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International migration refers to the movement of people across national borders to settle in new locations. The underlying reasons for such moves can be deeply complex, often rooted in traumas linked to regional conflict, political repression or climate change. Despite this, public confusion and mistrust over migrants and their motives for moving have led to resentment, anger or scapegoating of migrants for a range of social ills. Stereotypes of migrants, often operating in far-right, mass media and even everyday political discourse have helped instil an irrational fear of the alien ‘others’. This has resulted in the solidification of social attitudes in which migrants are seen as arriving in order to commit crime, to undercut local workers’ pay or to exploit the overstretched welfare systems of receiving countries. Extremist terror attacks within Western cities in recent years have also fuelled the convergence of perceptions around terrorism-migration in public debate by integrating ideas of racial otherness into more generalised impressions of invasion invoked by the far right over migrants.  Even mainstream politics has, however, become part of these crude overlays of motives and social groups – the ‘war’ on immigration in countries like the UK and USA has provided policy makers with greater legitimacy in pursuing the resources to tackle border security. Alongside a more aggressive policing of boundaries, at a time of massive regional and global challenges to human security, the relationship between immigration and crime has been invoked by commentators keen to advance an exclusionary rhetoric as well as more punitive approaches to law and order.  

Although the wielding of stereotypes around crime and migration continue to persist, research suggests that once socio-economic factors such as deprivation and unemployment are controlled for, there is little evidence of a significant connection between the presence of migrants and higher crime rates Bernat (2017)(Wikes and Sydes, 2017). Simplistic assertions belie a more complex reality – certainly there is localised variation in migrant criminality, in large part due to the varying nature and functioning of local economies and prejudice of employers and border agencies which may make obtaining work very difficult. For example, ‘gateway cities’ such as Sydney and Toronto, that have strong historical connections with immigration tend to have fewer problems with migrant related crime and disorder. These cities often comprise long-established diasporas with strong labour markets and ethnic economies, allowing new migrants to integrate more easily. However, there are clearly growing challenges associated with mass movement of populations. 	Comment by BUSHELL Mark G: You can remove this in text citation but I have included it to show that this is discussed at the free article referenced below.	Comment by Rowland Atkinson: Names of some citieds would be good here?

The historical legacy of capitalism has been a trajectory of economic expansion and emissions that has destabilised many zones around the globe through climate change, crop failures, warfare linked to resource depletion and crime generated by competition for food and housing resources in urban areas. Climate change is increasingly driving mass migration, involuntarily moving millions. Droughts, as well as rising surface temperatures and sea levels have pushed the Earth’s ecosystem out of sync, particularly across the Global South. For example, increasing desertification has ruined agriculture and reduced the water supply in parts of Northern Kenya to a trickle. Violence has followed, in a series of lethal battles for the control of wells and pastureland in the area, driving farmers to seek survival and stability elsewhere. Over a million sub-Saharan Africans have arrived on European shores since 2010. Routes of entry vary but can involve migrants placing their fate into the hands of human trafficking operations or spending months as stateless refugees in camps, where conditions can be deplorable. 

In the United States, the COVID-19 pandemic and Federal response intensified the problems involved in processing incoming migrants, 1.7 million of whom were detained at the Mexican border between 2020 and 2021. Tens of thousands of adults and children are held in Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) detention centres across the country. Many of these facilities are densely populated, some of them are decommissioned jails and lack the basic health provisions needed to protect detainees from infectious diseases. 

However, not all such migration is destined for the West. China’s $200bn annual investment in Africa is a lesser known but increasingly significant driver of population movement. The Chinese interest is rooted in Africa’s vast deposits of coal, as well as cobalt and coltan which are used in electronics products. It is estimated that there are between 1 and 2 million Chinese migrants in Africa, many of whom support the infrastructure projects needed to capitalize on the extraction of natural resources (Cissé, 2021). In the opposite direction, there are a growing number of African migrants settling in China, as they look to take advantage of the country’s rapid economic growth. There is also a darker side to this seemingly mutually beneficial relationship. African migrants must negotiate China’s complex immigration system and can subsequently become trapped in precarious social and economic predicaments, sometimes resorting to bribery and other illicit means of circumventing the rules to ensure their rights to remain. African migrants are also experiencing widespread harassment and discrimination in China, particularly around housing, employment and COVID related restrictions. 

Internationally, there is substantial disagreement about how mass migration can be addressed. The fortification of borders such as the wall between Mexico and the US – and in other countries such as Hungary - has become an increasingly common means of keeping migrants out. This seems to have become part of a wider shift from the globalised ‘borderless’ world of the 1990’s to a more recent focus on renewed securitisation and the protection of sovereign states. A contrasting approach has been to adopt ‘open-door’ policies, as was the case with Germany which reported over 1.5 million immigration entries at the height of the EU migrant crisis in 2015. Germany still remains the top destination for asylum seekers in Europe. 

As migrants bear both the brunt of forced movement along potentially lethal pathways and the threat of exclusion by hostile nations denying asylum the question of how more positive and inclusive narratives can be constructed raises itself. Migrants are variably cast as criminal, a drain, dangerous and different by sections of news media, in political language and, orf course by far-right and populist leaders and parties. Mass migration is a real problem, often met by illusory statements and designations of those among humanity forced to move to save their lives or achieve the possibility of a decent future. Few interventions present themselves as viable solutions to such issues. Rather, the answer may lie in focusing on the challenges that compel populations to move in the first place while finding ways to offer more humane assistance. In addition to climate change, Western military campaigns in countries such as Afghanistan and Iraq are important drivers of the exodus of dispossessed citizens, as they have rendered these countries politically unstable, divided, and oppressed. The ignominious military exit from Kabul in August 2021 and the rapid re-establishment of Taliban control provides a case in point, yielding only months later lifeboats crammed with refugees fleeing across the English Channel - met with hostility and anger by UK politicians blaming poor French border controls. Without an urgent international response that begins to address the foundations of these problems, humanitarian crises will continue to drive the mass displacement of refugees, who have no choice but to leave their native soil in a desperate gamble for a better life elsewhere. 
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WatchFilm

Watch: ‘Human Flow’. A documentary film about the global refugee crisis. Directed by Ai Weiwei. Amazon Studios.
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