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SKILLED MIGRATION AND BRAIN DRAIN

Satish Chandr

ABSTRACT

This paper discusses the issue as to whether oemdajration depletes the stock of
skilled workers in the country from which workemnigrate. Some proponents of the
thesis that emigration leads to brain and skillirdraargue that the country involved
should not allow trained workers to emigrate. Tpégper argues that ‘trapping’ skilled
workers is more than likely to be counter-produstiand concludes that if the emigration
door is shut, the stock of skilled personnel i®lykto fall in the source nations. The
promise of jobs and higher income, particularly an rapidly integrating global
marketplace for skilled workers, provides indivitbuwith the incentive to upgrade their
skills, and this leads to investment in human @hpit the source country. A ban on
emigration of such workers will dissuade traininghe skills and professions that are in
demand globally.

This paper is an abridged version of the papeitl@htTrain and Trap to Trap and
Trash’ which was published ifhe Lancet (May 10, 2008), Vol. 371:1576.

* Satish Chand is Professor of Finance at the Aliatr Defence Force Academy of the
University of New South Wales.

Introduction



Does emigration drain human capital from the sowmentry? Does the emigration of
skilled workers from a small developing island stdéplete its stock of skilled workers?
In other words, does migration from poor countiessd to ‘brain drain’?. Despite a lack
of evidence in support of the ‘brain drain’ progmsi, policies have been recommended
to stop, that is ‘trap’, the trained from emigratiimtom small island countries. This paper
argues that this policy is more than likely to lbemter-productive.

An unresolved issue from the literature relateth®owelfare effects of migration. While
commentators acknowledge gains to the individugrating, the impact on the welfare
of those left behind remains to be rigorously ergdio Notwithstanding the gains in the
form of remittances, the conventional wisdom frdms fiterature has been that migration
of skilled workers depletes the stock of profesaisnn the source nation. If true, then
this effect is likely to be significant in smallasd economies most prone to such a ‘loss’.
But providing solid evidence in support of the fiordrain’ thesis has proved to be highly
elusive. This has been so for two reasons. Fiegg dn migration are sketchy. Second,
the extant analysis has failed to fully accounttfa induced effects, from migration, on
skill-acquisition.

Small island countries are particularly prone toigeation. While approximately one
percent of the tertiary-trained population of Indiad China lived (as of 1990) in the US,
the corresponding figures for Gambia and Jamaia& Wwe and 80 percent, respectively
(figures from Commande#t al., 2003). The authors report that for: ‘very smallictries
the migration is of a significant rate’ (page 3hig difference may be so for three
reasons: (i) they are more open to internationabldr compared to their larger
counterparts-thus merchandise trade as a shar®Bf & common measure of openness,
for these countries is much higher than for laggamtries; (ii) they lack scale economies
at home meaning that the highly specialized haventwe to large countries to find
employment; and (iii) skill-selective policies okstination nations such as Australia
encourage emigration of skilled workers. Remittanceonsequently, account for a
significant proportion of income in many small rsth states. Remittances for three
Pacific Island States, those of Tonga, Samoa, aniaki as of 2005 amounted to 39, 26,
and 15 percent of GDP and by far the largest soofdereign exchange earnings (data
from Browneet al., 2007).

Skilled emigration, while resulting in an immediatess, also induces additional
investment in skill-acquisition. The departure ddlalled person creates a void at home,
which then provides the incentives to those remagirto invest in training. A nurse
leaving Fiji, for example, leaves room for otherdill. But there is more. Many workers,
particularly from small island economies lacking thcale economies to provide well-
paying jobs at home, train themselves up spedfidal emigration. A number of the
well-trained individuals leave in anticipation @turning home to retire. These transient
populations of workers abroad send remittances feseign exchange, and help sustain
jobs at home. The above is all the more importantsimall island economies located
remotely from major markets. For them, shipping keos out to jobs abroad is more



economical than shipping jobs from abroad to thels@ds given the relatively expensive
transportation costs.

The salient point being that there are gains frabolr mobility-gains likely to be larger
for small when compared to larger economies.

The Lack of Evidence to Support the ‘Brain Drain’ Thesis

Empirical evidence in support of the propositioattimigration of skilled workers leads
to a reduction in the stock of skilled personneltie source country is scant. This
deficiency, however, has not stopped policymakessnftaking sides on this debate.
Several eminent economists since Bhagwati and Har(i74) have argued in support
of the ‘brain-drain’ thesis (see Schiff 2005; Domget al., 2007). The few who have
argued the converse include Statlal., (1998), but their views in the main have been
based on theory. The latter group make a simpletpoamely, that emigration creates
incentives in the source nation for investment sadly for this purpose. Thus, the net
effect of emigration could be ambiguous-an issa thay only be resolved empirically.
The data for the resolution of this puzzle, howewe onerous and thus unavailable.
Could we, for example, claim categorically whetkerigration from Malta has led to a
drain in skilled persons to what would have beea dase in the absence of this
phenomenon?

The Economist magazine makes a passionate case for “policiewo down or stop the
exodus of skilled labour are urgently needed” (gddtom Schiff, 2005: 32)[he Lancet,
(2008) another respected journal, editorialized thea solution to the shortage of medical
professionals in poor countries was in: “demand]itigt rich countries stop actively
recruiting from poorer nations”; and, went on t@uwe that: “Richer countries can no
longer be allowed to exploit and plunder the futofeesource-poor nations.” Strong and
highly emotive language; and these are far frontaied views. Millset al., (2008), for
example, argue for an ‘immediate’ discouragemengrofgration of doctors and nurses
from South Africa to arrest the decline in healtlicomes of the people of that country.
They assert that such recruitment is not only upattbut that the active recruitment of
such personnel be considered an international crime

It is questionable however whether the above islenge-based policymaking. It is
contrary to the well-established theory of inteloradl trade that argues, that in the
absence of market failures, there will be gainsnfuch exchange. Even in the case of
market failure, banning migration of skilled workexould be an extreme remedy. Why
not address the market failure directly?

Why is there lack of evidence in support of theirbdrain thesis? Part of the problem
lies in lack of data while the bulk of the problémn creating the true counterfactual (see
McKenzie and Sasin, 2007). That is, what would e level of human capital in the
source nation in the absence of emigration? Sucimtedactuals are difficult (if not
impossible) to create. But if brain drain was auesthen small island economies such as



Malta should be amongst the first of the casualfiesthe contrary, several small nations
such as Mauritius, and Kiribati actively train theiorkers for the global marketplace!

Banning Migration of Skilled Workers can be Counteiproductive

While well meaning in their intent, the proposalb@n emigration of workers from poor
to rich nations is likely to be counterproductiVéne case of small island economies can
be used to illustrate reasons for the above. A draremigration of such workers will
dissuade training in the professions that are imatel globally. It will consequently
reduce the overall pool of skilled professionalsikble to the world. That is, any
proposal to ‘train and then trap’ skilled workers poor nations will only discourage
schooling and in-country development of an educalicapacity in these fields. The
costs of such a policy, moreover, extends well hdyihe shores of the island nation.

Kiribati, as an example, trains seafarers for tleda@ marketplace. Being a small island
nation of a population of approximately 100,000 &ethg located in the Pacific Ocean
far from any major markets makes job-creation ahéa@ difficult challenge. Its people,

moreover, have lived on and off the sea for germrat They are apt at reading and
surviving the worst of conditions on the ocean. Sehpeople have skills to offer: skills

that are of value to the world and for themselN@ses banning the recruitment of these
workers by the international shipping companie® faglyone? Could it be that the ‘train

and trap’ policy applies only to a select groupstifils-doctors but not sea farers for
example? The answer is in the negative for botlstores.

As is, there are many hurdles to migration. Pilorg further hurdles runs the risk of
isolating people from gains from such trade. Thisturn will trash aspirations of the
many poor people who use this route to improveheir tvellbeing.

Schemes aimed at banning skilled workers from pwdions is both unethical, albeit
being garbed as such, and devoid of economic I&ch a policy robs the poor of
income and the rich nations of the skilled labdwattboth are short of. It also lowers
revenues to the State to the extent that remitsahaed public goods. The imbalance in
supply of and demand for workers in the rich vigiapoor world is only going to get

worse as rich-country populations age. The propmsatain and then trap’ workers from

poor nations to ‘serve at home’ is short both ohicst and economics. Why do

proponents of this scheme continue to expoundeitefits? A reason may be the lack of
evidence on the gains from labour mobility. Thetreection addresses this issue.

Gains from Trade in Professional Services

Evidence in support of the proposition that emigratteads to gains, particularly for
those unable to move, is scant. Two recent stygliegide reasons for hope. Clemens
(2007) shows that the poor health outcomes in Afhiave little to do with the migration
of health professionals; rather, the evidence suppihe proposition that access to
emigration has possibly contributed to an incraagée stock of health professionals at
home. Chand and Clemens (2008) provide strongdegge in support of the proposition



that emigration leads to ‘brain gain’ They use emsndata to show that emigration from
Fiji following an unexpected military coup d’etat 1987 led to an increase in the stock
of tertiary trained people in Fiji net of departsireven when compared to what would
have been the case otherwise.

The Fijian experience is not unique. There is eVi&slihood that the stock of nurses in
the Philippines, seamen in Kiribati, and peacekeepeFiji would be much less than it
is: thanks to emigration. Many of these profesdigioa trained at their own expense for
jobs abroad. In the case of Fiji, not everyone whmed left the country, thus the stock
at home rose compared to what would have beena$e io the absence of emigration.
For those trained on taxpayer expense, the cdee eost-recovery rather than a restraint
on their mobility. The remittances these emigraetsd home, the demand they create for
produce from these source nations abroad, and rbikeirn for retirement back to their
home nations are all bonuses over and above ttigéidraal gains from trade. These gains
are well beyond those that accrue from merchantiesde. A piece of garment, for
example, when shipped abroad accrues only a ongagfhent.

Conclusion

If the emigration door is shut, as suggested byptioponents of the ‘brain drain’ thesis,
the stock of skilled personnel is likely to fall source nations. Such declines, moreover,
are likely to be the largest in small remote isl@ednomies-many already vulnerable to
income volatility. Banning recruitment of workem®in small island nations is likely to
compound their developmental problems whilst rogliive world of their skills.

The promise of jobs and higher income, particularlya rapidly integrating global
marketplace for skilled workers, provides indivibuavith the incentive to investment in
skills upgrading. The proponents of the ‘brain drainesis may have been misled by the
belief that there is a fixed supply of skills amit this is determined independent of the
price paid for such skills. While this is true atyagiven point in time-the stock of doctors
in Africa at this moment, for example-is fixed;istnot the case over the medium term.
The long-term supply of skilled workers is deterednby the rewards of being in that
profession. People respond to such incentives,eamidration of skilled workers is an
incentive to invest in skills that are demand.

The ‘brain-drain’ believers make another seriousjatigment they assume a tight and
causal link between the number of health workensinput, and health outcomes, the
output in this case. The role of incentives, omg&ig has been ignored. Much of the aid-
effectiveness literature is slowly coming aroundthe fact that more inputs does not
necessarily imply more, or even better qualitypatg. Thus, even if we were able to trap
the given quantity of professionals on an islarré is little reason to believe that
incomes and welfare will improve as a consequence.

While well-meaning, the proposal to ban recruitmeinprofessionals from poor nations
in order to improve the wellbeing of their fellowizens could do the very opposite, and
worse. It could discourage investment in highlyiddsde skills and thus rob the investor,



the home nation, and the global community of latatent for the betterment of all. This
may not be the intention of the believers in theait-drain’ thesis, but if their
recommendations are followed then this may bedty eonsequence.
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