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ABSTRACT

This article discusses the arguments in favor of and against a right to mobility. It argues that contemporary migration and border policies are largely restrictive but still fail to meet their announced objectives which call for alternative approaches to international human flows. From a human rights viewpoint, tight border controls are accompanied by major challenges; including trafficking, the refuge crisis, and the death and vulnerability of irregular migrants; which ultimately threaten the moral foundations of liberal democracies. In this context, a right to mobility may constitute a relevant answer and the article examines the implications of such a right in terms of world justice, social cohesion, economic wealth, security, and border/migration governance.

International migration has become one of the central issues of our time. In 2005, the number of migrants worldwide was estimated at 185 to 192 million (IOM 2005), representing approximately 3 percent of the world population; this figure has more than doubled since 1975. In what Castles and Miller (2003) call the “age of migration,” people flows have become global and affect nearly all countries on earth, whether as sending, receiving or transit countries, or as a combination of these. Developed countries are far from being the most affected: approximately 46 percent of the world’s migrants and 81 percent of its refugees live in developing countries (IOM 2005, 396-399). As a consequence, international migration is now high on the agenda of the inter-national community and of many countries. During the 1990s, over 100 countries en-acted legislation or signed agreements related to migration; responding to a UN survey, 44 governments—including 30 in less-developed regions—indicated that levels of immigration in their country were too high, and 78 governments—including 57 in less-developed regions—had policies meant to reduce immigration levels (United Nations 2002, 17-18). This represents a sharp contrast with the 1970s when migration was hardly a topic of concern, and it illustrates the globalization of migration not only in Europe and North America but also in Africa, Asia Pacific, and Latin America.

The issue of mobility opportunities is particularly relevant in an era of globalization, at the heart of which lies issues of circulation and international border crossing. Globalization has made mobility, in the words of Zygmunt Bauman (1998, 9), “the most powerful and most coveted stratifying factor.” Indeed, mobility is increasingly the norm not only for Westerners and highly qualified workers, but also for capital, goods, information, and services. In a world of flows, having access to mobility be-comes crucial to seize opportunities and to achieve both geographic and social mobility. As Kalm (2005) shows, discourses on globalization are characterized by two contradictory but coexisting facets that legitimize different policies: a “globalist,” or cosmopolitan, argument justifies the weakening of national borders, while a nationalist and roots-oriented discourse stresses national cohesion and homogeneity and the necessary closure to outsiders.
        
Elaborating a right to mobility is not about adding one more right to a long list of rights; rather, it is about fostering respect for existing human rights. Nevins (2003) convincingly argues, for example, that in a world of economic globalization and gross socioeconomic inequalities, the human right to free choice of employment (Article 23 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights) and to an adequate standard of living (Article 25) is hard to achieve in the absence of migration opportunities. A right to mobility would also fit into other human rights principles such as the fight against all forms of discrimination and persecutions (Nett 1971). 


Conclusion
A right to mobility is ethically defensible and usefully complements the human right to emigration. It can serve as a stimulus, not only to elaborate fairer migration policies, but also to question the moral, cultural, and political foundations of contemporary practices. Migration policies have implications both for migrants and borders and for the very identity of Western receiving states. Restrictive policies generate suspicion toward outsiders and internal boundaries within societies as they are informed by the idea that Western societies, threatened by the rest of the world, should close and protect themselves. This is an obstacle to fruitful relations between people across borders and an encouragement to social and psychological behaviors characterized by mistrust.
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