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e The demand for migrant workers is increasing worldwide even as the global pool of labour
is shrinking.

e Migration challenges in global value chains today are deeply intertwined with
sustainability and accountability imperatives.

e Global companies have the power to drive meaningful change, as shown by best-practice
examples.

There are an estimated 169 million international migrant workers worldwide,
representing one in every 20 workers. Each year on 18 December, International
Migrants Day recognizes their vital contributions to the global economy.

The day also serves as a reminder of the challenges many migrants face, including
discrimination, exploitation and violations of their human and labour rights. In fact,
10 out of 17 UN Sustainable Development Goals feature targets and indicators tied

to migration and mobility of labour.
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Many of the SDGs touch on migrant-related issues. Image: UN

Global companies, with their significant economic power and international
influence, are uniquely positioned to drive sustainable migration management and
contribute to the relevant SDG targets across their global value chains (GVCs).

The global race for labour

Since the 1970s, multinational companies have largely structured their GVCs
based on several criteria, including access to a strong labour pool, locating
production either in distant economically developing countries (offshoring), or in
nearby nations closer to their key markets (nearshoring).

Have you read?

« Migrant workers sent home almost $800 billion in 2022. Which countries are
the biggest recipients?

» These are the 'hidden costs' for migrant workers

'hy the world needs an 'OPEC' for migrant workers
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Aslan countries, such as I halland and Vialaysia, and tastern turopean nations,
such as Hungary and Poland, have experienced modernization and economic
growth. These developments, combined with social changes like declining fertility
rates, emigration, ageing populations and rising education levels, have
significantly reshaped their labour markets. As a result, in these countries,
multinational companies are facing challenges to address talent gaps and meet
hiring needs with local populations alone.

For companies, relocating existing infrastructure — such as factories, natural
resource extraction sites or logistics networks —away from these countries is both
costly and impractical. Hence, many have turned to working with local
governments to allow the recruitment of migrant workers to help address labour
shortages. This has resulted in significant new migration patterns, such as Filipino
workers in Hungary, Bangladeshis in Malaysia, or Central Americans in Mexico.

As the global pool of labour shrinks and global demand for migrant workers rises,
it is becoming evident that there is no such thing as an unlimited global labour

supply.

We coined the term “global race for labour” to highlight the growing competition
among companies for migrant workers who are an integral part of GVCs.

Migration challenges in global value chains

According to James X. Zhan, Senior Director of Investment and Enterprise at
UNCTAD, sustainability and accountability imperatives top the list of major forces
driving changes in GVCs today. Here, we shed light on the most pressing issues
and the human costs they entail:

e Unethical recruitment. Up to 80% of migrant workers are recruited through intermediary
agencies, with thousands of them operating worldwide. These agencies handle various
tasks, such as issuing documents, conducting medical tests, organizing travel and
managing workers’ accommodations abroad. Recruitment costs can be immense. For

stance, a Nepalese worker seeking to migrate to Europe may pay around €7,000 to the
scruitment agency. Based on Nepal’s GDP per capita, this would be comparable to
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workplaces. They are frequently employed in "dirty, difficult, and dangerous" (3D) jobs,
often without access to information about fair wages, workplace protections or
occupational health services. Many employers also take advantage of migrant workers’
readiness to work long and irregular hours.

e Migrant women. Female migrants represent over 40% of the global migrant workforce.
They face unique gender-related challenges, such as sexual harassment and exploitation.
A particularly troubling issue is the practice of pregnancy testing, which remains legal as a
requirement for applying for overseas employment in some countries. Additionally, if a
migrant becomes pregnant while working abroad, she may not only lose her job and
income but also risk deportation. Moreover, migrant women with children typically have no
other choice but to leave their children behind, relying on others for their care.

Migrant workers & sustainability in global supply chains. Migration, Business & ...

The power of global companies

Global companies are key potential agents of change due to their economic power
and reach. Their actions influence the entire GVCs that they orchestrate. They can
choose which recruitment agencies to contract, determine which business-to-
~iness relationships to foster or discontinue, and leverage their negotiating
ver when interacting with suppliers.
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e Unilever, HP, IKEA, the Coca Cola Company, and several other big names adhere to the
“Employer Pays Principle”, which prohibits charging recruitment fees and ensures the
reimbursement of workers who paid such fees before their employment abroad.

e VINCI conducted a comprehensive study on the employment challenges faced by migrant
workers during the 2022 FIFA World Cup in Qatar. In partnership with Unilever, LU'Oréal,
Sodexo, Schneider Electric, Mars and Danone, the company drew on its expertise to create
targeted tools for safeguarding human rights in high-risk regions. These tools are made
available to other companies and applicable across various industry sectors.

* Flex, HP and other leading companies have incorporated policies and labour standards
related to migrant workers’ rights into their supplier codes of conduct and/or their
corporate codes of conduct. These codes are disseminated throughout the entire GVCs,
via trainings, guidelines, terms and conditions and other means.

e Companies like Unilever have appointed chief human rights officers to oversee human
rights policies, including those related to migrant workers. This practice is growing among
large corporations with potential exposure to human rights risks within their GVCs.

e Some companies engage consultancies specializing in due diligence assessments of
business and human rights within GVCs that align their work with migration-specific SDG
targets. Notable examples include Equiception, LRQA, and TwentyFifty.

How is the World Economic Forum promoting equity in
the workplace?

(Show more v)

There is a strong business case for responsible migration management in global

companies. If managed well, labour migration can be a cornerstone of sustainable
development and progress. Unlocking its potential is key to accelerating efforts to
achieve the SDGs, for the benefit of all.
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