019. The portion has remained constant at about 3% over time, but could 

increase, encouraged by an interconnected world, widespread social and family relations, ease of movement 

and climate changes, and also by what Pope Francis has defined as the “third world war in pieces”. 

 With a badly governed globalisation and prolonged economic crisis, international mobility and 

migration are creating tension, worry and fear, which are real even when based on erroneous perceptions 

emphasised by the media and used for political purposes. However, if observed over time, these factors have 

driven advances, because they were thought up in order to achieve improvement and sustainability goals. 

Except in cases of failure or criminality, migration – especially for work – has been a factor in the development 

of the migrants themselves, the countries they go to and their country of origin, family and community of 

origin. 

 Previous editions of the Statistical Report on Immigration have attempted to illustrate the link between 

migration and development. This edition will attempt to examine it in the context of the sustainable 

development programme of the 2030 Agenda, highlighting some interconnections between migration and the 

sustainability goals of reducing poverty, satisfying primary needs, improving living conditions, reducing 

inequality, gender equality, satisfactory work and inclusion and showing that there are reciprocal influences 

between their achievement and legal migration. 

 The 2030 Agenda adopted by the UN in September 2015 includes 17 goals and 169 specific targets to 

be achieved in fifteen years. There are many targets that refer on one hand to the dignity of all migrants, their 

primary needs and family, social and economic rights and on the other find in the driving force behind 

migration a regular and important contribution towards achieving the 2030 Agenda.1 

 

Emigration may contribute towards overcoming poverty 

 We would like to focus in particular on some aspects of the objectives concerning every individual’s 

dignity and development: 1) defeating poverty, 2) ending famine, 3) ensuring health and welfare, 4) providing 

quality education, 5) achieving gender equality, 6) guaranteeing clean water and health structures, 7) ensuring 

clean and accessible energy, 8) incentivising inclusive economic growth and satisfactory work, 10) reducing 

inequalities, 11) guaranteeing adequate accommodation and quarters, and 16) promoting the status of rights, 

There is a lot of potential for migration to reduce poverty and contribute towards development and welfare, 

but it needs public policies that encourage its effective implementation through ordered, safe and legal 

migration, as stated in targets 10 and 7 and specified in more detail in Global Compact Migration. 

 These are three vital characteristics for producing benefits 1) for the immigrants themselves, 2) for 

the countries and territories hosting them and 3) for their countries of origin and their families. Some proof of 

this is given below. 

 

1) For the immigrants themselves (Targets: 1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 2.2, 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 4.5, 5.1, 5.5, 8.1, 8.3, 

8.5, 8.8, 16.3, 16.9 and 16.b) 

 Legal immigrants work, earn, learn and gradually integrate and live in better living and health 

conditions, benefitting from the welfare and social, cultural and economic opportunities provided by 

integration, including their children’s education, mitigating the poverty that caused them to emigrate. The 

employment rate of migrants in Italy was 61.2% in 2018, more than that of Italians, which was 58.2%. They 
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are mainly in poorly qualified jobs, but their jobs tend to improve over time as they improve their ability to 

integrate and their social relations. Immigrants are far more mobile than Italian workers, and only 50% of them 

still work in the same province after four years; thanks to this greater mobility, they are reducing the gap 

between their earnings and those of the local population.2 Learning the language, better education, participation 

in and membership of social groups and trade unions, more work experience and contractual capacity and 

increased awareness of their rights are factors that improve the working and living conditions of legal 

immigrants, in the effective pursuit of the sustainable development targets. 

 This is even more the case for their children. In the 2017-2018 school year, 841,719 foreign students 

were enrolled in schools, 9.7% of the total; 63.1% of them were born in Italy and 48% of them were girls. 

653,522 of them were non-EU nationals. ION 2016-207, there were 826,091 (636,214 non-EU), 9.4% of the 

total, with 60.9% of them born in Italy. These are figures which demonstrate, despite the shortcomings in the 

education system in some areas, positive trends for both sexes in education and social integration, which for 

may leads to the acquisition of Italian citizenship.  

 Of the 5.3 million foreigners in the country, about 51.7% are female, with an employment rate of 

50.2% for those aged 15-64, despite the slowdown caused by the economic crisis. Legal female workers have 

the right t maternity and family benefits and other social and health benefits. The innovation, aggregation and 

emancipation capacity of many female immigrants, who often arrive alone and fully integrate into society and 

work, has been significant. 

 

2) For the countries and territories hosting them (Targets 1.3, 1.4, 8.2, 8.5, 8.7, 8.8, 10.2, 11.1, 16.3 

and 16.b) 

 Immigrants are in economic sectors which, especially because of their poorly qualified duties, now 

depend on their work, as there are not enough Italian workers available (especially in agriculture, farming, 

construction, catering, the hotel industry and distribution) and sectors involving personal services (domestic 

workers and helpers), which are destined to increase as the population ages. Italy is the second-oldest country 

in the world, with 22% of the population over 65 (expected to be 27% by 2030 and 34% by 2050); only 16.2% 

are aged under 18 and 6.5% are over 80, 2.2 million of them over 85.3 About one million helpers, the vast 

majority of the legal-resident foreigners, support people needing assistance, of which there are about 3 million 

in Italy. The economy and society now need immigrants, without whom there would be less production, 

insufficient personal services, less female employment and poor welfare conditions. 

 In Italy, 3.87 million taxpayers born overseas declared 52.9 billion Euros in income in 2017 and paid 

7.9 billion to the public tax authorities and 13.9 billion into private pension funds. Taking into account the cost 

of immigrants to the Italian tax system, which is about 25 billion including health, social services, education, 

security, justice, hosting and social security, the cost-benefit analysis has a slightly positive balance of about 

200 million Euros. At the end of 2018, 708,949 business owners were born overseas, 9.4% of the national 

total; the trend in the last ten years shows an increase of 41% in the number of business owners born overseas 

and a reduction in 10.5% in those born in Italy.4 Legal and integrated immigration thus has a positive impact 

at both the fiscal and economic level. This is also true of security, in general terms; the propensity for legal 

immigrants to commit crimes is the same as that of Italians, but is higher for illegal immigrants, who account 

for about two-thirds of foreigners accused and detained. 

 The immigrants coming to this country are increasingly younger and the percentage of under-25s 

paying INPS contributions increased from 27.5% in 1996 to 35% in 2015. In absolute terms, this means 

150,000 more taxpayers each year, compensating for the fall in births, which is a serious threat to the 

sustainability of the pension system. From 1960 to 2016, the balance between amounts paid in and benefits 

accrued by immigrants is positive for INPS, and thus also for general services, amounting to at least 36.5 

billion Euros.5 

 It was ISTAT6 that started alarm bells on the demographic decline in Italy. In 2018, the average age 

index was 172.9%, in other words there were 173 over-65-year-olds for every 100 under-14s. This index was 

38.9% in 1961 (39 over-65s for every 100 under-14s), 61.7% in 2981 and 129.3% in 2001. This acceleration 

is impressive, also compared to other European countries, which have age indices of between 85% in Spain 

and 159% in Germany. The increase in the number of overseas nationals has slowed down the demographic 
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decline. In the last four years, over 638,000 people have acquired Italian citizenship; without this contribution, 

the number of Italians would have fallen by about 1.3 million. The number of Italian graduates who have 

emigrated has doubled over the same period of time, with the loss of 14 billion Euros, or 1% of the GDP.7 

 It is perhaps the biggest challenge of our future, in Italy and in Europe. Together with the vital policies 

of supporting maternity and parentage, immigration is one of the aspects to be taken into serious consideration, 

defining a consistent long-term vision and political strategy. In the next thirty years, the EU will need at least 

69 million youngsters to keep its workforce stable. This workforce has been severely affected by the negative 

demographic trend8 and, for the same reason, Confindustria has calculated an annual manual labour 

requirement of at least 170,000 individuals for the period 2015-2065.9 

 

3) To their families and countries of origin (Targets 1.2, 1.5, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 3.1, 3.2, 5.1, 5.3, 10.2, 

10.c, 11.1 and 17.3) 

 In 2018, there were 821 million people suffering from famine.10 Through remittances and other aid to 

their families at home, emigrants are contributing towards alleviating the effects of poverty, making medical 

care available, especially for mothers and infants, and improving the quality of food, water, energy and 

accommodation. They provide a wider-ranging education, training and computer skills for their children and 

relatives; they often invest, starting businesses which increase local production, employment and trade; they 

use their newly acquired skills to stimulate innovation and increase awareness of human and social rights; and 

they contribute towards overcoming vulnerability. They thus realise some of the sustainability targets of great 

relevance, given that they concern the dignity of individuals, quality of life and development. In 2018, 

immigrants sent 6.2 billion Euros from Italy to their countries of origin, equal to 0.35% of the gross national 

income, 20% more than in 2017. This is an impressive amount if compared to that of public aid from Italy in 

developing countries, which fell from 0.30% of the GNI in 2017 to 0.24% in 2018.11 At a global level, 

remittances amounted to 689 billion US dollars in 2018, 529 billion sent to countries with low to medium 

income, while public aid totalled 153 bullion US dollars, or 0.31% of the GNI of the donor countries.12 Using 

the IFAD estimate as an example, it is reasonable to assume that 260 million international migrants are 

supporting a total of over one billion people. 

 Despite usually being destined for the closest relatives of migrants, remittances also have a positive 

effect on the economy in general, as they stimulate consumption, investments and trade and enhance education 

and health, enabling better living conditions and contributing towards overcoming shocks such as economic 

turbulence and natural disasters. According to the OECD-DAC 2018 report,13 in developing countries, about 

50% of girls have no education, 12 million are married before they are 18, often because of poverty, and are 

easily excluded from all progress; there are one billion people with disabilities, 80% of them needy; 10% of 

the world’s population are still living in conditions of extreme poverty. Overcoming these criticalities is a vital 

part of the sustainable development targets and diasporas have always shown that they can contribute 

effectively, especially from a family and territorial viewpoint. Their “transnationalism”14 makes them a real 

factor in development and wellbeing in both their host countries, where they are integrated and recognised, 

and in their countries of origin. 

 

Obstacles and barriers 

 Migration does not always manage to express the development and welfare potential intrinsic to it. 

There are many reasons for this, with some examples given below. 

 1. The obstacles created by political choices and decisions, especially those proposing simplistic 

solutions to complex problems; the laws which reduce and often prevent safe, orderly and legal migration and 

thus proper integration; the incapacity or unwillingness to govern migratory flows and derive the relevant 

benefits. These are short-sighted choices, which open the door to illegal immigration and do not prepare us for 

the future, which cannot afford to do without these new presences. 

 
7 Confindustria Studies Centre, Scenari economici, no.30, September 2017. 
8 Eurostat forecast in a zero immigration scenario. 
9 Confindustria Studies Centre, Scenari economici, no.26, June 2016. 
10 FAO, The state of food and nutrition in the world 2019, Rome, 2019. 
11 OECD-DAC, Development aid drops in 2018, especially to neediest countries, Paris, 10 April 2019. 
12 OECD-DAC, Development Co-operation Report 2018, Paris, 2018. 
13 Which see. 
14 Idos-Unar Study and Research Centre, Dossier Statistico Immigrazione 2013, Idos, Rome, 2013, p. 31. 



 2. Poor conditions in the hosting countries: corruption, criminalisation of vulnerable minorities, 

limitations for accessing welfare services, administrative barriers and xenophobic demonstrations; reduced 

level of collaboration between national governments and civil society organizations and local administrations; 

discriminatory policies based on “natives first” which leave resident immigrants excluded from social support 

initiatives. In more general terms, the economic crisis, long-lasting unemployment, the increase in inequality 

and the level of poverty and social exclusion, which in Italy is 30%,15 with 2.7 million individuals supported 

by charity organizations.16 

 3. The brain waste, because of the poorly qualified jobs that highly educated and specialized 

immigrants are forced to take. 

 4. Illegal work, exploitation and low wages of many immigrant workers, who are forced to suffer 

threats also because of a merely bureaucratic irregularity and the failure by public institutions and trade union 

organizations to combat the phenomenon. Five years ago, a detailed research study17 highlighted that about 

half of the illegal workers interviewed (47.1%) said that they had asked for a legal contract but were refused 

one by their employer. 

 5. Environmental crises, with forced mass migration which may lead to conflict and violence, with 

further movements and more migration. 

 6. Land-grabbing, the speculative seizure of land by private and institutional investors, a “robber 

economy” and disloyal trade are creating conditions of human insecurity and expulsion, forcing emigration. 

 7. Working conditions, especially in the farming sector, dictated by the climate, poverty and social and 

cultural ties. For example, although women represent a significant part of the workforce in the farming sector 

in developing countries, they produce 20-30% less than men because they have less access to the production 

inputs, markets, technical assistance, credit and education.18 

 8. The population in Africa will double in just over 30 years, increasing from 1.308 billion in 2019 to 

1.688 billion in 2030 and 2.489 billion in 2050.19 The ten countries with the youngest populations in the world 

will be African, with an average age of about 20, meaning about 700 million people of working age in the 

continent, in countries with serious inequalities and widespread poverty. 

 

 They can be overcome 

 Recent publications, such as those in note 1. provide analysis and suggestions for pursuing the 

sustainable development targets of the 2030 Agenda, valorising migration and overcoming damaging obstacles 

and barriers. See these publications for more details, while we focus on three conclusions to this article. 

 i. The sustainable development objectives and targets are indicators that we are all called upon to 

follow: public institutions are all levels of political responsibility, public and private entities and individuals 

everywhere. In order to be consistent and effective, migratory policies cannot disregard the objectives of the 

2030 Agenda. This is the route that will enable migration to be governed, avoiding errors and zigzagging 

political choices, dealing with difficulties and pursuing good and common needs. 

 ii. Safe, orderly and legal migration, as described in detail in the Global Compact for Migration and 

in target 10.7, based on the recognition of personal dignity, safeguarding lives and the fundamental rights and 

duties of civil coexistence, is the only form of migration that will enable this reality to be governed positively, 

without resorting to improbable shortcuts, which have only worsened the problems and annulled the benefits. 

Italy should review its position as regards the Global Compact as soon as possible. 

 iii. International development cooperation, and the relevant agreements with emigration countries, 

should now be intended as cooperation for the implementation of the sustainable development objectives. All 

political decisions, planning and activities must be consistent with this end purpose. Every single partnership 

project for development must be planned, implemented and evaluated on the basis of these objectives, the 

specific targets and relevant success indicators. This is also a way of evaluating the performance of each subject 

involved. Cooperation between countries, territories, communities, profit-making and non-profit-making 

partners must increasingly focus on pursuing sustainability, as described in the 2030 Agenda in an overall and 

consistent manner. Civil society organizations and the research sector, in particular, can be the driving force 

behind this approach, which involves everyone and which it is in everyone’s interest to implement, with 

constant commitment to 2030 and far beyond. 
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