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The difficulty lies, not in the new ideas, but in 
escaping from the old ones, which ramify, for 

those brought up as most of us have been, into 
every corner of our minds.”

John Maynard Keynes1
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Migration has always been a feature of the 
world we live in. Yet today, we are not coping well 

with the historically high levels of migration, including 

the growing number of those who have been forci-

bly displaced. Moreover, we are largely unprepared 

to deal with the expected growth in future years in 

forced displacement resulting from climate change, 

conflict and economic disruption. 

Humanitarian actions providing immediate re-
lief to those in crisis, and those to mitigate the 
causes of displacement, are clearly a priority. 
Notwithstanding such efforts, there is a need to pre-

pare for an unprecedented era of people on the move 

with few if any of the hard-won rights of citizenship in 

Westphalian states. 

Displacement needs to be understood both as an 
immediate humanitarian crisis and a permanent 
development challenge. Yet today’s mainstream 

approaches have not, despite huge effort, forged this 

bridge successfully, with humanitarian tragedies spill-

ing over into dangerous, systemic failure. Largely ex-

cluded from livelihood opportunities, displaced people 

are dependent on ever-more thinly spread public re-

sources. This in turn reinforces frictions between dis-

placed people and their host communities. As we have 

seen, such friction spills over into the wider political 

economy, undermining open societies, which in turn 

reinforces resistance to more productive approaches 

to displaced people and many other issues.

Without livelihood opportunities, displacement 
will transform a humanitarian challenge into a 
development disaster. Much is being done to in-

crease the access displaced people have to liveli-

hood opportunities. Yet these efforts remain ad hoc 

and fragmented, and wholly incommensurate with 

today’s needs, let alone the scale of tomorrow’s chal-

lenges. There are many reasons for this shortfall, from 

an unwillingness of the international community to 

acknowledge that the future will include large-scale, 

forced migration, through to the broader challenges 

for populations to provide sustainable livelihoods in a 

period of great turmoil.

The Migrant Union initiative envisions a world 
where anyone, anywhere can secure decent 
livelihoods. Its focus is on displaced people exclud-

ed from many of the rights of citizenship, rooted in the 

aims set out in the Global Compact on Refugees and 

its equivalent for migrants, which encourage contin-

ued experimentation and innovation. With this focus, 

the initiative seeks to both provide practical solutions 

and opportunities relevant to this disadvantaged 

group, and so also the growing numbers of people 

struggling to secure access to livelihood opportuni-

ties in a rapidly changing context.

The Migrant Union is envisaged as a global 
community of displaced people accessing de-
cent sustainable livelihoods and enabling ca-
pabilities, rights and resources. Four, interlinked 
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building blocks together form the basis of the envis-

aged ecosystem. 

•	First is a commonly accepted approach to cre-

dential displaced people to enable them to access 

livelihood opportunities, whether in terms of jobs, 

business start-ups, or trading. Such credentialing 

would form the basis for a ‘membership’ pathway 

for displaced people, and others, to access liveli-

hood opportunities. 

•	Second, is an ecosystem of gateway platforms and 

organisations to livelihood opportunities that are 

open to people with such credentials, including for 

example employers, e-commerce platforms and 

tax and trade regulatory authorities. 

•	Third, is a collective, bottom-up advocacy function 

that can negotiate as required with public and pri-

vate organisations, to legalise livelihood pathways 

and develop an enabling environment. 

•	Fourth, are the core learning and governance func-

tions that enable the ecosystem that is the Migrant 

Union to learn iteratively, build capacity and be 

self-governed, as well as provide a basis on which 

the entire enterprise could be self-financed.

The Migrant Union is being advanced through a 
three-prong approach. In its initial phase, the Mi-

grant Union initiative has engaged in extensive dia-

logue and explored current practices.

•	Reframe the narrative to embrace the sustainable 

development challenge of an emergent, permanent 

displacement of large numbers of people. 

•	Crowd-in and catalyse practices that could point 

the ways in addressing the livelihoods dimension of 

this challenge. 

•	Advance institutional innovations that could under-

pin a borderless and productive economy accessi-

ble to people on the move.

Considerable progress has been made on all 
three fronts so far. Outreach and dialogue are 

contributing to moving the narrative towards a reso-

lute and strategic focus on the livelihood needs of a 

growing, population of permanently displaced peo-

ple. Commissioned research has surfaced for the 

first time the strengths and shortfalls of an emerging 

practice at the nexus of the digital economy and dis-

placement. Engagement in Bangladesh and Turkey 

supports analysis and prototyping that can provide 

specific insights as well as open up broader, inter-

national opportunities. Building on these aspects of 

progress, substantive work is now advancing through 

building a system of credentialing for livelihoods and 

e-markets for products and services. 

The Migrant Union has proved both attractive 
and contentious. Positively, it has engaged those 

recognizing the need to embrace the systemic impli-

cations of an emerging era of many people on the 

move, as well as those seeking to advance gover-

nance innovations more broadly. Moreover, it reflects 

many of the concerns and aspirations of those ac-

tive at the nexus of displacement and livelihoods, in 

highlighting both the weaknesses of today’s prac-

tices and the possibilities of innovative approaches 

that leverage new institutional thinking, digitalisation 

and a world beyond international development aid. 

The Migrant Union has touched a raw nerve for 
some people working for and with displaced 
people. Concerns have focussed on the risks of 

unintentionally undermining efforts to strengthen the 

role of governments and integrate displaced peo-

ple into existing, geographic communities. More-

over, views have been expressed that the initiative 
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should focus on practical action to support access 

to digital livelihood opportunities rather than seeking 

to build-out new scale-focused institutional arrange-

ments. Others, on the other hand, have expressed 

concerns that it is too narrowly focussed on today’s 

displaced people and should be more ambitious 

in considering the bigger landscape of tomorrow’s 

‘great migration’.

The Migrant Union offers more immediate solu-
tions and a longer-term pathway to exploring 
critical governance innovations. Rather than add 

to a growing list of such initiatives, the Migrant Union 

is looking to build the connective tissue that would 

enable existing practice to scale. Beyond its prac-

tical ambition of providing displaced people with 

improved access to livelihoods, it points to much 

broader possibilities. Might the Migrant Union evolve 

into a new model of representation? If it connects 

people through new markets across disparate lo-

cations, could this be the seeds of a new form of 

distributed economy? And if what holds it together 

is a credentials-based membership that comes with 

rights and responsibilities, are these the edges of a 

form of citizenship? Such questions are speculative, 

certainly, but come at a time of profound disquiet 

over the apparent shortfalls in the governance of our 

affairs. It would be an historic twist, but by no means 

one without precedent, if the actions of and for such 

disadvantaged people delivered innovations that 

shaped aspects of our transnational, political econ-

omy in a new era of globalisation.
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2.1 Numbers Count 
The world is currently witnessing ‘the highest levels 
of displacement on record’, according to the United 

Nation’s High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).2 

Some 70.8 million people, including Internally Dis-

placed People, Refugees, and Asylum-Seekers, are al-

ready forcibly displaced. UNHCR estimates that a fur-

ther 37,000 people are forced to flee their homes each 

day because of violent conflict and persecution. These 

numbers exceed those of people fleeing in Europe 

during World War II. Already in 2014 when displace-

ment had reached a ‘mere’ 50 million people, then-

High Commissioner for Refugees, Antonio Guterres, 

declared “We are witnessing a quantum leap in forced 

displacement in the world,” calling it a “mega-crisis”.3

 

Remarkably, the UNHCR’s record figures do not even in-

clude many of the individuals who may have had to leave 

their homes as a result of climate change or poverty.4 

According to the International Organization for Migration 

(IOM), up to 1 billion people could be displaced by 2050 

due to the effects of climate change.5 In the same report, 

the IOM also notes that there are ‘no reliable estimates of 

climate change-induced migration’, highlighting not only 

the potential magnitude but also the uncertainty of the 

world’s ability to respond to such a shift.6

To make matters worse, today entire communities of 
people are displaced for decades or even genera-
tions. Where the average length of displacement in the 

1990s was approximately a decade, the UNHCR calcu-

lates that it is now 25 years.7 It is even longer for certain 

populations including Palestinians, or Somali refugees liv-

ing in Kakuma camp in Kenya, who have been displaced 

for 30-40 years. In Bangladesh, over 1.2 million Rohingya 

have been displaced since 2015 in one of the largest ref-

ugee scenarios of this century. Despite protestations to 

the contrary, it is highly unlikely that it will be safe for the 

Rohingya to return to Myanmar anytime soon. 

What these numbers indicate is that the world may 
soon be facing a population of people that is 
effectively permanently displaced and growing 
larger every day. These numbers indicate that we are 

living in a time of unprecedented human movement. 

They indicate that the very categories upon which the 

existing migration/refugee-response system relies – 

namely defining ‘refugees’, ‘displaced’ and ‘forced’ 

versus ‘voluntary’ or ‘economic’ migrants – may be 

becoming ever more confused and perhaps inaccu-

rate. As poverty and climate change increasingly drive 

people out of their homes in the new millennium, 20th 

century understandings of what it does and does not 

mean to be a ‘forced migrant’ are challenged and likely 

to become increasingly irrelevant. 

What this means is that the 20th century’s ‘prom-
ise of return’ is looking increasingly unrealistic. 

Yet many states and international institutions continue 

to behave as though the refugee populations they are 

hosting will soon be gone. Or, they use harsh border 

enforcement policies to try and curb people from enter-

2. Bad Economics,
Worse Political Economy 
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ing, though these individuals may have nowhere safe or 

promising to go. As a result, soon we may have a sub-

stantial portion of the world’s population that is effective-

ly permanently on the move or displaced – or indeed 

emplaced, stuck in the liminal realities of camps and de-

tention centres – but no substantial, fit-for-purpose, and 

scale-able approaches to enable them to successfully 

re-build lives of agency and independence from aid. 

Is the world ready for this ‘Great Migration’? Or, as one 

South Sudanese refugee, now living and working in 

Amsterdam as an activist and social worker put it – can 

we cope with the “Human Issue” of our time? 

2.2 Restrictive Laws and Bad Economics
Many host states frame refugees and displaced peo-

ple living on their territory as temporary ‘guests’ or in-

deed as ‘invaders’. Such states are unlikely to imple-

ment policies, rules, and laws that enable these people 

to cultivate self-reliance and an ability to build dignified 

lives. Of course, responses vary by state, but too of-

ten displaced people are relegated to camps or placed 

in designated zones of a country, and/or they are not 

given the rights or the tools to socialize with host com-

munities, access livelihood opportunities, or earn an 

education. This reality can be seen in major host coun-

tries as institutionally, politically, and geographically dis-

parate as Italy, Lebanon, or Bangladesh. 

For instance, according to the UNHCR, roughly 50% 

of refugee-hosting countries bar newcomers from ac-

cess to formal employment, economic inclusion such as 

banking, or even skills training.8 Despite the fact that the 

universal right to work is enshrined in the 1951 Geneva 

Convention (for refugees in particular), the Universal Dec-

laration of Human Rights and the International Covenant 

on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (for all humans, 

de facto refugees, displaced people and many (forced) 

migrants are typically excluded from earning livelihoods. 

States and host communities explicitly and implicitly bar 

displaced people from working for a range of reasons. 

There is the fear that enhancing livelihood opportunities 

would encourage foreigners to remain and integrate in 

the country, while barring them from working might co-

erce them back or onward. There are xenophobic and 

nationalist sentiments, on the rise globally. Sometimes, 

it’s an effort to protect economically vulnerable host 

communities, who may already be facing uncertain em-

ployment futures as a result of poor economies or the 

changing nature of work. Motivations for barring individ-

uals from access to livelihoods has been explored in sig-

nificant depth elsewhere. The conclusion is that exclu-

sion from livelihood opportunities remains a persistent 

and insidious reality for millions of displaced people.9

Excluding displaced people from accessing work and 

livelihood opportunities increases dependency on hu-

manitarian aid, which becomes the means of survival 

outside of informal and illegal activities. A reliance on 

aid and welfare in turn is likely to increase host country 

perception of refugees as dependents and burden-

some to locals. A ‘vicious cycle’ of bad economics and 

bad attitudes ensues.

Any innovative and sustainable approach to displace-

ment will need to seriously consider such attitudes 

and practice that are the norm in many states. There 

is no question that such restrictions need to be over-

come, not least as numbers increase with limited pub-

lic resources. A principled and systematic approach is 

needed, with the need to communicate more effective-

ly deleterious political, social, and economic effects of 

exclusion for host communities and displaced people 

alike, as well as an appreciation of the local context.

2.3 Dependence on Humanitarian Solutions
Dependence on humanitarian aid as the solu-
tion to crises of displacement is untenable in 
the long run. This is one observation reflected in the 

2018 Global Compact on Refugees (GCR). The GCR 

roots its raison d’être in the concern that the ‘increase 

in scope, scale and complexity’ of refugee situations, 

as well as the incredible growth in average length of 

stays in host countries cannot be matched by today’s 

humanitarian response. 
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2. Bad Economics, Worse Political Economy 

Humanitarian aid is needed in disaster contexts as 

a first response.  Humanitarian approaches are not, 

however, appropriate for delivering long-term sustain-

able development. In particular, as displacement be-

comes increasingly protracted, displaced people need 

opportunities to rebuild their lives and flourish, not just 

survive. As Dale Buscher of the Women’s Refugee 

Commission writes, 

In this way, humanitarianism: (a) is not fit-for-the pur-

pose of building lives, which is becoming increasingly 

important as duration of displacement grows, and (b) 

can be unintentionally entangled in cycles of depen-

dence that only increase the perception of displaced 

people as burdens to the world. There is a clear need 
for a more concerted development approach that 
aims to reduce the dependence of individuals on 
international aid and domestic public finance, 
without relying on overcoming the negative attitudes 

of states towards opening domestic labour markets to 

displaced people.

This model is […] 
unsustainable. Yes, lives 
are saved, but little is fixed. 
[…] Humanitarians keep 
people alive, but we don’t 
restore dignity, we don’t 
give them hope, we seldom 
open doors to long-term 
opportunities. [...] Given 
the length of displacement 
and its increasingly urban 
nature, we need to instead 
focus on employment 
and entrepreneurship 
opportunities from the 
start.10

2.4 Prohibitive Costs: Lost Value
Effective responses to scaled, long term displacement 

are restricted if not prevented by today’s approaches 

that are short term and often prevent economic and 

social inclusion to displaced people. These problems 

are amplified by the fact that current responses to 

displacement require prohibitive and unsustainable 

costs to maintain. Meanwhile global economies, and 

displaced individuals themselves, lose out on the eco-

nomic potential that these individuals could contribute 

through formal avenues of work, trade, entrepreneur-

ship and business. 

2.4.1. Prohibitive and Unsustainable Costs 
Increasingly prohibitive aid and welfare costs are large-

ly shouldered by public finance in a funding model 

that is proving ever-more unsustainable. Each year, as 

more people flee disasters and violence, more money 

is needed to support humanitarian and other govern-

ment policies that help displaced people survive. And 

while each year governments increase their donations 

to these programs, each year these donations make 

up a smaller percentage of the needed money. 

Spending on welfare and aid for refugees is expen-

sive – estimated at around US$25 billion per year 

overall, and yet this money almost exclusively covers 

only basic survival needs.11 No mechanisms are built 

into the current system to try to enable the recipients 

of aid to become less dependent (on sometimes re-

luctant donors) and more financially self-sufficient. 

Further evidence that today’s approach is creating 

an unmanageable financing problem can be seen 

from the growing needs of the UNHCR, the largest 

humanitarian agency mandated to respond to forced 

displacement. Governments, who comprise 86% of 

the UNHCR’s funders, are donating more money than 

ever to humanitarian and migration responses.12 In a 

period of austerity across many donor countries, its 

budget grew from US$7.5 billion in 2016 to US$8.2 

billion in 2018. Yet its funding gap grew over the same 

period, from US$3 billion in 2016 to US$3.7 billion in 

2018.13
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These numbers indicate that the financing system for 

welfare and humanitarian aid towards displaced people 

is already inadequate and likely to become more so over 

time. Moreover, whilst more funding would be welcome, 

the solution ultimately lies elsewhere. This is evident in 

examples of ‘donor fatigue’, where initial enthusiasm for 

donations to a fresh crisis give way after years or months 

(see, for example, the UNHCR’s pamphlet on underfund-

ed projects. Even a cursory glance will surface patterns 

of donor fatigue around displacement contexts that are 

years old or no longer covered in the media).14

If the system is already facing shortages in funding as it 

faces incremental growth in displacement numbers, how 

will it manage an exponential growth in numbers? 

2.4.2. Losing Out on Potential Value-Add to the 
Economy
The exclusion of displaced people and refugees from 

formal livelihood activities is also a lost economic op-

portunity for host states and the humanitarian system 

alike. According to the Refugee Investment Network’s 

comprehensive 2019 report, refugees and displaced 

people are consistently shown to be promising em-

ployees, reliable credit-worthy loan repayors as well as 

entrepreneurial and worthy of investment.15 The Kiva 

World Refugee Fund has distributed over US$9 million 

in loans to over 8,000 displaced entrepreneurs across 

six countries. The repayment rates averaged 96-98%, 

on pace with the global average.16 A joint 2018 report 

by TENT and the Fiscal Policy Institute found that ref-

ugees were more likely to remain with the same em-

ployer for longer than other hires and that establishing 

a positive relationship with one refugee employee often 

led to improved recruitment through the hiring of other 

refugees within their linguistic or cultural group. And 

an Oxford Martin School report estimated that since 

1990, immigrants have added €155 billion and £175 

billion respectively to German and UK GDPs.17

Finding ways of enabling livelihood opportunities for 

displaced people thus can reduce dependence on 

humanitarian aid and the burden of host community 

welfare, but importantly can also add to a host 

country’s economic well-being. We do not mean to 

suggest that gaining a meaningful ability to engage 

in decent work and earn livelihoods will solve all 

of the problems facing displaced people on the 

move or in a host country. However, it could help 

resolve some of the negative effects of current bad 

economic policies.

 

2.5 Summarizing a Need to Rethink Current 
Approaches
There is a clear need for rethinking current ap-

proaches to displacement challenges. Pumping bil-

lions of public dollars into an aid model that increas-

es dependency and does not deliver to everyone 

who needs it is not working. If it is already showing 

cracks of weakness, what will the reality be in de-

cades to come when we face an exponential leap in 

numbers of people displaced? 

After immediate emergency needs have been met, 

displaced people should be given the opportuni-

ty to realize their incredible livelihood potentials. 

New approaches should consider the issues in the 

current system and try to develop strategies in re-

sponse. For instance, could this economic growth 

be leveraged, resulting in a re-insertion of some of 

the generated money back into the system? Could 

this provide the basis for not just a self-sustaining 

finance model, but actually a profitable enterprise 

that creates an economy among displaced people? 

These are some of the questions at the heart of the 

Migrant Union’s approach, and its emphasis on the 

importance of opening up livelihood opportunities, 

as explored in the following section. 
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3.1 Right and Realities
The opportunity to access decent livelihoods has 

been recognized as one of the most crucial and im-

pactful first steps for displaced people trying to re-

build their lives. In the famed words of one of the 

framers of the 1951 Convention, “without the right to 

work, all other rights were meaningless”.18

The importance of access to livelihoods and decent 

work for all is similarly recognized by the UN: it is 

Sustainable Development Goal #8; and is also men-

tioned as a goal of both the Global Compact on Ref-

ugees (GCR) and The Global Compact for Migration 

(GCM).19

Such principles take on extra importance in 
the context of the complex challenges of to-
day’s and tomorrow’s worlds that we have laid out 

above. If livelihood opportunities are opened at scale 

for most or all displaced people, then dependence on 

aid will drastically be reduced. This would even permit 

aid agencies to re-focus their resources to where it 

is most needed: the initial phases of emergency re-

sponses. Of course, livelihoods are but one piece of 

the broader puzzle of rights and opportunities that 

displaced people, like individuals everywhere, need 

to thrive. Education, health, community, access to 

infrastructure and networks are some of the other 

key elements of a healthy ecosystem that will allow 

human flourishing. Yet without livelihoods, little else 

can work.

The right to access livelihoods exists in many ref-
ugee-hosting states.20 The importance of livelihoods 

has been widely acknowledged. Research, policy ad-

vocacy, international rights instruments, and emerging 

practice around the globe are engaged in similar work. 

The 2016 New York Declaration for Migrants and Refu-

gees, for example, followed by the 2018 GCR incentiv-

ized many host governments – notably of developing 

countries, where 86% of displaced people live – to ex-

pand formal livelihood opportunities for migrants and 

refugees.21

The extent to which these rights are enforced is in 

practice, spotty, unpredictable, and constantly chang-

ing. Some considerations include22:

•	The right to work or legal restrictions on work do not 

always match the realities of gaining access to liveli-

hoods.

•	Often, legislation struggles to keep up with the emer-

gence of new forms of work, so it may not be clear 

whether displaced people are allowed to engage in 

these new jobs. 

•	The right to work will of course depend on one’s le-

gal status, which might privilege those with official 

documents to live in a country. 

In short, many states continue to bar non-citizens from 

working, whilst in others the right to work is not a guar-

3. Livelihood Futures
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antee of access to jobs in practice. One report by the 

Overseas Development Institute (ODI) illustrates this 

for the 4 major host countries of Cameroon, Malay-

sia, Turkey and Jordan. Whilst on paper each of these 

countries allows refugees to access livelihood oppor-

tunities, what that means in reality for refugees and dis-

placed people seeking to earn livelihoods varies widely 

depending on contexts.23

Positively, for example, Syrian refugees in Turkey are 

granted a special ‘Temporary Protection’ status that 

allows them to access livelihoods, and the Turkish 

government has even indicated that certain skilled ref-

ugees could be eligible for citizenship. However, in re-

ality, due to the country’s mobility restrictions and other 

administrative or social barriers, the ILO estimates that 

only about 1 million of the 3.5 million Syrian refugees 

living in Turkey are actually engaged in livelihood activ-

ities.24 Furthermore, much of this work is conducted in 

low-skilled sectors that may be far below the actual ca-

pabilities and credentials of the laborers. Decent work, 

meanwhile, is far from assured.

There is no comprehensive data regarding 
numbers of displaced people engaged formal-
ly or informally in the labour market or liveli-
hood activities. However, national data that exists 

in some cases, such as that of Turkey, indicate that 

although many countries technically allow displaced 

people to work, in reality the numbers of displaced 

people in formal livelihood structures is far lower 

than overall numbers of displaced people living in a 

country. Organic growth in access is to be applaud-

ed, however it won’t be enough and may even go 

backwards depending on political or economic in-

centives, especially where they come from powerful 

and rich international players (such as the Jordan 

Compact or the EU-Turkey deal). Thus, while many 

host states on paper do allow livelihood opportu-

nities, they range widely in terms of the extent to 

which refugees or displaced people can realistically 

expect to earn a decent living, build a business, or 

conduct international trade.25

3.2 Work Futures
The ‘Future of Work’ is impacting displacement 
in unique and complex ways. For one, as unskilled 

or semi-skilled labour is now easily automated or out-

sourced with the advent of AI and micro-or crowd-

work, the value of human capital is changing. With the 

rise of gig economies, micro- and crowd-work, online 

digital labour platforms and e-commerce, the 21st 

century is experiencing profound changes in the na-

ture of work that affect people and societies around 

the globe.27

Numerous studies by the ILO’s Global Commission, 

the OECD, the World Bank, the G20 and others warn 

of many challenges and opportunities associat-
ed with the changing nature of work.28 Paramount 

is the need to ensure decent work, labour conditions 

and livelihood opportunities.29 The ILO and the OECD 

highlight the ‘double disadvantage’ facing already vul-

nerable workers: These individuals are already more 

likely to be in a precarious economic situation. Limit-

ed financial safety net, lower job security, and unequal 

access to training for re-skilling could bar entry to this 

new world of work, leaving them further behind.30

Despite a veritable out-pouring of research, little has 
been done exploring the nexus of displacement 
and the future of work. Clearly displaced people 

fit the ‘double disadvantaged’ category of vulnerable 

people. That said, research commissioned by the Mi-

grant Union also pointed to potential benefits to dis-

placed people of the changing nature of work. New 

tools (often digital) and ways of organizing work can 

open financial, skilling, and work opportunities that 

were otherwise inaccessible to displaced people. And, 

in certain cases, it could be argued that people benefit 

more from these changes by virtue of their displace-

ment or need to move.

3.3 Emerging Practice
Our research points to the many initiatives al-
ready bringing displaced individuals into this 
new economy, in some cases even leapfrogging 
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3. Livelihood Futures

traditionally marginalized or excluded individuals into 

mainstream formal economic structures. However, 

the research also shows that many of these initiatives 

are disconnected, fragmented, and unable to oper-

ate at scale. How can we ensure that these poten-

tial solutions are able to match the magnitude of the 

displacement to come? To enable livelihoods for not 

thousands, but millions of people. 

 

Livelihood opportunities opened to displaced 
people through the new, digital economy, mir-
ror global trends but with distinct character-
istics. Global trends include online labour platforms 

and e-commerce platforms that are growing at 30% 

a year31, and on-line education and training opportu-

nities. Notably for displaced people, these changing 

market patterns can provide access to livelihood op-

portunities remotely, across borders, and despite local 

restrictions, with examples including:

•	Capability-training: Mercy Corps’ Gaza Sky Geeks 

and the United World College-affiliated Sky School 

are two of many initiatives utilizing new, often digital 

tools to enable displaced people to gain the skills and 

capabilities they need to unlock livelihood potential. 

Not only do these initiatives help bring individuals into 

the work force, they do so with sustainability and the 

long-term in mind. For instance, Gaza Sky Geeks fol-

lows Accenture’s ‘reskilling imperative’, by teaching 

coding. And, like Sky School, Gaza Sky Geeks also 

teaches the kind of ‘unique human skills’ including 

‘empathy, communication and problem solving’ that 

Accenture’s Future of Work report notes will also be 

increasingly crucial to thriving in an economy where 

robots can increasingly perform the technical work.32

•	Access & Network: Initiatives from the World Food 

Programme’s Empact, to the International Trade 

Centre/ Norwegian Refugee Council’s Refugee Em-

ployment Skills Initiative (RESI), to Mercy Corps’ 

Gaza Sky Geeks are also recognizing that a major 

barrier to livelihoods for displaced people is the lack 

of access to employers, loan providers, or generally 

a market. This goes hand in hand with the fact that in 

displacement, people may not have local networks 

that help them land jobs. These initiatives connect 

displaced people with online labour platforms, or act 

as intermediaries themselves, linking displaced peo-

ple to potential market actors. 

•	ID & Verification: Simultaneously, some of these very 

same initiatives recognize that in order for displaced 

people to take advantage of being linked to the mar-

ket, and to having gained crucial skills and capabil-

ities, they will need to be able to prove their identi-

ties, skills, and credentials. For example, RESI has 

partnered with Upwork to ‘support the verification of 

identification of refugee freelancers through locally 

emitted documents.’33

•	Financial and Market Exclusion of Marginalized and 

Vulnerable Communities: Finally, a central and multi-

faceted barrier to accessing livelihood opportunities 

is that many economic and financial tools and plat-

forms (from e-commerce that relies on digital infra-

structure, to loan access that enables a person to 

open a business or establish a credit score) simply 

are not available to many displaced people. Today, 

initiatives are using new tools and insights to change 

this too. For instance, Kiva’s World Refugee Fund is 

now providing loans to displaced people around the 

world, proving that they are loan and credit worthy. 

 

3.4 Scaling Constraints
Cutting-edge initiatives at the nexus of the digital 
economy and livelihoods for displaced people are 
promising, but as a practice remain fragmented 
and small scale. This is often due to more complex 

reasons than simply a lack of funding, including:

•	No systematic pipeline for selling produced 
goods: Some initiatives rely on opportunistic use of 

available technologies in order to function. For exam-

ple, in countries as far apart as Turkey, Thailand, and 

Uganda, displaced people use existing e-commerce 

and social media platforms such as Etsy or Insta-
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gram to sell handicrafts they were taught to make 

thanks to skilling and training initiatives by the IRC, 

UNDP, or RESI. 

•	Time-and-resource intensive capability de-
velopment: Enabling individuals to participate 

in the new global economy is not just a matter of 

teaching hard skills. Both Gaza Sky Geeks and Sky 

School place much of their attention instead on 

more elusive and difficult skills, like building agency, 

self-confidence, empathy, and other emotional and 

social skills necessary to work across borders and 

cultures. But building these skills is incredibly labour 

and resource intensive, including by ‘mentors’ who 

need to work one-to-one or with very few groups in 

order to ensure these skills are taught well. 

•	Legal or policy restrictions: The need to work 

within the boundaries of legal and policy restrictions 

on things like the right to work for displaced people 

can slow or stop initiatives. This is notwithstanding 

the fact that many of them use legal grey zones 

or loopholes to enable their work and then ‘nudge’ 

governments towards opening up restrictions. 

•	Access, validation, and ID challenges: Even if 

individuals have the skills and capabilities needed 

for a potential job, a lack of identification or a way to 

validate and verify their credentials is a major barrier 

to the hiring of more displaced people, especially 

by mainstream employers. While there is a pleth-

ora of digital ID-providers, many of these are not 

interoperable and do not thus allow a multiplicity of 

actors to verify and vet an individual’s identity and 

credentials. 

Better understanding barriers to scale naturally lead 

to the development of proposals for some of the ac-

tivities and functions that the Migrant Union could 

take on.
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4.1 Time for a  Change
As observed by the Global Compact on Refugees, 

there is the clear need to come together and think 

of approaches to displacement that can complement 

and/or scale important, existing work. Calls to focus 

on livelihood opportunities indeed already exist and 

initiatives are being executed. Already, there are at-

tempts to bring together rights-based approaches, 

advocacy, and practical implementation, understand-

ing that if people can earn a living, that will be the 

beginnings of their abilities to rebuild their lives. 

As previously explored, there are clear barriers to 

achieving livelihoods access at scale. Some people 

lack the networks, skills, credentials, abilities, or proof 

of identification required in order to be hired or start 

a business. Employers or loan-providers might be re-

luctant to give a chance to someone they might not 

trust to repay back a loan, or who comes from a cul-

ture that is vastly different from their own. 

The changing nature of work is amplifying some of 

these challenges but also creating new opportunities. 

It is increasingly important to be able to verify yourself 

and your work history and credentials online, be able 

to work across cultural and linguistic boundaries, and 

work digitally. Displaced people may lack IDs, work 

experience, or access to infrastructure and networks 

that are necessary in order to participate in this new 

economy. And employers, buyers, or investors may 

be distrustful of people they view as precarious or 

vulnerable. They also may simply not know how to 

efficiently find these talented individuals. 

Emerging practice is showing the world that there 

are ways of overcoming these barriers, and that in 

fact the new world of work actually offers incredi-

ble opportunities for livelihood opportunities for dis-

placed people that could benefit markets, national 

economies, and individual lives. However, these ini-

tiatives are often fragmented and operating in iso-

lation or tailored to specific contexts. In the face of 

impending radical changes in the nature and scale 

of displacement, and more broadly in the world as 

we know it, there is the need to think through these 

barriers to scale and then figure out ways to surpass 

them.

The Migrant Union initiative, explored now in detail 

below, seeks precisely to identify the opportunities 

in emerging practice as well as barriers to its scale 

in order to create an informed approach that tackles 

current challenges. In the company of a community 

of actors ready and excited to take on this challenge, 

the initiative seeks to leverage the opportunities and 

enhance and support them, while catalysing system 

effects that help surmount barriers to scale and effec-

tively enact system change.

4. Migrant Union
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Migrant Union – Design Principles
Alongside tackling barriers to scale, the Migrant Union has identified other key design principles 

that form a kind of ‘value system’ to guide its work.

 

1. Decent Work: 
As the Future of Work research attests, simply accessing work and livelihood opportunities does 

not ensure ‘decent work’, in terms of protections from workplace abuse, or pension and health care 

plans. Either through advocacy or direct provision, the Migrant Union needs to ensure that decent 

work standards are met.

2. Participation: 
The Migrant Union does not want to engage in the “messy business of nation-building”, as one 

community-member put it, on “behalf of the members of that nation”. It is vital that individuals or 

networks of people who are displaced and who are engaged and interested in relevant work must 

be part of the process of designing and building the Migrant Union.

3. Sustainability: 
This initiative was borne because long-term thinking was clearly missing, at just the same time as 

the world is beginning to see drastic changes that will impact human life in potentially dramatic 

ways. Climate change is set to affect migrating and host communities alike, in ways that are as yet 

unforeseen. Automation similarly is impacting the nature of work, as well as the value placed on 

certain kinds of labour and thus on human capital. It may not be a coincidence that automation and 

outsourcing have coincided with the end of many guest-work programs in so-called ‘destination’ 

regions such as North America and Europe. Displacement is on the rise, and its nature is changing. 

Given the instability and change that the world is facing, it is key that this initiative maintain sustain-

ability and long-term vision as central design pillars. 

4. Privacy, Security & User-Centricity: 
Because credentialing, identification and data gathering are clearly needed to unlock the potential 

of remote and digital work at scale, questions of privacy and user-centricity are paramount. Any in-

formation gathering must be done in a way that benefits and promotes the user, and no information 

can be collected against a user’s wishes or contrary to her benefit. While there may be the need 

to create a more official set of standards for ID and credentialing practices, a good starting point 

would be ID2020’s ‘Standards for Good ID’, which offer tests to ensure that ID’s are safe, user-cen-

tric, and inter-operable. 
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4. Migrant Union

4.2 Design Aims and Vision
Envisioned is to build a community of people, made 

of displaced individuals around the world as well as 

interested public and private-sector organizations that 

would together form a transborder, digitally connect-

ed ‘Union’. While this Migrant Union would begin as 

loosely organized aggregation of different livelihood 

opportunities, there is also the potential for the Migrant 

Union to experiment in new methods of governance 

and citizenry. For instance, individuals who are dis-

placed might first ‘join’ the Migrant Union because they 

want to look for jobs, open a business, or engage in 

some other kind of livelihood opportunities. Once they 

are part of this transborder ecosystem, it is likely that 

some common issues will emerge: hypothetically, the 

need for digital credentialing to be considered for a job 

at a participating corporation; the need for enforced 

labor rights for decent work; or the need and desire 

to organize in order to ensure more access to these 

livelihood opportunities. Slowly, a kind of rights-based 

organization could emerge, accompanying the eco-

nomic impetus for joining this Union. In the long run, 

institutions – such as a central bank, or an education 

and health ministry, or even a voting system – might be 

created by this group of otherwise geographically and 

culturally disparate individuals. 

This work builds on the many, on-going efforts to both 

offer practical support to displaced people, and to re-

cast the narrative about displacement in ways that 

help us develop new approaches. Centrally, it builds 

on the approach set out in the Global Compact on 

Refugees in seeking to bring together a diverse and 

international group of actors who together might have 

a combined power to effect system change. Indeed, 

drawing on ‘fundamental principles’ of ‘humanity and 

international solidarity’ and recognizing the limits of 

the refugee response system as it currently exists, the 

GCR is primarily a global call to action. The GCR puts 

front and centre the need for greater international co-

operation across sectors beyond humanitarianism, in 

the face of an existing system doing important work 

yet dwarfed by the scale and changing nature of the 

challenge.34

As envisioned, the mission of the Migrant Union is to 
enable existing, sustainable, and long-term live-
lihood opportunities for displaced people and 
people on the move to scale, thereby creating 
a global market that would privilege the work 
of displaced people and people on the move. It 
would do so by leveraging, enhancing, and scaling 

existing practice at the nexus of displacement, liveli-

hoods, and the future of work. 

The Migrant Union would be composed of a glob-

al, transborder group of displaced people and forced 

migrants, along with interested relevant private and 

public entities. Its aims are to enhance livelihood op-

portunities for displaced people and forced migrants 

by leveraging opportunities presented by the Future 

of Work. This includes, where useful, digital and tech-

nological tools that might make remote or transbor-

der work possible and enable individuals to surmount 

local barriers to livelihoods and decent work. 

The initiative would have several key functions, de-

duced through dialogue and research and based on 

known barriers to accessing and leveraging livelihood 

opportunities, as well as scaling existing work. These 

functions, mapped out in the illustration below, in-

clude credentialing, shaping markets, representation 

and system-building. 

Each of these functions is now explored in further 

depth below.
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Migrant Union System of Functions

4.3 Credentialing
As one Syrian refugee explained during the Migrant 

Union’s London Convening, ‘one of the biggest prob-

lems to accessing markets is the recognition of qual-

ifications and experience.’ The incredible importance 

and value of Digital ID to remedy this issue and support 

livelihoods access (as well as financial inclusion, access 

to health, education, and other public services) is wide-

ly recognized and there is already extensive on-going 

work in the field of digital identity at multiple levels. 

Leaders in the field such as ID2020 or the World Bank’s 

ID4D are working towards ensuring that individuals 

have a right to a safe, private, and user-centric means 

of identifying themselves and thus accessing crucial 

rights, services, and opportunities. UNHCR’s Biomet-

ric Identity Management System (BIMS) is a biomet-

rics-based identity system that was created and is 

used specifically for displaced people. Other initiatives 

are focusing in on livelihoods by developing credible 

pathways for individuals to identify themselves and en-

able market actors to verify their credentials. Learning 

Machine, for instance, uses blockchain to store digital 

credentials that users can share and verify with anyone 

in the world. As we have already seen, RESI and Up-

work have partnered to ensure that jobseekers RESI 

works with are able to upload their necessary infor-

mation – a function that relies largely on trust built up 

between the initiative and the company.

However, these initiatives remain fragmented and often 

disconnected from one another. There is no existing 
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4. Migrant Union

approach for advancing what is needed to build 
an ecosystem that allows individuals who are 
displaced to provide the information needed to 
access livelihood opportunities that arise across 
many different platforms. 

Proposed is for the Migrant Union to create and/or 

manage an ID system that provides information 
systematically about the capabilities of the dis-
placed people and forced migrants in question, 
in order to give them access to livelihoods and 
associated enabling services, from starting a 
business, to being able to register on an e-com-
merce platform, or use a recruitment agency or 
access financing opportunities. This is akin to a 

basic financial inclusion model: to access a traditional 

bank account, a user needs a mutable Digital ID. 

Effectively, anyone who adopts a Migrant Union-ap-

proved ID/credentialing system would become a 

‘member’ of the Migrant Union. Basic initial member-

ship could be an ID that would be recognized by tra-

ditional banking infrastructure. This could be created 

through (1) aggregation and linking of existing initia-

tives, as well as (2) through the creation of a set of 

standards and rules that guide existing ID and creden-

tialing initiatives. 

4.4 Shaping Markets
Once individuals are given the opportunity to prove 

their identities and credentials they become ‘members’ 

of the Migrant Union. The first benefit that membership 

would provide is access to a market that could open 

up livelihood opportunities.

 

To build this market, it will be necessary to identify a 

few demand-side market actors willing to act as ‘an-

chor tenants’ or pioneers. These market actors would 

need to accept and trust the credentials of the Migrant 

Union’s members, but also adhere to the design prin-

ciples set out by the Migrant Union. In exchange, they 

would gain access to a trusted, vetted, and capable 

pool of supply-side talent and/or goods. 

Market-making and managing activities include: 

•	Building coalitions among demand-side actors: The 

Migrant Union could leverage its current network 

and community to involve demand-side market-ac-

tors who might act as pioneering employers, buyers, 

and investors in refugee and displaced person-led 

work. This is could serve to provide proof to other 

market actors and inspire catalytic change. 

o	Like the ‘One World Alliance’ in the commercial 

airline world, these initial market-actors would 

enter into a semi-non-competitive alliance that 

encourages participation and cooperation while 

bringing in a variety of actors that could begin 

to form the beginnings of a more complex de-

mand-side market. 

o	This approach builds on existing initiatives, 

such as the Tent Alliance or the IRC’s BRAN, 

private-public sector alliances that promote 

livelihood opportunities for displaced people 

(among other refugee-centric activities). It also 

builds on countless formal and informal partner-

ships among private and public sector actors. 

•	Opening possibilities for enterprise and trade: Vari-

ous activities, including supporting or linking existing 

initiatives doing different aspects of market-building 

work to each other fall into this category. For in-

stance: skilling and training, investing, providing/rec-

ognizing digital ID or credentialing efforts, as well as 

buyers or investors, and market intermediaries. This 

strain of work would involve specifically linking and 

connecting different actors in order to stimulate first, 

engineered elements of a market, and ultimately, the 

creation of a complex ecosystem.

•	Supporting and facilitating the scaling of interme-

diaries: Intermediaries provide the crucial work of 

linking people engaging in supply-side work (the 

individuals who are employees, entrepreneurs, trad-

ers, goods-producers, etc.) with the demand-side 
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of the market. This is especially true in contexts of 

displacement, or situations where the ‘supply-side’ 

is made of people who are refugees or displaced 

people. These intermediaries do the vital job of en-

suring to the demand-side of the market that peo-

ple are credentialed, skilled, identified, and employ-

ment-ready. But these intermediaries may not be 

working at scale, due to context or business model. 

One role of the Migrant Union could be to link and 

convene in order to encourage inspiring cross-fer-

tilization among different intermediaries. They could 

also work together to fill gaps in each other’s work 

and thus create the beginnings of an ecosystem. 

The Migrant Union might also provide direct advisory 

or consultation services to these intermediaries, en-

couraging growth and scale.

While initially market-building functions would be quite 

tactical (i.e. creating partnerships, engineering market 

or employment pipelines, or building coalition of willing 

demand-side market actors), eventually the evolution 

of these activities could result in major system chang-

es. Take, for example, the ekShop initiative piloted by 

a2i in Bangladesh.

E-Commerce in Cox’s Bazaar, 
Bangladesh through a2i’s EkShop 
What is it? ekShop is an a2i-built e-commerce platform that supports Bangladeshi’s in rural areas 

extending its tradable market, and access to products from around the country. As part of the Migrant 

Union initiative, its use is being explored in the context of Rohingya refugees producing goods for 

buyers and customers around the world. While skills-training programs exist in the Rohingya camp 

Cox’s Bazaar, there are few pathways being developed for enabling market access for then selling 

these goods.

 

Pilot: the application of the ekShop is currently being explored in the first instance in partnership 

with international organisations and NGOs teaching sewing classes to a group of Rohingya women. 

An early opportunity is Thailand as an export market. Going forward, the build out of this approach 

depends on decisions by the Bangladeshi government with regard to the rights of refugees to work 

for compensation. 

Potential: There is significant potential for refugees and citizens in Bangladesh to make use of 

e-commerce and more broadly e-markets to export goods and services. Moreover, the opportunity 

is to build out such a platform that can be accessed and used effectively by all people, anywhere 

on the move, as well as their partners in host communities. Such potential is planned to be built out 

through a connected ecosystem of prototyping in multiple locations, and with multiple communities 

and partners. Critical, furthermore, will be links to market-relevant credentialing of displaced people 

and related businesses and initiatives, another strand of work being pursued as part of Migrant Union. 

Furthermore, a further building block would be to establish a payments system that is appropriate to 

people on the move, as well as host country citizens.
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4.5 Representation
Refugee or displaced-person-led advocacy groups are 

already doing much important work to ascertain rights 

and ensure that the actual needs and voices of displaced 

people are at the heart of major policy and governance 

decisions. Like the Migrant Union, many groups realize 

that international human rights and refugee covenants 

have fallen short of their intended purposes, and that 

governments are increasingly turning to activities like 

hard border restrictions rather than upholding the rights 

of displaced people.

The Network for Refugee Voices, for example, partici-

pates in international and global convenings of UN and 

policymakers. They aim to ensure refugee participation 

in major policy decision-makings in an effort to make 

sure policies actually correspond to the needs and 

wants of displaced people and broadly advocate for 

‘ambitious, effective and sustainable’ measures to tack-

ling the challenges faced by displaced people.35

Another example is the Global Summit of Refugees, 

which brings together refugees living in dozens of ref-

ugee-hosting countries to discuss and further develop 

self-representation efforts. These include regional refu-

gee networks, such as: Australian National Committee 

of Refugee Women, Network for Colombian Victims 

for Peace in Latin America and the Caribbean (REV-

ICPAZ-LAC), New Zealand National Refugee Associa-

tion, Asia Pacific Refugee Rights Network, Refugee Led 

Organizations Network (Uganda) and Syrian Youth Vol-

unteers- Netherlands.36

Countless refugee-led advocacy groups exist at the lo-

cal levels as well, helping ensure access to basic ser-

vices such as shelter, medical care, or navigating asy-

lum processes. Groups like RISE in Europe have built 

networks of these groups to ensure their involvement in 

policymaking at the national and regional levels. 

These groups should be hailed for the important work 

that they are doing, especially in raising the attention 

paid to the important issue of refugee representation in 

policies being created that will affect their lives. The Mi-

grant Union could support a coalition of such advocacy 

groups looking to increase the focus on the nexus of 

issues of displacement, livelihoods, and the changing 

nature of work. Its own work could enhance existing 

advocacy efforts by modelling the potential of displaced 

people: i.e. displaced people with credentials are trust-

worthy and have had their identity and history verified, 

and thus have the necessary vetting for participation in 

market economies. To clarify, the Migrant Union would 

not be run as an advocacy group in itself,  but it would 

support and convene those that already exist, especially 

those run by displaced people themselves, and empha-

size the specific issues needed to enhance livelihood 

opportunities.

4.6 System Building
While each of these functions deserves atten-
tion in and of itself, ultimately credentialing, mar-
ket-building, and advocacy function together as 
a system. It is furthermore only through the com-

bined and systematic approach that barriers to scale 

could really be overcome. For instance, credentialing 

and market building activities might not be functional 

if there is not advocacy and negotiation with govern-

ments, for instance, to try and ease restrictions on the 

right to work. The market-building simply won’t work 

without verifiable credentials, as there is no large-scale 

mechanism to enable market-actors to trust and vet 

people living far away. Credentialing alone is not useful: 

digital ID efforts need to have a use or purpose if they 

are to be valuable. 

For these functions to work together as a system, a 

few other design elements of the Migrant Union are 

proposed: 

1.	To avoid falling into the troubles of the current hu-

manitarian model, which provides aid to ‘beneficia-

ries’, and which relies on the generosity of private 

and public donors, the Migrant Union needs to come 

up with its own system of self-sustaining financ-
ing. One idea is to create a tithing or taxation sys-
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tem, where a small percentage of income is taxed, 

or where employers pay a small fee to join the Mi-

grant Union. Another idea was to leverage upcoming 

technologies, such as crypto currency, which would 

enable the development of a market and could lead 

to investment opportunities. 

2.	Together, credentialing and displaced-led advocacy 

can allow those participating in the Migrant Union 

to both be more integrated as self-sufficient people 

into host communities as well as having closer rela-

tionships with other communities through economy 

and business and work. Eventually, this group 
could also be represented as a collective that 
can advocate strongly for each other’s needs. 
This is the crux of the idea of a ‘union’ of people 

and could form the basis for a new consideration of 

the notion of ‘citizenship’. Whereas the Westphalian 

system relies on a shared sense of identity based 

on common history, tradition, language, territory 

and often ethnicity or religion, could the Migrant 

Union re-conceptualize citizenship rather as based 

on a shared sense of purpose and solidarity rooted 

in the common experience of being displaced? 

3.	The arrangements that are being proposed need 

not be restricted for use by displaced people – in 

many ways this is a deepening of access and rights 

more broadly, not so much through state oversight 

but through collaboration, information and data 

sharing, and community and solidarity building. As 

such, the Migrant Union is part of a broader agen-

da as the world evolves, more people are on the 

move, and inter-governmental arrangements be-

come more difficult and possibly less relevant. In 

this way the work of the Migrant Union could be-

gin to influence new approaches to governance 
and human social organization.
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5.1 Next Steps
The aim of the Migrant Union is not to ‘own’ specific proj-

ects, but rather to encourage collaboration and support 

that builds on and out of existing practice. With this in 

mind, the following activities are proposed to move the 

initiative forward:

 

1.	Understand and share current practice. Central to 

the work of the Migrant Union is building on and en-

hancing emerging practice. So far this has been large-

ly advanced through research, scoping, dialogue and 

convening. Moving forward, the initiative will continue to 

understand, share and link relevant practice in order to 

build out a community of actors that together will bring 

about new methods and practices that will form the 

building blocks of the Migrant Union. 

2. Encourage prototyping. Already the Migrant Union 

is prototyping through its involvement in supporting ef-

forts in Bangladesh (through a2i’s ekShop) and in Turkey 

(through the UNDP country office and the Turkish Gov-

ernment’s Sustainable Development Goals Innovation 

Accelerator). Again, the Migrant Union does not aim to 

own or directly oversee projects on the ground. Rather, 

through its outreach, dialogue and network effects, it 

aims to support, enhance and help shape prototyping 

activities that can (a) help to ‘show’ or ‘prove’ ways 

that different functions of the Migrant Union concept 

can work in reality and (b) rapidly evolve the work of 

the Migrant Union from tactical moves towards ecosys-

tem-building that could have massive system effects. 

5. Moving Forward

3. Building a credentialing approach. The Migrant 

Union will identify a core group of ‘anchor tenants’: 

demand-side market actors eager to pioneer and 

accept a digital ID/credentialing approach for peo-

ple who are displaced. It is important to understand 

first of all what minimum common criteria is neces-

sary for demand-side actors to feel that a person’s 

information and credentials have been vetted and 

can be trusted. This will ensure that these IDs are 

actually valuable and help result in opening actual 

livelihood opportunities. It is also important to en-

sure that the ID approach that is created is safe, 

private, and user-centric, in addition to being in-

ter-operable so that it does not compromise, but 

rather enhances, use by individuals seeking Migrant 

Union ‘membership’.

4. Form & structure. The Migrant Union’s structure 

will grow out of the community of actors, members, 

and partners that compose it. Clear leadership is 

needed in order to ensure cohesion and direction 

among the different members of the community. 

At the same time, the Migrant Union encourages 

the kin of organic growth that ultimately creates 

true complex ecosystems, and which might only 

emerge as a result of diversity and decentralization. 

As such, the Migrant Union does not seek to ‘own’ 

all activities or engage in building and managing 

specific projects, but rather plays a role in mutual 

shaping and influencing among the activities of its 

community-members. 

27The Migrant Union Navigating the Great Migration



5.2 Concluding Remarks
This paper began, like the Migrant Union itself, with a 

clear challenge, recognized by many, inside and out-

side of the displacement space. Current approaches 

and central actors have realized that the system set 

up to respond to migration and displacement is falling 

far short of its promised results. 

Building on calls by everyone from the High Com-

missioner to Policy Experts at think tanks like the 

Center for Global Development to displaced people 

themselves, the Migrant Union aims to catalyse new 

approaches to the understanding of and practical re-

sponse to challenges faced by displaced people. At 

the heart of its approach is an attention to livelihoods, 

specifically those leveraging the opportunities pre-

sented by the Future of Work, with the aim of creating 

sustainable and future-oriented pathways that could 

open the possibility of building lives of agency and 

dignity for people who are currently excluded from 

these realities. 

The Migrant Union seeks to build on, enhance, and 

support the many ongoing existing activities already 

working towards these goals. Rather than add to a 

growing list of such initiatives, the Migrant Union is 

looking for the connective tissue that would enable 

existing practice to scale. At a tactical, functional lev-

el, this means connecting and linking various actors 

to each other, identifying the barriers to scale and 

encouraging or creating pathways and tools to over-

come these barriers. This includes activities around 

ID and credentialing, market-building, advocacy, and 

self-sustaining financing models. 

Yet each of these tactical and practical functions ul-

timately points to much broader possibilities. For in-

stance, in creating a connected group of individuals 

who are displaced, linked together through a common 

sharing of information and similar aspiration to over-

come the challenges of displacement and rebuild lives, 

is the work of the Migrant Union pointing towards a 

potential new model of citizenship and social organi-

zation? If these individuals become linked through a 

market, could it be one which perhaps one day makes 

use of technological advancements and results in its 

own crypto currency? Could advocacy and negotia-

tion activities lead to the creation of new institutions, or 

even new kinds of legislation? These are but some of 

the possible developments that have the possibility of 

growing organically out of the Migrant Union, particu-

larly in light of broader changes the world is seeing in 

the nature of borders, institutions and the environment 

– the elements that compose the governance of the 

world as we currently know it. 

What is clear is that in the context of drastic glob-

al changes, new approaches are needed that tackle 

these issues and open up new and promising ave-

nues for us all.
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