
Biehler, Nadine; Kipp, David; Koch, Anne

Research Report

The potential of bilateral migration agreements: From
symbolic politics to practical implementation

SWP Comment, No. 47/2024

Provided in Cooperation with:
Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik (SWP), German Institute for International and Security Affairs,
Berlin

Suggested Citation: Biehler, Nadine; Kipp, David; Koch, Anne (2024) : The potential of bilateral
migration agreements: From symbolic politics to practical implementation, SWP Comment, No.
47/2024, Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik (SWP), Berlin,
https://doi.org/10.18449/2024C47

This Version is available at:
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/305236

Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen:

Die Dokumente auf EconStor dürfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden.

Sie dürfen die Dokumente nicht für öffentliche oder kommerzielle
Zwecke vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, öffentlich zugänglich
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen.

Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfügung gestellt haben sollten,
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort
genannten Lizenz gewährten Nutzungsrechte.

Terms of use:

Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your personal
and scholarly purposes.

You are not to copy documents for public or commercial purposes, to
exhibit the documents publicly, to make them publicly available on the
internet, or to distribute or otherwise use the documents in public.

If the documents have been made available under an Open Content
Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you may exercise
further usage rights as specified in the indicated licence.

  https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.zbw.eu/
http://www.zbw.eu/
https://doi.org/10.18449/2024C47%0A
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/305236
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.leibniz-gemeinschaft.de/


 

 

 

NO. 47 OCTOBER 2024  Introduction 

The Potential of Bilateral 
Migration Agreements 
From Symbolic Politics to Practical Implementation 

Nadine Biehler, David Kipp and Anne Koch 

Migration cooperation with third countries is thriving. Bilateral agreements with 

countries of origin, host countries and transit countries are increasingly seen as 

important instruments for overcoming the challenges associated with immigration. 

With the Special Commissioner for Migration Agreements, the German government 

has created a focal point to bring together the political objectives in the areas of 

return and labour recruitment into one comprehensive approach. Initial agreements 

were quickly reached in the hope of sending a clear signal to the electorate. Beyond 

their symbolic effect, the agreements have the potential not only to be the starting 

point for long-term, sustainable migration policy cooperation, but also to contribute 

towards the development of the countries of origin. In order to realise this potential, 

a better reconciliation of interests between the respective partner countries and Ger-

many, capacity building in the area of recruitment and more consistency in external 

migration policy are required. 

 

Reducing irregular migration and enabling 

regular (labour) migration is a declared 

goal of the current German government. 

Although the public debate is dominated 

by highly restrictive proposals such as the 

outsourcing of asylum procedures to third 

countries or even the abolition of the indi-

vidual right to asylum, the Special Commis-

sioner of the Federal Government for Migra-

tion Agreements (hereinafter the Special 

Commissioner), who was newly appointed 

in 2023, is pursuing a comprehensive 

approach: Germany’s interests regarding 

recruitment and return are to be given 

equal consideration when negotiating the 

practice- and partner-oriented agreements 

with countries of origin announced in the 

coalition agreement. Located within the 

Federal Ministry of the Interior and Com-

munity, the Special Commissioner has the 

important task of bringing together the 

various ministries responsible for migration 

policy, thereby contributing to a more co-

herent German migration diplomacy. 

https://www.spd.de/fileadmin/Dokumente/Koalitionsvertrag/Koalitionsvertrag_2021-2025.pdf#page=112
https://www.tagesschau.de/inland/asylverfahren-drittstatten-100.html
https://www.tagesschau.de/inland/asylverfahren-drittstatten-100.html
https://www.deutschlandfunk.de/soeder-stellt-individuelles-grundrecht-auf-asyl-in-frage-104.html
https://www.deutschlandfunk.de/soeder-stellt-individuelles-grundrecht-auf-asyl-in-frage-104.html
https://www.bmi.bund.de/DE/ministerium/beauftragte/sonderbevollmaechtigter-migrationsabkommen/sonderbevollm-migrationsabkommen-node.html
https://www.bmi.bund.de/DE/ministerium/beauftragte/sonderbevollmaechtigter-migrationsabkommen/sonderbevollm-migrationsabkommen-node.html
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Current status of bilateral 
negotiations 

Before Special Commissioner Joachim Stamp 

took office in February 2023, the German 

government had negotiated a formal bi-

lateral mobility and migration agreement 

with just one country – India. Since then, 

formal agreements have been signed with 

Georgia, Kenya and Uzbekistan, and infor-

mal memoranda of understanding have 

been concluded with Morocco and Colom-

bia. Exploratory talks and negotiations are 

also underway with Moldova, Kyrgyzstan, 

Ghana and the Philippines, among others. 

Flexible formats 

As migration is an inherently transnational 

phenomenon, it makes sense to address 

related challenges in cooperation with 

other states. National initiatives and bi-

lateral formats, such as the comprehensive 

migration agreements with third countries 

outside the European Union (EU) that Ger-

many is currently focussed on, are becom-

ing increasingly important. Such agree-

ments give governments the opportunity 

to pursue their own migration policy prior-

ities in a more targeted manner. 

The Special Commissioner’s work to date 

has shown that, in some cases, the respec-

tive partnerships take the form of binding 

bilateral agreements (India, Georgia, Kenya 

and Uzbekistan), while in others they are 

designed as informal agreements for im-

proved practical cooperation (Morocco and 

Colombia). This flexibility of formats makes 

it possible to take into account the domestic 

political sensitivities of the partner coun-

tries – for example in the event of public 

opposition to planned returns. Germany’s 

priorities also differ depending on the part-

ner country: For example, in the case of 

India and Kenya, the focus is on recruitment, 

whereas returns are the main objective in 

negotiations with some other countries. 

The German government’s strong inter-

est in returns to Afghanistan and Syria will 

not be reflected in formal agreements, given 

the widespread condemnation of the re-

spective regimes. Informal agreements with 

these countries are also out of the question. 

The situation is different for negotiations 

with (neighbouring) countries that may 

be involved with the returns. Here, corre-

sponding informal agreements are con-

ceivable, beyond the standard clauses on 

return transfers that are included in the 

agreement with Uzbekistan. 

Familiar contents 

Many potential partner countries are inter-

ested in closer cooperation on labour migra-

tion. They often hope to use migration nego-

tiations to strengthen bilateral cooperation 

with Germany. On the German side, on the 

other hand, there is a fundamental interest 

in both recruitment and return. According 

to estimates by the Institute for Employ-

ment Research, keeping the labour supply 

stable in the face of an ageing population 

will require net immigration of 400,000 

workers per year until 2060. According to 

the Central Register of Foreigners, a total 

of around 227,000 people were required to 

leave the country as of 30 June 2024, of 

which around 44,000 were without excep-

tional leave to remain (“Duldung”). In both 

areas, the ultimate aim is to apply existing 

law more effectively. Regarding return, 

the provisions of international law on 

governments’ obligation to readmit own 

nationals are clear. Migration partnerships 

are intended to support the implementa-

tion of this obligation through improve-

ments in practical cooperation. Accordingly, 

the agreements often contain provisions 

outlining standardised operating proce-

dures regarding returns, for example iden-

tity verification or physical transfer and 

handover. 

In the area of recruitment, on the other 

hand, the German government is focussed 

on making greater use of existing legal im-

migration channels, which were expanded 

last year by the amended Skilled Immigra-

tion Act. Unlike countries such as Italy and 

Spain, which offer concrete immigration 

quotas in negotiations on migration agree-

ments, Germany’s legal framework does not 

https://www.recht.bund.de/bgbl/2/2023/128/VO.html
https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/53989/germany-and-georgia-sign-migration-pact
https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/pressemitteilungen/EN/2024/09/kenia_migrationsabkommen.html;jsessionid=F99F07EF9174B182CCD16163245F86F3.live861
https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/kurzmeldungen/EN/2024/09/migrationsabkommen_usbekistan.html;jsessionid=607B14CEB350CB5DF9FDEEAB0FB92DD0.live861
https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/pressemitteilungen/EN/2024/01/marokko.html
https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/pressemitteilungen/DE/2024/02/migrationskooperation-kolumbien.html
https://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/pressemitteilungen/DE/2024/02/migrationskooperation-kolumbien.html
https://www.bundestag.de/presse/hib/kurzmeldungen-1007420
https://www.zeit.de/politik/ausland/2020-07/gambia-migration-abschiebung-demokratie/seite-3
https://www.zeit.de/politik/ausland/2020-07/gambia-migration-abschiebung-demokratie/seite-3
https://iab.de/presseinfo/nur-mit-einer-jaehrlichen-nettozuwanderung-von-400-000-personen-bleibt-das-arbeitskraefteangebot-langfristig-konstant/
https://iab.de/presseinfo/nur-mit-einer-jaehrlichen-nettozuwanderung-von-400-000-personen-bleibt-das-arbeitskraefteangebot-langfristig-konstant/
https://dserver.bundestag.de/btd/20/126/2012626.pdf#page=23
https://dserver.bundestag.de/btd/20/126/2012626.pdf#page=23
https://dserver.bundestag.de/btd/20/126/2012626.pdf#page=23
https://dserver.bundestag.de/btd/20/126/2012626.pdf#page=23
https://bibliothek.hsbund.de/Recherche/Einfache-Suche?searchhash=OCLC_42569e318d4a616d32afac29e48b7d92a90e1fb5&top=y&page=2&detail=12
https://www.bundesregierung.de/breg-de/themen/arbeit-und-soziales/fachkraefteeinwanderungsgesetz-2182168
https://www.bundesregierung.de/breg-de/themen/arbeit-und-soziales/fachkraefteeinwanderungsgesetz-2182168
https://integrazionemigranti.gov.it/en-gb/Altre-info/e/2/o/54/id/128/Quotas-in-detail
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/spain-extend-seasonal-migrant-workers-programme-senegal-2023-03-02/
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provide for any agreement on the recruit-

ment of large numbers of labour migrants 

from abroad via quotas – although there 

are a few exceptions, such as for seasonal 

work, short-term employment or within 

the framework of the Western Balkans 

regulation. Partner countries, on the other 

hand, often expect commitments for labour 

migration on a substantial scale. 

Domestic political signalling effect 

In Germany, expectations concerning the 

new bilateral migration agreements are high. 

In view of the heated domestic political 

debate on irregular migration and the fur-

ther strengthening of the far-right – and in 

parts right-wing extremist – party Alter-

native für Deutschland (AfD), they are pri-

marily intended to demonstrate the govern-

ment’s ability to deliver results in the area 

of return. At the same time, the government 

wants to show that it is serious about labour 

shortages, which in numerous sectors con-

stitute a structural obstacle to growth, and 

that it can also swiftly respond to sector-

specific deficits by recruiting workers from 

abroad. 

Against this backdrop, both the start of 

negotiations with key countries of origin 

and transit, but even more so the successful 

conclusion of agreements, fulfil an impor-

tant domestic political function: They serve 

to publicly signal the government’s initia-

tive in an important policy field. In addi-

tion, the dynamics of the negotiations are 

shaped by the goal to successfully conclude 

as many agreements as possible before the 

next federal elections. However, there are 

many open questions regarding practical 

implementation. 

Priorities for an improved 
external migration policy 

The current focus on quickly concluding a 

large number of bilateral migration agree-

ments is accompanied by the risk that the 

the impact of the individual agreements is 

largely limited to their declaratory nature. 

In order to ensure the practical relevance 

of the agreements reached, it is essential to 

increase efforts in three areas. 

Improved context analysis for a 
sustainable balance of interests 

With the term “partner-oriented”, the coa-

lition agreement has formulated a require-

ment for German bilateral migration 

agreements that can be justified not only 

normatively but also instrumentally. If 

agreements adequately reflect the interests 

of both sides, this not only increases their 

chances of being implemented effectively, 

but also the likelihood that they will outlast 

changes of government. 

When entering into bilateral negotia-

tions, a detailed understanding of the role 

that cross-border mobility plays in the de-

velopment model of the partner country is 

required. German development organisa-

tions working on the ground and develop-

ment policy officers at the embassies in 

particular can contribute to the necessary 

analysis. The following questions, among 

others, must be answered: Is there a prefer-

ence for temporary or permanent migration? 

How important is family reunification? How 

great is the need for education and training 

components within migration programmes? 

However, it is often not possible to carry 

out such a differentiated analysis with the 

capacities currently available. For example, 

the interest of potential partner countries 

in expanding labour migration to Germany 

is usually taken for granted. This is not 

always the case: In some countries, for 

example, the recruitment of health care 

professionals in particular is viewed criti-

cally, while in countries that are themselves 

affected by an ageing population, there is 

a general rethink regarding the emigration 

of labour. The blanket assumption that 

there is a convergence of interests in the 

area of labour migration is particularly 

counterproductive if it hinders a compre-

hensive understanding of the partner coun-

tries’ objectives in other areas. 

It remains to be seen whether the Ger-

man government will follow through with 

https://www.haufe.de/personal/arbeitsrecht/zuwanderung-auslaendische-fachkraefte-beschaeftigen_76_472860.html
https://www.bmwk.de/Redaktion/EN/Dossier/skilled-professionals.html
https://www.dw.com/en/german-brazilian-spat-on-poaching-of-highly-qualified-nurses/a-69218707
https://www.dw.com/en/german-brazilian-spat-on-poaching-of-highly-qualified-nurses/a-69218707
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its July 2024 proposal to transfer the legal 

construct of the Western Balkans regulation 

to other third countries. If the German side 

continues to be unable to offer quotas, this 

will reinforce the need to closely analyse 

the concerns of partner countries in other 

policy areas. 

In-depth knowledge of the interests of 

partner countries is also helpful for im-

proved cooperation in the area of return, 

although it is generally true that the 

readmission of rejected asylum seekers is 

not in the interest of most governments. 

The questions to be answered with regard 

to this topic are therefore different: What 

political and operational hurdles exist? 

What incentives can the German govern-

ment use to increase the willingness of 

countries of origin to cooperate? What are 

the goals of authoritarian states that co-

operate in matters of return? It is particu-

larly important to be clear about this with 

regard to ostracised regimes such as those 

in Afghanistan and Syria, for which any 

kind of international cooperation means an 

increase in legitimacy. A broad repertoire 

of offers and incentives that match partner 

countries’ increases the likelihood of 

achieving more cooperation, even on the 

difficult issue of returns. 

Investing in implementation 

Both the return of rejected asylum seekers 

and migrants without a valid residence per-

mit and the recruitment of urgently needed 

labour from abroad are difficult issues that 

often fail due to practical challenges. With-

in Germany, similar hurdles exist in both 

areas and include complex bureaucratic 

requirements, a fragmented federal distri-

bution of tasks, outdated communication 

channels and inadequate staffing. With 

regard to both return and recruitment, these 

domestic obstacles are well known and 

need to be addressed by modernising pro-

cedures and making targeted investments. 

Regarding cooperation with partner 

countries, on the other hand, the obstacles 

that arise in both areas are different – and 

accordingly there are fundamentally dis-

tinct needs for action. The success of returns 

depends on the political will of the coun-

tries of origin to fully cooperate. The basic 

agreement on readmission is only the first 

step (with the readmission of third-country 

nationals in particular being highly con-

troversial politically). The second step is to 

ensure that this approval by the partner 

country translates into a willingness to 

carry out readmissions in practice – instead 

of related efforts being frustrated due to 

delays and bureaucratic hurdles. Ultimately, 

suitable incentives are needed to encourage 

partner governments to cooperate. Corre-

sponding offers can, for example, consist of 

support for reintegration or the facilitation 

of legal migration options. 

Even though the topic of recruitment is 

less politically sensitive than return, it 

requires a more complex implementation 

structure in the countries of origin. Particu-

lar challenges include the often inadequate 

compatibility of vocational training sys-

tems, language acquisition (a competitive 

disadvantage that hampers recruitment to 

Germany compared to English-speaking 

countries) and disproportionately long 

waiting times for the recognition of quali-

fications and the issuing of visas. Due to 

these structural hurdles, the legal changes 

achieved through the reform of the Skilled 

Immigration Act alone are not enough. In 

order to maximise the potential of the ex-

panded legal migration options, measures 

are required in the following areas: 

(1) Facilitating self-organised migration: 

Recruitment efforts such as the Triple Win 

Programme, which is implemented by the 

Federal Employment Agency (BA) and the 

German Agency for International Coopera-

tion, and projects by the Federal Ministry 

for Economic Cooperation and Develop-

ment (BMZ) to support regular labour 

migration provide an important impetus 

for the fair recruitment of workers. How-

ever, they are difficult to scale up and 

therefore usually only result in a few hun-

dred workers being brought to Germany. 

Against this background, more measures 

should be taken to facilitate self-organised 

labour migration. In addition to the exist-

https://www.bundesregierung.de/resource/blob/975226/2297962/ab6633b012bf78494426012fd616e828/2024-07-08-wachstumsinitiative-data.pdf#page=19
https://www.gesetze-im-internet.de/beschv_2013/__26.html
https://www.gesetze-im-internet.de/beschv_2013/__26.html
https://www.tagesschau.de/ausland/asien/afghanistan-abschiebungen-taliban-100.html
https://www.tagesschau.de/ausland/asien/syrien-assad-abschiebungen-100.html
https://www.swp-berlin.org/en/publication/negative-sanctions-and-the-eus-external-migration-policy
https://dgap.org/de/forschung/publikationen/deutsche-rueckkehrpolitik-und-abschiebungen
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publikation/germany-is-looking-for-foreign-labour
http://aei.pitt.edu/102380/1/edp_7-2019_kaiser.pdf
http://aei.pitt.edu/102380/1/edp_7-2019_kaiser.pdf
https://www.giz.de/en/worldwide/41533.html
https://www.giz.de/en/worldwide/41533.html
https://www.giz.de/en/worldwide/142874.html
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ing online services for information on 

regular labour migration, the Centres for 

Migration and Development established by 

the BMZ in some countries can make a con-

tribution in the form of a personal support 

service. Diaspora organisations based in 

Germany can also be involved in informa-

tion campaigns if they are interested. 

(2) Better coordination of relevant German 

actors and institutions in partner countries: To 

date, German actors and programmes rele-

vant to the promotion of labour migration 

in the countries of origin have not been 

sufficiently coordinated. Depending on 

the country, these can include the German 

embassy or consulate, Chambers of Com-

merce, Goethe Institutes, the Centres for 

Migration and Development as well as 

relevant development projects and German 

companies. Their activities must be better 

interlinked. This applies to all steps, from 

the provision of legal information to voca-

tional training and language acquisition 

programmes, specific support services for 

application processes and the recognition of 

professional qualifications, right through to 

the issuing of visas. The same holds true for 

the recruitment efforts of individual federal 

states and ministries. In view of the fact 

that the Federal Foreign Office recently 

assumed responsibility for the recruitment 

of skilled labour in 10 priority countries, it 

makes sense to entrust the respective local 

embassy with the coordination role. 

(3) Greater private-sector involvement: In re-

sponse to calls from companies as well as 

business and trade associations to recruit 

foreign labour, the German government 

has expanded its activities in this area. This 

raises the question about an appropriate 

distribution of costs and responsibilities 

between the government and the private 

sector. Even if state actors play an impor-

tant role in piloting and providing start-up 

funding for recruitment initiatives, in the 

medium term they should concentrate on 

further accelerating centralised processes, 

such as the issuing of visas, and eliminating 

other administrative bottlenecks. The bulk 

of the costs for language acquisition, pro-

fessional development and general adminis-

trative fees, on the other hand, should be 

borne by the companies that directly ben-

efit from the additional workers. However, 

small and medium-sized companies in par-

ticular will continue to need organisational 

support when recruiting abroad. Greater 

prioritisation of corresponding tasks in the 

Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs and 

Climate Action could make an important 

contribution. 

(4) Improved engagement and oversight of 

private recruitment actors: Private recruitment 

agencies in third countries represent an 

alternative to a completely self-organised 

approach for workers interested in migra-

tion. One important advantage is that they 

often have experience and can therefore 

act quickly and cost-effectively. However, 

accompanying measures that guarantee fair 

and safe migration are indispensable – 

especially in private recruitment, which is 

often characterised by dubious actors and 

unethical practices. The protection of labour 

migrants against abusive recruitment 

methods and placement in jobs with ex-

ploitative working conditions should be 

ensured in cooperation with the partner 

countries. This includes supporting relevant 

institutions in the partner country so that 

they can better monitor private recruitment 

actors. It also requires more attention in 

Germany: Irregular working conditions 

and exploitation can lead to undesirable 

side effects such as wage dumping, and 

thus reduce the public’s acceptance of 

labour migration in Germany. Experience 

has shown that this protection is crucial 

not only, but especially for female labour 

migrants. Transnational trade union asso-

ciations can also take an important super-

visory role here. 

More consistency in 
external migration policy 

Ultimately, a coherent approach by the 

Federal Government is crucial for German 

bilateral migration agreements to actually 

work. Progress has certainly been made in 

this regard, including the recent agreement 

on 10 priority countries for the recruitment 

https://www.make-it-in-germany.com/en/
https://www.bmz.de/en/issues/german-centres-for-migration-and-development
https://www.bmz.de/en/issues/german-centres-for-migration-and-development
https://www.make-it-in-germany.com/en/working-in-germany/job/placement-agencies
https://www.make-it-in-germany.com/en/working-in-germany/job/placement-agencies
https://www.boeckler.de/de/magazin-mitbestimmung-2744-am-unteren-ende-der-skala-10750.htm
https://www.boeckler.de/de/magazin-mitbestimmung-2744-am-unteren-ende-der-skala-10750.htm
https://www.dgb.de/politik/wirtschaft-und-transformation/mindestlohn-und-tarifpolitik/tariffluchtbilanz/
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of skilled labour, the selection of which is 

based on the BA’s analysis of potential. By 

convening regular interministerial meet-

ings to prepare the negotiation of migration 

agreements, the Special Commissioner is 

making an important contribution to a 

whole-of-government approach. However, 

this does not eliminate the fundamentally 

different objectives of the individual players. 

The Federal Ministry of the Interior and 

Community, which has the lead for the 

migration agreements and the Skilled 

Immigration Act, focusses on return issues, 

while the Federal Ministry of Labour and 

Social Affairs and the Federal Foreign Office 

tend to focus on recruitment. The Federal 

Ministry of Health is involved in the recruit-

ment of health care and nursing staff, while 

the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Cli-

mate Action has so far been hesitant to get 

involved. BMZ, on the other hand, focusses 

on the development effects of regular labour 

migration and aims to prevent brain drain. 

The resulting diverging interests with 

regard to the content of migration partner-

ships must be reconciled in a way that is 

acceptable to all ministries involved. One 

danger associated with this is an overly 

rigid understanding of the ensuing agree-

ments as documents in which individual 

ministries’ priorities and positions are 

permanently enshrined. It would be more 

expedient to view the agreements as the 

starting points for dynamic cooperation 

that continually adapts to practical require-

ments and offers room for shifting interests 

and the increased involvement of compa-

nies in the area of recruitment. If this does 

not succeed, it is likely that individual 

ministries will pursue their respective goals 

in parallel processes, which can lead to the-

matic contradictions and inefficiencies. 

The last year of the current legislative 

period offers an opportunity to take stock 

of Germany’s efforts to strengthen migra-

tion cooperation. Despite the progress made 

in the form of bilateral agreements, the 

question of which ministry is best suited to 

assume primary responsibility for this area 

is unresolved. If it does not remain with the 

Federal Ministry of the Interior and Com-

munity, the Federal Foreign Office and the 

Chancellery could be considered as alter-

natives. Factors in favour of the Federal 

Foreign Office include not only the key role 

that the respective embassy or consulate 

plays in supporting implementation, but 

also the fact that the capacities of the Fed-

eral Foreign Office in the area of recruit-

ment have been significantly expanded 

since mid-2024 – in the form of a dedi-

cated division as well as additional person-

nel capacities through restructuring. An 

argument in favour of the Chancellery is 

the more direct enforceability of the deci-

sions it makes vis-à-vis other ministries. In 

any case, the position of the Special Com-

missioner should be transferred to the lead 

ministry and upgraded in the hierarchy. In 

addition, the Commissioner’s office should 

be given adequate resources to enable it not 

only to initiate and coordinate the nego-

tiation of new agreements, but also to sup-

port their implementation in the long term. 

In order to better take into account the per-

spectives of partner countries and potential 

labour migrants, the BMZ’s expertise in this 

area should be drawn upon more systemati-

cally. 

Outlook: Establishing sustainable 
long-term cooperation 

The comprehensive migration agreements 

that the German government is currently 

pursuing constitute an alternative to both 

bilateral negotiations that focus exclusively 

on returns and migration deals at the Euro-

pean level, which aim to outsource border 

controls and asylum procedures. Their dual 

focus on returns and recruitment reflects 

the tensions resulting from a heated public 

debate that is focussed on restriction and 

deterrence, while at the same time pro-

moting labour migration to Germany. The 

migration agreements therefore hold the 

potential for a differentiated understanding 

of the complexities of migration-related 

tasks, and for dealing with them construc-

tively and in a development-oriented man-

ner, together with the countries of origin. 

https://www.spiegel.de/wirtschaft/zuwanderung-in-diesen-13-staaten-sucht-deutschland-nach-fachleuten-a-11e9a97b-77d4-4bc9-b349-679d6a68bc13
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At the same time, there is a risk that they 

will be used to cater to purely restrictive de-

mands – such as the frequently demanded 

outsourcing of asylum procedures to third 

countries. 

In principle, the successful conclusion 

of an agreement is not enough to establish 

sustainable migration cooperation; it is 

crucial that any agreement be accompanied 

by a long-term partnership – according to 

current projections, the demand for labour 

in Germany will remain high for decades to 

come. This, in turn, requires two things in 

addition to the need for action identified 

above in the areas of partner orientation, 

implementation structures and improve-

ments in the coordination of different 

ministries: 

Firstly, there needs to be a comprehen-

sive cultural change at all administrative 

levels, in the course of which migration 

cooperation comes to be recognised as an 

important goal of German policy. This 

would mean that all stakeholders use their 

full scope of decision-making to contribute 

towards facilitating labour migration to 

Germany. 

Secondly, robust bilateral working struc-

tures must be established. Periodic reviews 

of the agreements’ effectiveness would 

allow for continual readjustments, if neces-

sary. In addition, partner countries could 

receive targeted support in the area of 

migration governance by development 

cooperation actors. 

In the future, it would be desirable if 

the approach of comprehensive migration 

cooperation were not limited to national 

initiatives, but were transferred to the 

European level. A coordinated approach 

within the EU would strengthen the nego-

tiating power of member states vis-à-vis 

countries of origin – which could not only 

contribute towards progress in the area of 

return, but also be of increasing importance 

in the context of intensifying global com-

petition for labour. The next European Com-

mission should focus on bringing together 

the migration cooperation instruments of in-

dividual member states with those of the EU. 

Nadine Biehler, David Kipp and Dr Anne Koch are Associates in the Global Issues Research Division. 

This article was written as part of the research project Strategic Refugee and Migration Policy, funded by the 

German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development. 
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