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I am not an economist and will not attempt to present a detailed economic analysis of the relationship between migration and economic development – although such an exercise would be worthwhile and has only been partially attempted. Instead, I would like to question a number of broader assumptions about the presumed links between migration, the Irish economy and the management of future social, infrastructural and economic change. While I hope to play Devil’s Advocate a little, my essential point is that we need fully to think through all of the costs and benefits, explicit or hidden, connected with migration and social change in our society and we need to analyse and then factor in the connections between immigration and economic development on one hand, and social exclusion on the other. I would not argue for a total change in policy in one direction or another, but I think we need to appreciate these linkages and build them into policy as it is devised and adapted. If we fail to do this we will be missing opportunities to gain the best outcome both for immigrants and for Irish society in general.

It seems to me that our thinking about migration and its effects on the Irish economy and society has been dominated in Ireland by a number of approaches:

· Economic pragmatism: a laissez-faire approach to labour market needs, with the emphasis on flexibility at all costs. 

· Human rights concerns: the search for a humane, transparent, just, inclusive and permanent migration system, embracing the social as well as the economic challenges to Irish society 
· An ‘open-door’ approach, which has been promulgated by a small number of individuals and NGOs 

· Highly regulatory and restrictive approaches motivated by ill-defined concerns about the perceived dangers of excessive in-migration, undocumented migration and closely related issues of terrorism and control 
· Xenophobic approaches informed by a reactionary desire to maintain the alleged ‘homogeneity’ of Irish society, although in fact it never was monocultural and exclusionary practices were the norm well before the ‘new wave’ of immigration from the late 1990s onwards. I do not think this approach is to the fore in Government thinking, even if there is a case to be made that the de facto effect of Government policy is a form of institutional racism. 
Each of these approaches has a certain coherence from the viewpoint of those who promote it. However, no one perspective constitutes an adequate prism through which to view the connections between migration, society and economic development. Moreover, the law of unintended consequences often operates.

· Business naturally wants to be able to employ appropriately qualified people at the lowest possible rates, but this often has little regard for the social and structural costs and challenges which long-term immigration inevitably brings, such as the additional costs of promoting integration in a multiethnic and increasingly multicultural society. Frequently these are assumed to be an SEP – Somebody Else’s Problem. An example: English language tuition. Who pays – the employee and her/his family? Government and therefore society? The employer? 
· Human rights concerns, especially when espoused by those working in the growing NGO sector, are naturally focused on those already here, and on the need to address injustices, exploitation and racism and, less frequently, on tackling long-term integration issues. Service providers, in particular, are inevitably concerned with the immediate needs of those already here. When someone comes looking for help they are likely to say ‘I have a problem with form-filling, or the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform, or my landlord’. They are not going to say ‘I have a problem with Irish integration policy’. However immediate and real, such concerns may not take sufficient account of the long-term strategic picture. They may also ignore other long-term consequences, such as the effect on Majority World countries of a significant outward brain-drain. It would not be human not to empathise in the first place with the real human being in front of you rather than the millions in the country of origin. 
· The so-called Open Door approach actually has more logic to it than might first appear to be the case. Nigel Harris’ fascinating 2002 book Thinking the Unthinkable: the Immigration Myth exposed considers what a world without immigration controls would look like. His key argument is that migrants act in their own rational self-interest; if they can find work they will come and will stay as long as such work is available; if it isn’t they go home. People have more networks and social capital at home than away and, all else being equal, will tend to go home if there are no prospects in the host country. We can find two interesting proofs of this hypothesis in Ireland itself in the early 1930s – a period when many Irish returned from Depression America although Ireland itself was desperately poor – and the contemporary EU, where the freedom to come and go means that people come when there is work but go home again if there isn’t. Harris argues that what distorts this rational behaviour is actually the erection of immigration walls, as people will not return home if they know they can never move to the host country again. In any event, as Harris sensibly points out, most people don’t like to leave their home country in the first place – predictions of ‘floods’ of migrants in the “old” EU when Spain and Portugal joined, the Berlin Wall fell, and 10 new countries acceded, all proved wide of the mark. All that said, however, the option of an Open Door is not politically feasible. Most critics of Irish immigration policy, in spite of what former Minister John O’Donoghue liked to allege, are not in favour of an open door. Moreover, there are valid criticisms of such an approach, not least that that it might have a dramatic and negative effect in brain drain terms on Majority World countries. 
· According to social theorist Max Weber, ‘the nation-state’ defines itself by its claim to the exclusive use of force and authority over a defined territory. It follows that governments naturally see immigration, residence and citizenship as a core policy area. In Ireland, the Department in question, Justice, Equality and Law Reform, inevitably is concerned in the first place with issues of management and control. In the absence of an integrated, cross-departmental strategy, which indeed has not been developed here, the concerns of that Department have come to dominate Government thinking. Moreover, aspects of these concerns are strongly reinforced by the close and long-standing relationship with the UK authorities through the Common Travel Area Agreement, and at EU level through cooperation in the areas of Justice and Home Affairs. By comparison, the role of the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment is less important. There are several other Departments which ought to play a central role but do not, including Education and Science and Health and Children. Insofar as there may be a tension between two arms of Government policy, it may lie between the restrictive stance exercised by the Department of Justice, on the one hand, and the more laissez-faire one espoused by the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment, on the other. But laissez-faire is not the same thing as pro-immigrant.
· There are those who genuinely fear change in a young State which historically saw itself in largely homogenous terms, as well as those who are opposed to immigration on grounds which are either explicitly racist or xenophobic or which are based on a form of cultural exclusionism. We do not know how significant this lobby is in terms of numbers, and it would be unwise to take the derisory vote obtained at election to date by Áine Ní Chonaill and her familiars as a sign of its weakness in the future. But perhaps the issue which matters here is not one of immigration but the fact that Ireland is already and always has been a society containing a plurality of cultures.  If we had no further immigration we would still be obliged to deal with difference in more positive and productive ways than we did in the past, when suppression, exclusion or isolation was the norm. 
· There is a common, irritating and simplistic assumption in Ireland that people on the left like immigrants and think immigration is always and everywhere a good thing, whereas people on the right are heartless xenophobes. Both stereotypes are unhelpful; more to the point, they mask a more complex reality. Thus, historically, in other countries opposition to immigration (frequently misguided) has often come from the trade union movement. And people who may be to the centre or right of the spectrum in economic terms have sometimes been among the most trenchant defenders of respect for individual liberties and the rights of immigrants. Less admirably (and sometimes under the cloak of advocating such rights), employers have never had an aversion to using immigrant labour where they could be used to drive down wage costs and weaken union negotiating power. 
Immigration is and will remain a reality of Irish economic and social life.  There are certain givens which we should get out of the way in the first place. 

· Ireland’s island identity and small size means that we are economically dependent, for better or for worse, on what we can produce and sell to the wider world. We have higher rates of foreign direct investment and of export-led economic growth than any other EU member state.  A reasonably investment-friendly environment, tempered by social partnership, is a feature of a consensus-based approach to economic planning and development

· The rapid growth experienced by the economy since the mid-1990s has come to depend in part on high rates of immigration. Today, large parts of the economy would be severely crippled without the labour of immigrant workers. Moreover, immigrants are present in every sector of economic activity, including those which impact most directly on the social fabric of our society. The Irish health system, to take the most obvious example, could not function without the presence of substantial numbers of foreign workers. 
· Immigrants are here to stay. Not all will do so; after all, close to half of the Irish people who left this country in the 1980s returned home subsequently. But many will. Their presence and that of their children, as socially and culturally as well as economically active beings, will have a permanent effect on the character and identity of Irish society. 

All that said, we need to ask, in weighing up these considerations and with particular reference to current and future economic and social considerations, where the balance lies in policy-making between the various approaches I have identified.  We can focus the enquiry by considering the following questions: 

· What are the underlying assumptions on which current economic and migration planning is based? 
· What is the scale of immigration into Ireland at present and how does it compare to other countries? 
· How dependent is the Irish economy currently, and its future growth, on the presence of immigrant workers? 
· Is there a link between social exclusion within indigenous Irish society and high rates of immigration? 
· Who benefits under the present arrangements? 
· Who loses under the present arrangements?
Underlying assumptions

The first underlying assumption is that economic growth is, in itself, to be promoted, virtually at all costs. Ireland has for a number of years had a growth rate far in excess of those of our EU neighbours and, at certain points, of every other member of the OECD group of economically advanced nations. It has been frequently represented as an ideal or example of the virtuous effects of globalization and has in the recent past ranked at or close to the top on indices of globalization.

A second assumption has been that immigration is an essential ingredient in promoting further growth.  In particular, the need to address labour shortages, and to head off what is perceived as the danger of wage inflation, has been evident primarily in the importation of more and more immigrants. This is not to say that other, internal, sources of additional labour have been irrelevant. All of the data from the 1990s onwards show sharp falls in unemployment, including long-term unemployment, and a sharp rise in participation rates, notably by women. 

I am not suggesting that immigration has not been a major driver of economic growth. Moreover, there are many other social, cultural and societal benefits to be gained from immigration. This is not simply an either/or matter (either major immigration or social inclusion among natives within Ireland) but a question of the precise balance, or combination of policies, to be aimed for.  I think most people would acknowledge that the current combination is far from ideal.

The question of scale

Irish immigration rates are, in terms of our population, among the highest in the world.  If the USA had the same kind of immigration rates we are currently experiencing, the annual figure there would top 3 million instead about one third of that number, where it actually is.  I am, of course, speaking of flows here. We do not as yet know a lot about who is staying and who is returning; there is an absence of useful data in this field.

Are current rates of immigration into Ireland too high? 

First of all, how do we quantify the notion of ‘too high’? On the face of it, there is work enough for almost everyone. Unemployment is a little over 4% at present, as near to an historical all-time low as it is possible to get. But our response to this fact needs to be tempered by a number of observations:

· There is increasing evidence that many new jobs being created are not high-quality or durable. Pay rates are low and conditions are unattractive 
· Specific practices are coming into common use in the Irish economy which may have the effect of undermining the entire system of social partnership, which has been one of the cornerstones of the Irish economic miracle. The most serious of these is the practice of employing migrant contract labour on terms and conditions which may or may not be acceptable in the country of origin but which are not acceptable in the host country, or which in certain cases, because of apparent lacunae in Irish and EU legislation, may enable the protections usually afforded under such legislation to be bypassed entirely. In that sense Irish Ferries and Gama are not ‘one-off’ examples, but harbingers of a world in which the ‘race to the bottom’ has moved from the Majority World to the heart of the developed world. To put it crudely, we have already outsourced the production of most goods and some services (such as call centres), to places where it can be done cheaply. But in the case of those services which cannot be outsourced, because those for whom they are being provided are here and not there, we are, in effect, importing Majority World labour practices into Ireland. This is why the Irish Ferries dispute is a keystone one – it threatens to undo more than a century of social progress and good practice in the workplace. The same is true of the caring industries (has anyone noticed the recent radio advertisement for a pension fund welcoming the listener to ‘Paradise Island’, with a suitably funky, vaguely Caribbean sound-track? One wonders what the workers in Paradise Island are paid). If the work cannot move, then the thinking seems to be that it must be done at rates and standards which are being increasingly driven in a downward direction. 

· There is a body of evidence, and not just from CORI but from such unimpeachably objective sources as ESRI, which indicates that ongoing structural income poverty is a persistent issue in Irish society. Merely looking at unemployment misses the point, as a large number of people are not counted, including homemakers, home carers and single parents, the ill and those suffering from a disability. One could argue that it has suited several key groups, for instance, to hide real unemployment or underemployment rather than re-train people for new kinds of work or by facilitating the integration of the disabled in the workplace. A particular case in point is the funding of adult education and retraining in Ireland – it is far behind the OECD leaders such as the Nordic countries. 

· The rate of female participation in the paid labour force has certainly increased dramatically in Ireland in the past 15 years, but it is still below the norm in other northern European countries. Why? Would it be too cynical to suggest that for employers the attraction of employing cheap foreign labour is that it is more cost-effective in the short term than a policy which makes it possible for more women to work, if they wish to do so? This latter leads directly to the vexed question of the abject failure of employers and State alike to take childcare provision seriously. It also, of course, concerns traditional roles within families; familist considerations, which are relatively discouraging to women stepping outside traditional caring functions, still predominate in latent or background Irish thinking. 
· It is commonplace to argue that immigrants do not substitute or replace indigenous workers, but supplement them. Typically they are either high-skills people whose qualifications are in demand because they are scarce in the host country, or they are supposed to be low-skills people (or at any rate people doing low-skills jobs) prepared to do the work which indigenous people are no longer willing to do. This needs to be qualified in several respects. For one thing, there is evidence that in certain sectors immigrants are now in the majority. The importance of this is, first, that with the depression of wages and conditions in those sectors such posts are unlikely to revert to host country workers – how many Irish people want to be agricultural or horticultural labourers now, or even mechanics, or meat-production workers, now? The second point is that there is now some evidence that wage rates in the so-called low-skilled employment sector are being depressed by immigration.  In a society such as ours, where unemployment may be low but underemployment and low pay may be increasing, this is a recipe for social conflict. Migration-driven wage depression is bad for everyone. 
· There is one question which appears to be intractable in the context of existing Irish policy. Is it not true that enthusiastic and hard-working immigrants, often highly-qualified and prepared to work for lower rates and less acceptable conditions than their Irish counterparts, will always out-compete the most disadvantaged and socially excluded people in Irish society? In one sense this is a reality of immigration which is almost universal. But a country with high levels of inequality (Ireland is second only to the US in the OECD area) is especially exposed to this eventuality, and we ignore this at our peril. Is this the other side of the Donnelly and Morrison visas – was it cheaper to import white, highly qualified labour than address the seemingly intractable problems of American’s inner cities? 
· Finally, there is the question of strategic infrastructural planning (as distinct from the short-termist, hand-to-mouth tactics which have tended to characterize economic handling of these questions in Ireland to date). We are currently living with a planning culture more appropriate for the 1960s than the early years of the 21st century.  Moreover, as the debacle over decentralisation showed, planning is a highly politicized process, rather than a research-informed, evidence-based and strategically managed one, as it should be. It is no coincidence that we are experiencing a series of related crises, in such disparate areas as housing, waste management, transport, urban and rural development. Is immigration an additional complication? The answer obviously has to be yes, and developing coherent policies in relation to it will not wait, any more than solving Greater Dublin’s traffic emergency. To take a banal and obvious example, the spatial dimension of immigration is clearly a significant factor driving the high price of housing in the Dublin region. 
Implications for policy 

· Modelling based exclusively on labour market forecasting will not suffice; People have families, unemployment rates can increase as well as decrease, there are social and financial costs linked to managing migration and change; the issues thrown up by the likely spatial distribution of migrants cannot be ignored. More data is needed. 

· We need to ask hard questions about certain choices which are in danger of being made by default. Do we want to spend our old age in places like Lea’s Cross, being cared for by people who are being underpaid and exploited and who are separated by a few oceans from their own families and children? Do we want to be forced, every time we get off this island, to use the service of people whose business is registered in the Bahamas and who employ others at slave wages? Do we think it is acceptable that our roads and other major infrastructural projects are built by workers who do not benefit from the same rates and conditions of work as their EU counterparts, whose own families are far removed from them and who live in Ireland in conditions of de facto apartheid in which it would be both impossible and unrealistic to speak of integration?

· If we want to promote a policy of genuine integration, are we willing to pay the extra costs associated with it? If we are, is the question of numbers not one which needs to be considered in a number of ways and not simply in light of the short-term needs of the labour economy?

· Above all, we must address indigenous social exclusion if we are to avoid future conflict. This may require some reconsideration of the type of model of economic progress which we wish to promote and may also require us to revisit the balance to be struck between that model and social and community priorities.
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