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Today, more people are migrating than at any point in history. There are nearly 1 billion migrants in the world, 

comprising some 214 million international migrants and 740 million internal migrants. In other words, 1 in 7 

people today are on the move. International migrants represent 3.1% of the total world population. UN 

estimates tell us that the figure of international migrants will double roughly to 400+ million by 2040.  Of the 

214 million international migrants in 2010, half are women, most of them working in the unprotected informal 

manufacturing and services sectors. 

All too often, public opinion and development strategies address migration as a problem to be solved rather 

than as an instrument to be productively used. Migratory flows, in fact, should be seen more as an opportunity 

than as a problem. The sheer amount of resources involved and their potential for development deserves 

attention. According to the World Bank, migrants’ remittances sent home through financial channels soared to 

$414 billion in 2013 and are projected to cross the 500 billion mark by 2016.  Remittance flows to rural areas 

appear to be particularly important in developing regions and they averagely stand between 40 (as in Africa) 

and 65 percent1 (as in Asia) of the total financial flows to rural areas.  

For this reason, in 2011-13, FAO conducted rapid appraisals on migration and agricultural development 

and food security in fourteen countries, Philippines, Tonga, Nepal, India, Ecuador, Peru, Senegal, 

Kenya, Zambia, Jamaica, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, Bangladesh, Senegal, Gambia. 

The aim was to look into the important issues and challenges related to migration, like: (i) identifying to what 

extent the combined effects of out-migration and the inflow of remittances, through the human capital 

formation/accumulation and investment in productive activities, reduce poverty and inequality; (ii) identifying 

situations in which the positive effect of remittances on poverty and food insecurity, including investment in 

productive agro-rural activities, could be effectively enhanced and the negative impacts minimized through 

policy or programmatic intervention. In other words, to propose a series of recommendations for the promotion 

of an enabling environment for investing remittances in the agro-rural sector development and in food security 

initiatives. 

The Country Studies were based on a review of secondary data and on questionnaires and Focus Group 

Discussions (FGD). The migration profiles of countries are complex. There can be distinct patterns of internal 

migration and international migration. The country appraisals conducted by FAO referred to international 

migration. 

The appraisals provide mixed evidence regarding the development potential of migration in rural areas through 

remittances. In fact, the linkages between migration and remittances and agricultural development are 

extremely complex and likely to vary considerably from place to place, depending on local socio-cultural factors 

and on the local economic and ecological context. 

 

In general, the fourteen Country Studies revealed that Migration improves household food security 

and alleviates poverty even for non-migrant households. In fact, in the countries benefiting from 

temporary migration schemes that recruit low skilled farmers, migration directly benefits rural areas. 

                                                           
1 IFAD data, various years. 
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However, in some countries, the migrants tend to come from wealthier urban areas. In consequence, 

migration has limited effects on rural poverty. 

 

The remittance inflow is significant for many of them, and critical for some, as it makes up a large 

percentage of GDP and export earnings. In most studies, existing literature has been confirmed, i.e. 

migrants belong mainly to households which can bear the cost of migration, by own savings, borrowing 

or both. Thus, households without any savings or assets may hardly plan to migrate internationally. 

 

Impact of remittances on agricultural production 

 

The studies also confirmed that a significant percentage of remittances are used on poverty-related items 

or basic needs: food, clothes, housing, utilities and medicine (health). The vast majority of remittance 

flows (up to 90 percent) at destination are spent on primary needs while a much smaller part (10 

percent) goes to formal/informal savings and investments principally in rural areas (including off farm 

activities). 

 

International migrants prefer resettling and investing in urban centers, due to the presence of public 

amenities, schooling, employment opportunities and the greater potential for investment. Very few 

international migrants send remittances to rural areas for investing in agriculture. In some countries, it is 

usually the internal migrants who send remittances to their families in rural areas for purchase of 

agricultural inputs for production activities which usually are for meeting household consumption. 

 

Rural households use the remittances for buying assets such as cattle, goats, ploughs, as well as for 

improving or building houses. They also use the remittances for buying inputs like fertilizers and seed. 

Remittances also tend to contribute to accelerating rural transformations, albeit in very heterogeneous 

ways. Whereas under favourable agro-ecological conditions, remittances have enabled migrants to 

modernize agriculture and invest in land and cattle, in other cases remittances have led migrant 

households to de-intensify or wholly abandon agriculture. 

 

Most persons in the country surveys indicated that some investments were also made in their farming 

activities to pay for land preparation or purchasing small tools, fertilizers or planting inputs. In few 

countries households that receive international remittances use the cash to expand crop acreage 

(especially of high income crops such as horticulture), buy equipment and pay for hired labour. 

 

In some countries, international migration has a robust positive effect on adoption of superior (but risky) 

rice technology while internal migration does not encourage such a risky agricultural investment. There 

is mixed evidence on the impact of migration on the labor market as it results in shortage of manpower, 

with consequential increase in wages and rise in demand for domestic migration. In some cases though, 

migration has led to cheaper wages labor imported from neighboring areas within the same country. 

More in depth studies are needed. 

 

Generally speaking, however, an important characteristic of remittances that was observed, confirming 

working hypothesis and literature, is that actual transfers take place in small amounts to large numbers 

of people, engendering a “capital fragmentation”. In the countries under review, the emergence of 

collective remittances is somewhat negligible. The development impact of remittances in the agro-rural 

sector is hardly exploited. 

 

Land 

 

In most countries, international remittances are contributing to changes in land use patterns and titling 

with increased conversion of peri-urban agricultural land to land for housing development which may 

adversely affect food security of urban poor.  
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Migration did not appear to be increasing investment in farming activities since migrants were not, in 

general, found to be buying lands for agricultural purposes and investing in farming activities at home. 

Remittances were found to be having a positive impact on farming activities, in that persons were able 

to use portions of the funds received to purchase agricultural inputs and to pay workers, or to service 

their agriculture-related loans. 

 

Overall, the small size of land holdings of less than two hectares in most countries acts as a constraint. 

The acquisition of new land is difficult even by migrants who dispose of financial resources. The land 

tenure system is hereditary and passed down from father to his eldest male child. It does not allow for 

land to be sold and land can only be leased. Remittances have no direct impact on land tenure in this 

context. Informal tenancy and use of the land is the more common arrangement. In some countries, 

seasonal migrants were more likely to purchase, rent or lease lands for farming activities, while 

permanent migrants were reported to purchase lands mostly to build their retirement homes. Some of the 

above problems could be addressed through effective implementation of the following measures: 

 

 Land use policy should come and thereby the areas meant for settlement and agricultural 

production should be separated. This would also discourage the plotting of agricultural land for 

the housing purposes;  

 In order to reap the benefits of economy of scale, the size of agricultural land holding should be 

increased by promoting 'lease' system or other such system to ensure commercial production in 

agriculture sector; In some countries associations of migrants were granted long term use of 

marginal lands on conditions that they invested on them (water); 

 Even in agricultural sector, the government should identify which particular land is suitable for specific 

crops as per the government's policy in selected areas, which amounts to a territorial development 

approach as it will be seen in the following paragraphs. 

 

Policy Recommendations 
 

Mainstreaming migration in the development agenda of public authorities 

 

Usually, Ministries of Agriculture do not have any activities related to migration or remittances. As a 

consequence, existing institutional frameworks dealing with migration issues at the national level (when 

they exist) are generally disconnected from the administrations in charge of development strategies. 

With rare exceptions, all the 14 Country Studies show a growing multitude of Migration and remittances 

actors producing mainly marginal or specific groups’ interest effects, with no relevant influence for the 

national agricultural development and food security concern. Where such organizations, NGOs and 

other pressure groups (public and private) have emerged, they have not yet become an effective voice of 

Diaspora, given their structural weaknesses. Often, there is no specific Diaspora or local groups linking 

migrants to food/agriculture production 

 

In order to overcome this disconnection, governments should enlarge their capacity at two distinct 

levels: the creation of dedicated institutions to tackle migration-related issues, such as migrant rights, 

and migration management, while migration should be part of the agendas of institutions in charge 

of development strategies. In this perspective, public officials, policy makers and leaders of civil 

society organizations should be given training on the development potential of migration. Conversely, 

bridges between diaspora organizations, migration experts and rural development stakeholders should 

be forged through joint programmes. It is recommended that Ministries of Agriculture work more 

closely with other Ministries (e.g. Labour and Finance) to ensure that more remittances are directed 

towards the agricultural sector. Ministries - Agriculture and Labour – and possibly Finance, should 

collaborate to support livelihood strategies of migrant households and to ensure that non-migrant 

households are not neglected. 
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Capacity building 

For the promotion of policy-relevant research on migration, policy makers need to base their decisions 

on well informed and researched evidences. The causes, determinants, consequences, advantages, 

disadvantages of different types of migration and migrants in a given country should be well analyzed 

and clearly listed. Thus, being agriculture and small family farming the pillar of the economy for most 

of the countries analyzed, this sector needs to be given the highest priority at all levels (national and 

international). As a policy priority area, Governments should define their migration research needs 

and create the mechanisms to promote their policy research capacity (identify key institutions). 

This will imply the creation of a system of light surveys, including them in existing statistical and 

census units, dedicated to understand the role and impact of migration and remittances; 

 

Territorial Approach and Civil Society Organizations, at the local level 

 

The deficit of public infrastructure, whether due to the lack of public investment or caused by 

environmental hazards, is a major impediment for the development of rural economies. Migrants can 

contribute to the building of roads, health centres, electrification, schools, nurseries or community 

centres through the collective mobilization of diaspora organizations. Studies of existing experiences 

have highlighted several problems faced by migrant organizations: the lack of technical expertise and 

financial means, the lack of capacity to enforce decisions at a distance, and the lack of long-term 

management plans. In addition, the projects undertaken do not always meet the priority needs of local 

populations as migrants sometimes privilege visible and prestigious endeavours.  

 

A better coordination between migrants, civil society organizations and local authorities should not 

only improve the implementation of the projects but would also raise awareness on the development 

needs of local populations. There is a lack of development strategies and an inventory of needs at the 

local not only at the national level. 

Thus, in many cases it would be appropriate to study the feasibility of establishing “ One Stop Shops”, 

i.e. regional agencies  in districts/regions, dealing with all aspects  related to the investment of 

remittances (acquisition/rental of land, permits, credit. legislation, training in accountancy, in marketing 

and tax incentives for returning’ rural entrepreneurs and their families). 

In most of the countries analyzed in the rapid apparaisals, the Agricultural Producers Associations 

play a minimal role in dealing with migration and remittances issues. Farmers’ organizations need to be 

more involved in issues dealing with migrants and remittances so that the rural sector can benefit more 

from remittances sent by migrants. These Associations could also be major implementation partners for 

agricultural programmes targeted at migrants, possibly involving the small scale farmers who are 

organized into commodity groups that can be used to implement development projects at the local 

level.  

These community-based projects could be supported by migrants’ remittances through opening dialogue 

with Hometown Associations using also the various Diaspora associations and the Diaspora 

institutions at national level (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, etc.).  

As shown above, remittances are channeled mainly to other sectors (house construction etc.) than 

agriculture since the sector is seen as being less attractive for investment. This is a well know problem 

of profitability of agriculture and to take advantage of the additional capital that remittances may 

provide to the sector there is a need to improve the overall agricultural policy environment through  

programmes aimed at reducing risks involved in farming in order to enhance profitability of the sector.  



 5 

This can be done through the promotion of insurance and other type of guarantee schemes, smallholder 

irrigation, improving access to land, developing rural access roads and marketing of farm inputs and 

outputs and developing financial products attractive to migrants as a means of mobilizing resources 

through remittances. In almost all the country analyzed, there is the need to create political, social and 

economic conditions that would serve as incentives to change the brain drain into brain gain and attract 

much-needed investment in the agricultural sector.  

As highlighted by the different case studies, women are often at the forefront of poverty issues. 

Although there is an increasing “femininization” of international migration (women represent almost 49 

per cent of migrants), in the case studies women play a key role in managing remittances at home. 

Measures should be taken to enlarge the possibility for them to use remittances, to grant them better 

access to economic assets and to help them participate in development strategies at the local level.  

 

Communication strategies based information campaigns internally and abroad. Human capital 

remittances 
 

Remittances have to be viewed in the broader context, which means not only financial remittances, but 

also social and knowledge remittances. Families with migrants have a definite edge over other families, 

as they can afford better agricultural inputs and know-how to increase productivity, particularly the 

agricultural workers involved in seasonal migration schemes overseas.  

As the world enters the era of Knowledge-Agriculture, Diasporas are ideally suited to play this role. A 

new connectivity has to be established to leverage remittances and use the same for public good, by 

involving the Diasporas in the agriculture. To begin with, it is essential to facilitate the promotion of 

small-scale businesses in rural areas. In addition, it is necessary to engage Diasporas in promoting 

national products exports as entrepreneurs of small-scale and medium enterprises in the analyzed 

countries encounter great difficulties to promote and market their products abroad. The Diasporas 

should participate more effectively in public-private partnership in their respective national growth 

sectors, becoming active partners. 

The communication infrastructure and village Information Technology  business centers could benefit 

from the expertise of the migrants, supported by Governments by putting in place policies to enhance 

Diaspora participation not only in business enterprises but also in general agricultural and country 

economic development (in all its aspects). 

There is also need to promote networking and collaboration (by means of specific database) between 

experts in the countries of origin and those abroad in the Diaspora which address the brain drain 

magnitude and problem. It is well known that some countries have developed successful economic 

sectors through the engagement of their diasporas bringing in human and financial capital. In Africa, for 

instance, it would be appropriate to ensure that the expertise of Africans living in the developed 

countries be utilized in the execution of some of the projects envisaged under the UN New Partnership 

for Africa’s Development (NEPAD). 

Financial Systems and Credit 

This is a fundamental aspect to ensure that remittances have a multiplier effect in agriculture. 

Operational instruments should be enhanced or created to promote the collective investment of 

remittances from Diasporas in rural areas. 

 for example, easing off official procedures for sending remittances; 
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 credit used as a complementary tool to promote the investment of remittances in rural areas, with 

remittances used as loans’ collateral; 

 possibilities for migrants and/or their families to save or invest in existing microfinance banks 

or institutions; 

 possibilities to adopt a nationwide micro-enterprise development programme, financed 

exclusively through migrants' remittances or in combination with other sources of funds, to pool 

and transfer remittances to specific destinations;  

 possibilities to use charitable rural development funds to be created to allow the diaspora to 

help the rural poor, under the lead, say, of the central bank and/or other sector specific financial 

institution (as fund leader); 

 envisage Government support (legal, financial, etc.) to collectivities, hometown associations and 

other self help associations in the countries of destination willing to invest. These could be the 

preliminary steps toward engaging in work based on combining policy measures with investment 

promotion schemes in rural areas, with related technical assistance. 

 identification of institutional and financial mechanisms (old and new) that could support co-

development projects and other productive investment initiatives (e.g. rural banks and credit 

associations, private companies from developed country in co-financing mechanisms etc.). 

 Identification of government programmes/initiatives that could be supported by all development 

partners combining ODA, investment incentives by governments and remittances.  

 the informal remittance systems are very important and need due policy attention. The ‘Hawalla’ 

system  relies on trust and ethnic bonds to transfer money around the world. Thus, most of 

migrants countries should venture into establishing areas of best practices and lessons learnt 

from the informal money transfer systems which are cheaper and more reliable that the formal 

financial institutions. This would enable the local agricultural communities to easily access 

funds, which they greatly need to multiply the investment effects in agriculture. This is because 

it has been noticed that the informal systems have a wider access than the formal financial 

institutions, consequently the remitted funds reach the households located in difficult to access 

areas with poor infrastructure, such as the rural areas. 

 There is still limited insight into the development impacts of internal transfers. Internal 

migration, due to the limited financial return it yields, seems more likely to keep the rural 

population in a state of dependence on urban areas. Measures should be taken to improve the 

working conditions of migrants in urban areas and lower the costs of transfers. Mobile-phone 

transfers tried out in Kenya could be transposed into other national contexts. Banks and mobile-

phone money transfer agents should make their services more complementary. 

 

International Cooperation and Promotion of regular and labor migration. 

Migration and remittances surely need an articulated and organized support from all the development 

actors (including ODA, FDI, Diaspora, Hometown Associations  NGOs, Private/Public 

Entrepreneurs) at the origin and receiving countries, to produce an effective strategy on agricultural 

development contributing to food security from the bottom up. 

There are seasonal migration schemes to some developed countries, e.g.  the USA and Canada, the Gulf 

states. They often involve the participation of males in the Seasonal Agricultural Workers Programme 

(SAWP), and females in the hospitality domestic workers programme. The persons, who migrate within 

any of these contexts, typically return with, or send back, remittances in cash and kind as well as a range 

of knowledge and skills. These schemes could be studied to see what mechanisms can be implemented 

to promote the investment of migrants human and financial capital in agriculture and food security in 

the countries of origin. 
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Some countries, for example Sri Lanka, have concluded MOUs with migrants receiving countries in the 

Gulf States in relation to protection of migrants’ rights. Such MOUs could be conclude by other 

countries extending their coverage to integration of migrants, twinning arrangements and co-

development programmes. 

 

Gaps within the migration and development sphere at global level  

The advantages to be gained from regular labor migration for host States, destination States and 

migrants themselves are enormous. There is a need to develop collaborative programmes between all 

actors and stakeholders (national and international) to direct remittances to the agricultural sector and 

hence reduce the serious financing problems faced by smallholder farmers.  

Although the importance of migration and remittances has attracted the attention of international 

organizations and development agencies, still they  do  not seem to be an effective part of the agenda of 

development actors at national and international level. At the national level the counterpart of all 

migration related work are either weak or non existing. Governments do not appreciate the 

developmental potential of migration and remittances, in terms of both human and financial capital. 

 The creation of special funding and savings schemes at regional/international level 

targeting migrant workers at destination, which could generate funds for onward lending 

to the youth engagement in agri-business activities. 

 The extension of Seasonal migration schemes accompanied by robust co-development 

programmes to promote the investment of remittances in the rural areas (farm and off-

farm activities) to be put in place at regional (south-south) and interregional level. 

 Refocusing of part of ODA flows towards the matching of remittances for investment 

purposes in family farming. 

 Mobilizing transnational diasporas entrepreneurship for the development of their 

countries of origin, encouraging income-generating activities supported by public policy 

through decentralized investments in rural infrastructures, encouraging sustainable 

environment and biodiversity preservation, land recovery and environmental 

requalification; 

 Support of institutional reinforcement in the area of migration, remittances and 

development, participatory planning and local governance. 

 

Prospects for future research 
 

The research has highlighted several areas where more research is needed to improve and implement 

evidence-based policies. 

 

 Migration and food security: although there is wealth of research on migrant remittances, 

none has investigated the relationships between their use at the domestic level and food security. 

Evidence shows that a large part is spent on the purchase of food. This aspect has been neglected 

as it was assessed as non-productive and as a sign of economic dependence on cash transfers. To 

what extent does migration improve the food security of rural populations? To what extent do 

the benefits of remittances spill over to non-migrants’ households? 

 Internal migration and development: there is a growing body of evidence that 

international migration is supportive of a development dynamic at the local level. The benefits of 

internal migration are less obvious, as internal mobility yields lower financial returns. Does 
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internal migration maintain rural areas in a state of economic dependence? Is it instrumental or 

detrimental for agricultural growth and poverty? 

 Impacts of migrant philanthropy and social remittances on rural development: much has 

been written on financial remittances. There is, however, a lack of understanding of the role of 

non-material and collective remittances. For example, there is a lack of knowledge on the 

linkages which might exist between the impacts of migration on gender role and food 

consumption in migrant households. 

 How to promote the investment of remittances in climate smart agricultural practices in 

high-pressure migration areas and assessment of rural contexts (desertification level, access to 

water, agro-biodiversity,etc) where to possibly develop/locate projects supported by diasporas. 

 

 

 

 


