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DESA 
 
The Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat is a 
vital interface between global policies in the economic, social and environmental 
spheres and national action. The Department works in three main interlinked areas: (i) 
it compiles, generates and analyses a wide range of economic, social and 
environmental data and information on which States Members of the United Nations 
draw to review common problems and take stock of policy options; (ii) it facilitates 
the negotiations of Member States in many intergovernmental bodies on joint courses 
of action to address ongoing or emerging global challenges; and (iii) it advises 
interested Governments on the ways and means of translating policy frameworks 
developed in United Nations conferences and summits into programmes at the country 
level and, through technical assistance, helps build national capacities. 
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PREFACE 
 

  
The Population Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations 

Secretariat is responsible for providing the international community with up-to-date and scientifically 
objective information on population and development.  The Population Division provides guidance to the 
United Nations General Assembly, Economic and Social Council and the Commission on Population and 
Development on population and development issues and undertakes regular studies on population levels 
and trends, population estimates and projections, population policies and population and development 
interrelationships. 
 
 In particular, the Population Division is concerned with the following substantive areas:  patterns of 
mortality, fertility and international and internal migration, including levels and trends, their causes and 
consequences, and socio-economic, geographic and gender differentials; spatial distribution of population 
between urban and rural areas and among cities; estimates and projections of population size, age and sex 
structure, spatial distribution and demographic indicators for all countries of the world; population and 
development policies at the national and international levels and the relationship between socio-economic 
development and population change. 
 
 The work of the Population Division is published in a variety of formats, including electronically, in 
order to meet the needs of diverse audiences.  These publications and materials are used by Governments, 
national and international organizations, research institutions and individuals engaged in social and 
economic planning, research and training, and by the general public.  
 
 This report presents information on international migration levels and policies for major areas, 
regions and countries of the world.  The data for the international migrant stock presented in this report are 
based on the database Trends in Total Migrant Stock: the 2005 Revision, which was issued by the 
Population Division in 2006. In order to maintain full consistency with the indicators contained in this 
database, the estimates on the total population, net migration and the projected population in 2050 in this 
report were derived from World Population Prospects: The 2004 Revision. For many of the countries, 
information on international migration is sufficient to provide a reasonable basis for levels, trends and 
policies.  For some countries, however, the information is very limited or unavailable, and in such cases, 
imputations were made.    
 
  Responsibility for this report rests with the Population Division. Preparation of the report was 
facilitated by the ongoing work of the regional commissions, the specialized agencies and other relevant 
bodies of the United Nations, in particular the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR), the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF).  The Population Division is also 
grateful to the Statistics Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs for its continuing 
cooperation.  
 
 This report as well as other population information may be accessed on the world wide web site of 
the Population Division at www.unpopulation.org. For further information about this publication, please 
contact the office of Ms. Hania Zlotnik, Director, Population Division, United Nations, New York, NY 
10017, USA (tel.: 212-963-3179, fax:  212-963-2147). 
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Explanatory notes 
 

The tables presented in this report make use of the following symbols: 
 

Two dots (..) indicate that data are not available or are not separately reported. 
An em dash (—) indicates that the amount is nil or negligible. 
A hyphen (-) indicates that the item is not applicable. 
A minus sign (-) before a figure indicates a decrease. 
A full stop (.) is used to indicate decimals. 
Use of a hyphen (-) between years, for example, 1995-2000, signifies the full period involved, 
from 1 July of the first year to 1 July of the second year. 

 
Numbers and percentages in tables do not necessarily add to totals because of rounding. 

 
Countries and areas are grouped geographically into six major areas:  Africa; Asia; Europe; Latin 

America and the Caribbean; Northern America; and Oceania.  These major areas are further divided into 21 
geographical regions.  In addition, for statistical convenience, the regions are classified as belonging to either 
of two categories: more developed or less developed.  The less developed regions include all the regions of 
Africa, Asia (excluding Japan), and Latin America and the Caribbean, as well as Melanesia, Micronesia and 
Polynesia.  The more developed regions comprise Australia/New Zealand, Europe, Northern America and 
Japan. 

 
The group of least developed countries currently comprises 50 countries:  Afghanistan, Angola, 

Bangladesh, Benin, Bhutan, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cambodia, Cape Verde, Central African Republic, Chad, 
Comoros, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste, Djibouti, Equatorial 
Guinea, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Gambia, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Haiti, Kiribati, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, 
Lesotho, Liberia, Madagascar, Malawi, Maldives, Mali, Mauritania, Mozambique, Myanmar, Nepal, Niger, 
Rwanda, Samoa, Sao Tome and Principe, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Solomon Islands, Somalia, Sudan, Togo, 
Tuvalu, Uganda, United Republic of Tanzania, Vanuatu, Yemen and Zambia. 

 
The following abbreviations have been used: 
 
DESA   Department of Economic and Social Affairs 
EU   European Union 
EURODAC  European dactylographic system (European common automated 

fingerpring register) 
GATS   General Agreement on Trade in Services 
GCC   Gulf Cooperation Council 
GCIM   Global Commission on International Migration 
GDP   gross domestic product 
ILO   International Labour Organization 
IMF   International Monetary Fund 
IOM   International Organization for Migration 
NGO   Non-governmental Organization  
OECD   Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
SOPEMI  Système d’Observation Permanente sur les Migrations (OECD  
   Continuous Reporting System on Migration) 
UNGA   United Nations General Assembly 
UNHCR  United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
UNRWA  United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine  

Refugees in the Near East 
USSR   Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 

The International Migration Report 2006: A Global Assessment, prepared by the Population 
Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat, is the 
second in a series which presents information on international migration levels and policies as well as 
other related indicators for major areas, regions and countries of the world.  

 
International migration is a topic that has moved to the forefront of the national and international 

agenda.  The United Nations system is addressing the various dimensions of international migration.  The 
United Nations Secretariat has focused on the collection, analysis and dissemination of information on the 
levels, trends and national policies of international migration. Other parts of the United Nations have been 
concerned with issues such as human rights, family reunification, undocumented migrants, trafficking and 
the social and economic integration of migrants. In addition, specialized agencies have focused on issues 
related to their expertise and mandates, such as labour migration, refugees and asylum seekers and 
remittances.  

 
The United Nations General Assembly has addressed on a variety of occasions the issue of 

international migration and development. In its resolution 56/203 of 21 December 2001, the General 
Assembly called upon the United Nations system and other relevant organizations to continue to address 
the issue of international migration and development and to provide appropriate support for processes and 
activities on international migration and development. In response to this resolution, and also to provide 
further information on international migration to the General Assembly, the United Nations Population 
Division since 2002 has been organizing annual system-wide Coordination Meetings on International 
Migration. 

 
The implementation of national policies to affect levels and patterns of international migration has 

also intensified, spreading to all regions of the world. Discussions on issues such as sustained low fertility 
and population ageing, unemployment, brain-drain and brain-gain, worker remittances, human rights, 
social integration, xenophobia, human trafficking and national security have led to a re-examination of 
migration policies and the potential benefits and disadvantages accruing to sending, receiving and transit 
countries. Over the past decades, the number of Governments adopting new measures to influence 
migration has grown rapidly.   

 
In his proposals for strengthening the United Nations Organization, (Report of the Secretary-

General, A/57/387), the Secretary-General of the United Nations stressed that “it is time to take a more 
comprehensive look at the various dimensions of the migration issue, which now involves hundreds of 
millions of people and affects countries of origin, transit and destination.  We need to understand better 
the causes of international flows of people and their complex interrelationship with development.” 

 
At the global level, several initiatives have been launched to address the challenges posed by 

international migration. In 2003, the United Nations General Assembly decided to conduct a high-level 
dialogue on international migration and development in 2006. In 2004, the General Assembly requested 
the Secretary-General to undertake a comprehensive overview of studies and analyses on the 
multidimensional aspects of migration and development in preparation of the High-level Dialogue. In 
October 2005, the Global Commission on International Migration published its report Migration in an 
Interconnected World: New Directions for Action.  During its sixtieth session in 2005, the General 
Assembly adopted two resolutions relevant to the area of international migration and development, 
namely one on the organizational aspects of the High-level Dialogue and one on the facilitation and 
reduction of the cost of transfer of migrant remittances. 

  
The many questions arising from growing concerns about international migration, however, have 

few clear answers largely because of the lack of accurate and up-to-date information on international 
migration. This report attempts to address some of these questions by providing an overview of 
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international migration levels, trends and policies for countries and regions and for the world as a whole.  
The number of indicators in this report is larger in comparison with the previous issue and includes data 
by sex when possible.  For many countries, there is sufficient information to provide a reasonable basis 
for the estimation of levels, trends and policies of international migration.  For some countries, however, 
information is limited or unavailable, and in such cases, imputations were made.  Furthermore, data on 
citizenship, if available, are used for estimating the numbers of international migrants in the absence of 
data on place of birth.   

 
In addition to data on migrant stock, number of refugees and workers’ remittances, information on 

Government positions concerning international migration and whether a country is party to United 
Nations instruments such as the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees, the International 
Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of their Families and 
the Protocol against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sea and Air is included for each country.   

 
The report documents the following key findings:  

 
1. In 2005, the number of international migrants in the world reached almost 191 million, which 
was 3 per cent of the world population. Between 1990 and 2005, the world gained 36 million 
international migrants (table 1). 

 
TABLE 1.  ESTIMATED NUMBER OF INTERNATIONAL MIGRANTS AND THEIR PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION  

BY DEVELOPMENT GROUP AND MAJOR AREA, 1990-2005   

 
Number of international 

migrants (millions)  
Increment 
(millions)  

Percentage 
distribution of 

international migrants 

Development group and major area 1990 2005 1990-2005 1990 2005 

World 154.8 190.6 35.8 100.0 100.0 
 More developed regions 82.4 115.4 33.0 53.2 60.5 
 Less developed regions 72.5 75.2 2.8 46.8 39.5 
  Least developed countries 11.0 10.5 -0.5 7.1 5.5 
   
Africa 16.4 17.1 0.7 10.6 9.0 
Asia 49.8 53.3 3.5 32.2 28.0 
Latin America and the Caribbean 7.0 6.6 -0.3 4.5 3.5 
Northern America 27.6 44.5 16.9 17.8 23.3 
Europe 49.4 64.1 14.7 31.9 33.6 
Oceania 4.8 5.0 0.3 3.1 2.6 
 

Source:  Population Division of the United Nations Secretariat, Trends in Total Migrant Stock: The 2005 
Revision (POP/DB/MIG/Rev.2005), database in digital form, 2006.  
 

2. Developed countries absorbed most of the increase in the number of international migrants 
between 1990 and 2005 (33 out of 36 million). As a result, there was an increasing concentration of 
international migrants in the developed world. In 2005, developed countries hosted 60 per cent of 
all international migrants (115 million), up from 53 per cent in 1990.  
 
3. In developing countries, the migrant stock virtually stagnated during the period—it declined 
in 1990-1995 and increased slowly from 1995 to 2005. The number of migrants in developing 
countries has increased by barely 3 million since 1990.  Return flows cancelled out new outflows 
over the period.  In 2005, some 75 million international migrants lived in developing countries:  53 
million in Asia, 17 million in Africa and 7 million in Latin America and the Caribbean.   
 



 

 xv

 
4. The drop in the number of refugees is one of the main reasons for the slow increase in the 
number of migrants in most developing regions and the decline observed in Latin America and the 
Caribbean and the group of least developed countries. In 1990-2004, 21 million refugees were 
repatriated, the majority to developing countries.  The number of refugees in developing regions 
dropped from 16.5 million in 1990 to an estimated 10.5 million in 2005. Refugees constituted almost 
18 per cent of all international migrants in Africa and 15 per cent of those in Asia. 
 
5. Migration to developed countries remained high during 1990-2005.  The major increases in 
the number of international migrants occurred in Northern America (17 million) and Europe (15 
million).  Migration for family reunification accounted for an important share of the inflows to 
those regions, although the share of immigrants admitted under the skills categories had risen. 
 
6. The proportion of migrants in the total population increased between 1990 and 2005 in all the 
more developed regions and declined in the less developed regions. In 2005, international migrants 
constituted the largest share of the population in Oceania (15 per cent), Northern America (13 per 
cent) and Europe (9 per cent). 

 
7. A relatively small number of countries host most of the international migrants. In 1990, the 30 
countries with the largest migrant populations had accounted for 75 per cent of all international 
migrants worldwide, and in 2005, 28 countries sufficed to account for that percentage.  The top 
twenty countries with the largest international migrant stock are shown in table 2.  With 38 million 
migrants, the United States hosted the largest number of migrants in 2005, followed by the Russian 
Federation with 12 million and Germany with 10 million. 
 
8. The number of countries where the share of international migrants exceeded 10 per cent 
increased from 73 in 1990 to 79 in 2005.  In 2005, countries with at least 20 million inhabitants 
where international migrants constituted high shares of the population included Australia (20 per 
cent), Canada (19 per cent), France (11 per cent), Germany (12 per cent), Saudi Arabia (26 per 
cent), Spain (11 per cent), Ukraine (15 per cent) and the United States (13 per cent).  
 
9. The proportion of women and girls among all international migrants was nearly 50 per cent in 
2005, up from 49 per cent in 1990.  In developed countries, female migrants accounted for 52 per 
cent of all international migrants throughout the period, but their share was markedly lower in 
developing countries, at 46 per cent.  By 2005, female migrants outnumbered male migrants in 
Europe, Northern America, Oceania and in Latin America and the Caribbean.  In contrast, females 
were underrepresented among the migrant populations of Africa and Asia.  
 
10. In 2004, official migrant remittances amounted to US$ 226 billion, US$ 145 billion of which 
went to developing countries.  Remittances sent back to the home country by migrants are a major 
source of foreign exchange earnings for some countries and are an important addition to the gross 
domestic product.  
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TABLE 2.  THE 20 COUNTRIES OR AREAS WITH THE HIGHEST NUMBERS OF INTERNATIONAL  

MIGRANTS, 1990 AND 2005   
 1990  2005 

Rank Country or area 

Number of 
migrants 
(millions) 

As 
percentage 

of total Country or area 

Number of 
migrants 
(millions) 

As 
percentage 

of total 

1 United States of America 23.3 15.0 United States of America 38.4 20.2
2 Russian Federation 11.5 7.4 Russian Federation 12.1 6.4
3 India 7.4 4.8 Germany 10.1 5.3
4 Ukraine 7.1 4.6 Ukraine 6.8 3.6
5 Pakistan 6.6 4.2 France 6.5 3.4
6 Germany 5.9 3.8 Saudi Arabia 6.4 3.3
7 France 5.9 3.8 Canada 6.1 3.2
8 Saudi Arabia 4.7 3.1 India 5.7 3.0
9 Canada 4.3 2.8 United Kingdom 5.4 2.8
10 Australia 4.0 2.6 Spain 4.8 2.5
11 Iran (Islamic Republic of) 3.8 2.5 Australia 4.1 2.2
12 United Kingdom 3.8 2.4 Pakistan 3.3 1.7
13 Kazakhstan 3.6 2.3 United Arab Emirates 3.2 1.7
14 China, Hong Kong SAR 2.2 1.4 China, Hong Kong SAR 3.0 1.6
15 Côte d’Ivoire 2.0 1.3 Israel 2.7 1.4
16 Uzbekistan 1.7 1.1 Italy 2.5 1.3
17 Argentina 1.6 1.1 Kazakhstan 2.5 1.3
18 Israel 1.6 1.1 Côte d’Ivoire 2.4 1.2
19 Kuwait 1.6 1.0 Jordan 2.2 1.2
20 Switzerland 1.4 0.9 Japan 2.0 1.1

 
Source: Population Division of the United Nations Secretariat, Trends in Total Migrant Stock: The 2005 

Revision (POP/DB/MIG/Rev.2005), database in digital form, 2006.  
 
11. Between 1996 and 2005, the proportion of Governments wishing to lower international 
migration declined by about half (from 40 to 22 per cent).  The Governments of many receiving 
countries have been taking measures to facilitate the inflow of the types of migrants they need, 
especially skilled migrants and temporary low-skilled workers.  In 2005, 30 countries had policies to 
promote the inflow of highly skilled workers. 

 
12. Increasingly, Governments of receiving countries have been using temporary worker 
programmes to address their labour shortages.  To that end, a large number of bilateral 
agreements have been concluded. 
 
13. The Governments of countries of origin have become more proactive in encouraging the 
return of their citizens living abroad and strengthening ties with their expatriate communities so as 
to encourage the involvement of migrants abroad in fostering development at home.  In 2005, 
seventy-two countries had policies to encourage the return of citizens, up from 59 in 1996.  

 
14. In 2005, 75 countries had programmes to facilitate the integration of foreigners, up from 52 in 
1996.  More than three quarters of developed countries had integration policies, whereas less than a 
quarter of developing countries did so.  
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15. Since 1995, 18 countries have ratified the 1951 Convention and 17 countries have ratified the 
1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees.  In 2003, the International Convention on the 
Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families had entered into 
force. As of early 2006, it had been ratified by 34 States, none of which was a major migrant 
receiving country.  In 2004, the protocol against smuggling and that to prevent trafficking in 
persons also entered into force, after having been adopted by the General Assembly in 2000; these 
protocols had been ratified by 84 and 95 States, respectively. 

 
This report consists of three major parts.  The first part contains three chapters.  Chapter I provides 

an overview of major trends in the international migrant stock in the world.  It discusses changes in the 
estimated numbers of international migrants, their percentage distribution, their share in the population 
and their sex distribution by major area in 1990-2005.  It focuses particularly on changes in the estimated 
numbers in countries with the largest migrant populations.  

 
Chapter II provides a summary of major trends in international migration policies in developed and 

developing countries since the mid-1990s. The focus is on policies designed to influence the size and 
composition of international migration flows.  Managing the various flows of immigrants, reducing 
undocumented migration, and the integration of migrants are also discussed.  

 
Chapter III provides an overview of the seven legal instruments on international migration and of 

the global government initiatives promoting dialogue and enhancing international cooperation in 
addressing the challenges posed by international migration.   

 
Part II of the report reflects the United Nations General Assembly debates on the issue of 

international migration and development.  It reproduces the resolutions on international migration and 
development adopted by the General Assembly in 2003, 2004 and 2005 (Chapter V). The reports of the 
Secretary-General, produced in preparation for these three debates, have also been included (Chapter IV). 

 
The third part of the report presents international migration profiles. Chapter VI contains 

international migration profiles for the world as a whole and for major areas, regions and special groups, 
whereas the country profiles are provided in Chapter VII. The profiles contain information for 1995 and 
2005 concerning the total population, the international migrant stock, refugees, remittances and 
Government views and policies relating to immigration and emigration levels. Also presented is 
information, for the periods 1995-2000 and 2000-2005, on net migration flows. 

The annex to the report presents information on each of the indicators and concepts used in the 
profiles, including definitions and primary sources of data.  

 
The information contained in this report aims to provide substantive input for the continued dialogue 

on international migration and development and to contribute to fostering international cooperation in 
addressing international migration issues. 

 





 

 

 


