
14CESifo Forum 3/2016 (September)

Panel 1

Panel 1

Introductory dIalogue –
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What can we learn from past immigration flows? What 
were the shortfalls in Europe’s bid to tackle the latest 
immigration wave? How can we improve and forge a 
coherent policy for the future? Panel chairman and 
political editor of The Economist John Peet opened 
the session by inviting Demetrios Papademetriou, 
President of the Migration Policy Institute (MPI) and 
based in Brussels, to give his views on these key issues.

Citing figures presented by Mr Fuest, Mr  Papa
demetriou reiterated that Germany took in the highest 
number of registrants for asylum in absolute terms 
during the recent refugee crisis. Despite discussion of 
immigration being a panEuropean problem, Mr Papa 
demetriou reminded conference guests that 90–95 per
cent of immigrants in the recent wave were effectively 
resettled in a handful of EU member states. 

According to Mr Papademetriou, Europe tried very 
hard to ensure that 2016 was not a repetition of 2015 
by striking a deal with Turkey. The number of immi
grants coming through the Aegean fell to 2,000 per 
month as of March 2016. However, the major reason 
for this downturn, he argued, was not the deal with 
Turkey, but the closure of the Western Balkan route. 
Mr Papademetriou added that Chancellor Merkel and 
Italy’s Prime Minister Renzi are also trying to ensure 
the closure of the Mediterranean route by brokering a 
deal with the Libyan government and by seeking alter
natives to settling refugees in Europe.

Mr Papademetriou referred to the 15year period 
from 2015 to 2030 as, “a time of integration in which 
we must find ways to turn immigrants into netcon
tributors to the economy”. Casting doubt on the fig
ures frequently cited by central bankers that measure 
the immigration success in terms of percentage in

creases in GDP, Papademetriou cited per capita GDP 
as a more realistic yardstick, alongside the more sub
jective measure of how host country populations ex
perience immigration. “There is clearly a shift: 2015 
and the first half  of 2016 was all about crisis manage
ment; the next six months and the 15 years ahead are 
essentially going to be about managing the aftermath 
of that crisis”, explained Mr Papademetriou. “The 
first stage of the crisis required the engagement of 
government and the second stage will require the en
gagement of society as a whole working together with 
government”, he predicted.

Adopting an economicsbased approach to analysing 
immigration, Jörg Decressin, Deputy Director of Euro 
pean Department, International Monetary Fund, 
Washington DC, identified three of its key drivers: 
business cycle fluctuations, longterm growth differen
tials, and crises and wars. 

The scale of migration from eastern to western Europe 
since 1990 has been staggering, with some 20 million 
leaving eastern European economies. A look at the ge
ography of migration flows reveals that some 40 per
cent of migrants have gone to Germany. What kind of 
people are these migrants, asked Mr Decressin? 
“Those who tended to leave eastern Europe were of 
working age and with a fairly good education”, he 
noted. This points to a brain drain and has slowed 
growth and income convergence within Europe over 
the long term.

How will this impact GDP over the next 15 years? 
Some EU countries like the Czech Republic are at
tracting migrants and will continue to see positive 
growth. In general, however, the impact is negative on 
sender countries, but positive for the EU as a whole. 
The labour market integration of refugees is slow and 
difficult, with employment rates among refugees tend
ing to be lower than their host country’s average for 
11–20 years after their arrival. They also tend to earn 
30–40 percent less than natives for equivalent jobs. 

How will the influx of migrants affect growth in the 
EU? For the first five years Mr Decressin forecast a 
0.5 percent increase in GDP, creating a small, but not
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able net benefit. The economic impact of the refugee 
surge on public finances, however, is ambiguous. On a 
brighter note, Mr Decressin expects the longterm 
growth effect of migration in general to be positive, al
beit uneven. 

Moving away from metrics, Christiane Kuptsch, Senior 
Specialist in Migration Policies, International Labour 
Organisation, looked at the challenges and opportuni
ties of immigration. Summing up the situation, she 
said: “on the one hand, we want qualified workers and 
on the other hand we are now faced with a wave of 
people who have not been selected [...] and do not have 
the skill profiles that Europe’s economies may need at 
this time”. She described this as a major challenge for 
the European Union and for Germany in particular. 
Turning to legal questions, Ms Kuptsch highlighted 
the fact that the same labour market concepts are of
ten used for refugees and nonrefugee immigrants and 
that greater differentiation is needed for migrant 
workers. “We do not want labour mobility or migra
tion to bring down general labour standards for every
one”, said Ms Kuptsch. 

We are moving towards a mindset of labour market 
integration that is totally new. There used to be a 
shortterm borrowing and lending mentality towards 
certain skills. This tended to result in labour market 
segmentation, with certain jobs becoming migrant 
jobs that natives no longer want. “I’m rather optimis
tic that this whole crisis could lead to a longerterm 
perspective on immigration policy that could be rather 
healthy for Europe”. Ending on an upbeat note, 
Ms Kuptsch reported that peer learning related to the 
early assessment of migrant skills is taking place in 
Brussels, where people are exchanging ideas on how to 
get immigrants trained quickly.

Drawing on his experiences in Britain and Brexit, 
John Peet subsequently opened questions up to the 
floor by asking Mr Papademetriou why economics 
makes no difference to attitudes towards immigration, 
even if  it can be shown to have economic benefits. 
According to Mr Papademetriou, this is largely due to 
a failure on the part of policymakers to listen to the 
concerns of migration’s losers. He also noted that 
places with few immigrants tend to lack the social in
frastructure and government services to cope with 
them, so their natives often react negatively to large 
influxes of migrants. In places where immigrants have 
always been present, by contrast, people tend accept 
to them far more readily. So the idea that dispersing 

immigrants is good is contradicted by evidence show
ing that it can backfire if  the requisite infrastructure is 
not in place.

On the subject of economic benefits, Mr Decressin 
highlighted the difficulty of measuring the economic 
contribution made by migrants, and especially by low
skilled workers. Citing the example of a lowskilled 
Filipino woman taking a job as a nanny and enabling a 
highlyeducated mother to join the labour force, 
Mr Decressin emphasized that such workers can have 
hidden dynamic effects on the labour market. 
Ms Kuptsch also pointed out that individuals with few 
qualifications represent an opportunity, since they can 
be channeled into areas where skills shortages exist.

Kai Chan, Distinguished Fellow at INSEAD, stated 
that GDP is an improper measure of welfare and 
asked whether we should be looking for alternative 
ways to assess the success of migrant inflows? Mr Papa 
demetriou responded that the only way to obtain a 
more accurate measure is to marry economic meas
ures like GDP with sociological methods. 

Heribert Dieter, German Institute for International 
Security Affairs, noted that Germany’s per capita 
growth is set to drop dramatically due to the 1.1 mil
lion net inflow of migrants in 2015. He asked whether 
this may endanger political support for migration if  
these figures filter through into the public debate?

According to Ms Kuptsch, support for further im
migration often linked to the issue of winners and los
ers. Some of measures favouring refugees should also 
be designed to benefit the local population. In other 
words, these measures should be made accessible to 
vulnerable groups in host populations. An ‘open 
toeverybody’ attitude is really important to the 
broader acceptance of immigration policies, insisted 
Ms Kuptsch. 

Another opportunity, according to Ute Branhof, 
United Nations, is the education of immigrant chil
dren who constitute over 50 percent of the recent im
migrant wave. In countries like Greece, however, too 
little is being done to seize this opportunity, she add
ed. While agreeing with this point, Mr Papademetriou 
largely blamed the lack of EU funding for this state of 
affairs and called upon the European Union to ‘say 
less and do more’ to help immigrants.


