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Over the past six years, there has been a great deal of interest and excitement on the part of gov-
ernments and development agencies about the potential role of “Diaspora” populations in sup-
porting development in their communities of origin. For purposes of this discussion, Diasporas 
may be defined as the totality of individuals, who identify themselves by, and act upon, their ori-
gin in and/or ties to a territory other than the one in which they reside. This may include mi-
grants, first, second or even third generation immigrants as well as expatriates, students, guest 
workers and refugees.1 The number of people who qualify as Diaspora under this definition has 
been growing through a conflux of two factors, the rising volume of the movement of people and 
the proliferation of technologies of connection.  

The 2002 UN International Migration Report estimated there were 175 million migrants, defined 
as persons outside their country of birth or citizenship for 12 months or more, with about 105 
million, or 60 per cent of this number, in Europe, North America and high-income countries. 
During the 1990s, the number of migrants in these countries rose by 23 million or 28 percent. 
These migrants are increasingly connected to their countries of origin through technologies of 
connection, cheap air travel, ubiquitous telecommunications access, open trade regimes and vast 
instantaneous digital media and information distribution systems.  

Migration is simply the human face of globalization.  

To some degree Diasporas have always been linked to and involved in the affairs of their com-
munities of origin. What has changed recently is that we have moved from an era of limited or 
difficult connectivity through an era of heightened connectivity to today in which we live in an 
era of hyper connectivity. This transition is seen if one thinks of the difference in information ex-
change between relying on letters sent by sailing ship to information sent via telegrams and fixed 
line telephones to today watching news broadcasts from across the globe on a cell phone. People 
today are connected in ways that were simply unimaginable to earlier generations and equally as 
important, the intensity with which they interact with their home communities likewise was uni-
maginable to earlier generations. The volume and intensity of these connections also was uni-
maginable to the architects of the development and government institutions with which these 
communities interact. The rise in the number of migrants and the change in the technologies that 
connect them to their home countries are factors of globalization, as such they present the same 
sort of opportunities and policy challenges as open borders, freer trade. The era of hyper connec-
tivity is rendering the distinction between local and foreign increasingly and rapidly irrelevant 
and with it bringing into question the role of the nation state. The key for government policy 
makers is to understand the context of the challenges and opportunities, weighing the difference 

                                                 
1 The inclusion of students refers only to students while they are residing abroad to study. It does not include students who return 
home after having studied abroad. Part of what defines a “Diaspora” and distinguishes him or her from other transnational actors 
is the tie to a country of origin. In the case of students studying abroad this tie is to their country of origin, not the country in 
which they have spent a few years as a student. 
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between the two and striking a balance in approach and effect. New institutions have been cre-
ated to manage the trade, financial, and digital aspects of globalization, but not as much, if any-
thing, has been done to manage the human aspects of globalization. This is more than managing 
migration, it means managing the broader issues posed by Diasporas as defined above.  

The first, perhaps somewhat controversial, step is to separate migration policies from Diaspora 
policies. A second step in this regard is to separate the human from the financial aspects of the 
migration-remittances-Diaspora configuration. Finally, there needs to be a rethinking and retool-
ing of local community and international development institutions to bring them into the 21st 
century and enable them to respond to the new realities of community development. This in-
cludes thinking about the two-way flow, or “flow back” impact of exchanges between Diasporas 
and their communities of origin. 

The Discovery of Remittances and Diasporas as Devel opment Actors 
A great deal of the early excitement about Diasporas was occasioned by the stunning numbers. It 
seems strange now, but in the mid-1990s, billions of dollars flowing into poor communities in 
developing countries was a revelation to most in the development profession. As time has passed 
and research has progressed these numbers have become more impressive. For example, 

·  In 2004, the World Bank estimates that over US$250 billion, or over 3x all forms of Offi-
cial Development Assistance was sent by Diasporas to their communities of origin.2 

·  In the 1990s, it is estimated that 60% of all FDI to China, or over US$100 billion came 
from the Chinese Diaspora.  

·  There are almost as many Mexicans living in the US than there are Canadians in Canada. 
Meaning that in the US, Mexican producers have a potential market as large as the Cana-
dian market available under the North American Free Trade Agreement. 

This enthralment with the huge numbers, and especially on the volume of flows, led early on to 
an almost gold rush fervour on the part of development agency and government officials to seek 
ways to “leverage” the flows for development. Luckily, everyone, or almost everyone, beginning 
work on remittances was soon disabused of these ideas and terms like “leveraging” have begun 
to disappear from serious conversations about working with remittances, though they do crop up 
from time to time as new groups suddenly discover remittances. Unfortunately, the early fixation 
on the volume of flows had the effect of blinding the development community to the wider scope 
of connections, influences, involvement and contributions being made by Diaspora populations 
to development in their communities of origin. But, it was soon discovered that the flow of 
money and people is merely symptomatic of a deeper series of connections and exchanges that 
link Diasporas to their home communities.  

There are several typologies for categorizing Diaspora linkages with their home communities. 
Generally, they include 

·  Financial exchanges, which include sending remittances and consumption goods, referred 
to as barrel goods in Jamaica. Financial contributions also include investments in health 

                                                 
2 According to the World Bank in 2005 worldwide remittances transmitted through formal channels exceeded $232 billion of 
which developing countries received approximately $167 billion. However estimates by the World Bank, the Inter-American De-
velopment Bank and other sources indicate that that remittances sent through informal channels could add at least 50 percent to 
the official totals. Thus, an estimate of US$250 billion in remittances received by developing countries. 
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care, education or micro and small business and franchises often managed by family 
members. Financial contributions also arguably can include large-scale FDI as in the case 
of China. Financial contributions are generally one-to-one transactions or as in the case of 
some business investments, family to family. Financial exchanges also encompass tour-
ism receipts and telecommunications revenues. In and of themselves, remittances defined 
narrowly as financial transfers, have an enormous impact on poor communities and have 
the potential to have a still larger impact as enablers of development. In addition to direct 
poverty alleviation, these funds are invested in education, health, housing, farms and mi-
cro-enterprises. Even where remittances do not build schools they make it possible for 
children to attend school, even where they do not build health clinics they make it possi-
ble for people to buy medicine and even where they do not create businesses they make it 
possible for people to invest in or sustain micro-businesses and farms. 

·  Knowledge and skills exchanges, which include transfers of business/farming ideas, op-
portunities and techniques. A good example of this is the impact of the Indian Diaspora in 
promoting the growth of high-tech industries in Bangalore. But, these transfers often in-
clude knowledge affecting governance such as demands for transparency or efficiency in 
provision of services. This can also include Diaspora who conduct advocacy on behalf of 
their home communities and who volunteer time and services to projects in their home 
communities. These transfers result from significant and personal experience on the part 
of Diaspora members that often goes deeper than the type of exposure received by stu-
dents, visitors and officials on exchange and training visits.  

·  Collective exchanges, which include individuals combining resources to fund or carry out 
an activity with a large public good component. This also obviously includes contribu-
tions in response to natural disasters, often this can also include contributions to political 
causes when the contributions are enlisted through, or facilitated by, political party or-
gans operating in the Diaspora.  

In the opposite direction, flows and exchanges from home communities to Diasporas can roughly 
be categorized to include 

·  Trade exchanges such as nostalgia goods and services, which include traditional food-
stuffs and information such as news, media and entertainment. In this regard, the Dias-
pora serves as a market for goods and services. Given the size of some Diaspora popula-
tions in relation to their home countries, estimated at over 60 per cent in the case of Guy-
ana, 50 per cent in the case of Jamaica and 20 per cent in the case of Mexico.  

·  Cultural exchanges are more of a two-way flow but in many instances the Diaspora plays 
the critical role in preserving and promoting culture. This is often the case where there is 
widespread ethnic, religious or regional repression and censorship at home.  

Policy Considerations 

1. Separate Diaspora Issues from Migration Issues 

Migration policy primarily concerns the narrow issues associated with moving people from 
one location to another. The dominant issues are decisions about who can move, length of 
stay and integration. Diaspora issues are much broader in the number and types of people in-
volved the issues affect migrants, immigrants and those who have fixed legal status in two 
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states. In one sense, migration issues can be thought of as involving the act of moving people 
and Diaspora issues involve issues that face people once they have moved. Another way to 
frame the difference is to think about the issues that would remain even if a country were to 
suddenly stop all immigration there would remain a host of issues affecting whatever per-
centage of its population had strong “transnational” ties and these issues would persist as 
long as the ties between the Diaspora and its home community persist. This could be several 
generations. Diaspora issues also have significant dual domestic or multi-local impacts. Di-
aspora policy issues touch on remittances and financial transfers, dual citizenship and voting, 
trade, business creation and entrepreneurship, community development.  

Part of the genesis for separating migration and Diaspora issues comes from the US experi-
ence where migration is an exceedingly contentious issue. In any country, policy discussions 
focused on, or defined by, working with citizens is easier. The focus on Diaspora as opposed 
to migrant also helps shift thinking to more of the transnational or multi-local aspects of pol-
icy decisions. Significant segments of a Diaspora population will have strong roots, invest-
ments and influence in two different hometowns or communities.  

2. Focus on Financial Transfers 
Overall, the greatest value added by government intervention is in facilitating and enhancing 
flows through improvement of services, regulatory reform and increasing competition. This 
is the area of greatest comparative advantage for governments and development agencies, but 
it is also the area where go0vernment can do the most damage. The basic measures required 
to reduce fees, namely, increasing competition, reducing bureaucratic and regulatory burdens 
and increasing knowledge available to consumers are areas where government already have 
expertise. The specific intervention or combination of interventions of course depends on the 
particulars of each transmission corridor. Working with financial transfers first is one of the 
easiest ways for government to gather the type of information about senders and receivers 
that will allow it to become involved in more complex areas. Success in reducing fees will 
also enhance trust and confidence in senders and receivers to work with governments.  

In terms of impact, Dr. Manuel Orozco has estimated that reducing remittance transfer fees to 
El Salvador by 50 per cent would raise the GDP of that country by 1 per cent and this in-
crease would accrue primarily to those living at or near the poverty line. In addition, some 
impact of the reduction in fees would be felt in poor immigrant communities in the US and 
Canada. 

Remittances and financial transfers is also an area where government policy can do much 
damage. The US Patriot Act and similar legislation in Canada, has raised costs for financial 
institutions and particularly for small money transfer businesses.3 Also, overzealous attempts 
to steer remittance senders to banks and credit unions can be counter productive. Anyone 
who has struggled to figure out the bewildering array of banking fees, minimum charges or 
who has needed human assistance during business hours, let alone after business hours, 
would understand the logic of paying more for these features through remittance transfer 
companies. 

                                                 
3 See for example, Remarks by Michael A. Dawson Deputy Assistant Secretary, Department of the Treasury, to the Bankers’ As-
sociation for Finance and Trade, Washington, D.C., July 15, 2003 
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This being said, it is still true that increasing and facilitating remittance can create opportuni-
ties to address more specific development needs such as increasing opportunities for savings 
and access to financial services. This is the broadest, most natural and easiest fit with the tra-
ditional activities of development agency. Working with financial flows, expanding choices, 
introducing new technologies and creating opportunities, benefit from investments in finan-
cial literacy. Human infrastructure is an enabler that should not be over-looked in developing 
technological, financial and regulatory infrastructure.  

3. Rethink and retool the Institutions of Community  Development 
On the community/political/social side, immigrant and migrant organizations, often referred 
to as Hometown Associations (HTAs) in Latin America communities or Alumni Associa-
tions in communities from the English speaking Caribbean, are now recognized to play a vi-
tal role in the socio-economic integration of their members into their adoptive countries and 
also to play a vital role in the economies of their communities of origin. The dual role that 
these organizations play is inseparable. This has posed a major conceptual, operational and 
legal challenge for community development organizations, which are largely focused solely 
on domestic/local development, e.g., US community foundations or, on overseas develop-
ment, e.g., the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) or the Inter-
American Foundation (IAF). 
 
In 2003, the Inter-American Foundation convened a series of dialogues with the support and 
participation of U.S. community foundations, immigrant organizations (IOs), such as Home-
town Associations, municipal authorities and academics to discuss impacts of transnational-
ism on immigrant communities and community development in the U.S. Meetings were held 
in New York, Boston, Los Angeles and Miami. 
 
The major theme to emerge from the dialogues was that there is much interest and desire by 
immigrant organizations for more support for their transnational work. Yet, this desire to 
work transnationally has not been met with widespread support from domestic and interna-
tional funders. It was clear from the dialogues that the communities in which funders work 
have changed. Transnationalism is a real phenomenon deeply effecting community develop-
ment in the U.S. and in Latin America and the Caribbean. The importance and impact of this 
phenomenon presents new possibilities and partners for funders. It also presents the risk that 
community development actors – foundations, municipal agencies, development organiza-
tions, become less effective and more out of touch with the communities that they serve.  
 
While many funders – domestic and international – are beginning to realize the transnational 
dimensions of their work more work is needed to explain the concept of transnationalism and 
how it affects community development especially to community foundations. For those 
foundations and domestic actors that do understand the issue, their legal structures and the 
mandates of their organizations, which most often have geographic restrictions, do not allow 
them to respond to requests for assistance that go beyond these restrictions. Further, there 
was not much optimism about the ability of their institutions to change. In a few of the do-
mestic foundations there was open hostility to the idea of change, based in some cases on a 
feeling that scant resources must be safeguarded for the local community. International or-
ganizations felt that the greatest issue was the scope and scale of the proposed change, for 
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example USAID would have to convince congress to change its mandate. While USAID, the 
IAF and some other inter-national agencies have been able to work with IOs, they have been 
confined in the types of assistance and the entities to whom they can disburse funds. Disburs-
ing funds for institutional strengthening, support and overhead to nascent and emerging or-
ganizations in the US has been difficult. These issues will not be resolved until there is an 
enabling environment for change and foundation boards and government agencies understand 
how transnationalism has impacted community development. On the Canadian side, the Ca-
nadian Development Agency, CIDA has been able to provide capacity building and institu-
tional strengthening funding to a federation of Haitian HTAs in Montréal. This experience, if 
more widely shared, could prompt more openness in US development agencies toward pro-
viding capacity building support for transnational community actors such as HTAs and IOs.  
 
A major theme to emerge from all of the US dialogues and something also seen in meetings 
in Canada, is the problems caused by lack of a common “language” on development between 
HTAs/ IOs and foundations that makes it difficult to understand what the other wants and 
needs. This seems to be more of an issue for larger, international focused funders and devel-
opment agencies than for local community development foundations and it appears to stem 
mostly from lack of contact. Dealing with this issue likely would require more outreach on 
the part of international focused funders and development agencies not only toward HTAs 
and IOs, but also to-ward local community foundations and municipal/county agencies that 
interact with these groups.  
 
Finally, during one of the dialogues it was noted that materials and training from community 
development projects were flowing across borders and that domestic community develop-
ment agents should think about taking advantage of materials and projects funded by their in-
ternational or local community equivalents. In the example from the US dialogues a Domini-
can group in NYC had visited the DR and re-turned with materials from a USAID funded 
AIDS prevention project. The group reported that it has used these materials in NYC. A for-
malized exchange programme to link local community foundations and municipal/state agen-
cies that do not have resources to develop community development, health, education, or fi-
nancial materials for immigrant populations with international funders who work in the coun-
tries/communities from which these migrants come, may be a good way to begin a dialogue 
and forge contacts between international and local domestic funders and agencies.  

Final Thoughts 

In March of 2001, the first meeting on the developmental impact of remittances, sponsored by 
the Inter-American Foundation, the World Bank and the UN Economic Commission for Latin 
America, was held in Washington DC. In the intervening years much has changed, more devel-
opment agencies and multilateral bodies have become involved and today, practically every 
country in the Americas, including Uruguay and Argentina, now has a ministry, department or 
programme to work with its Diaspora. Even Canada has begun to think of outreach to the Cana-
dian Diaspora.  

This increased attention and activity has produced much in the way of new information, we now 
have better estimates of flows, and much in the way of experimentation, we now have a better 
idea of what works and what does not in programmatic interventions in specific remittance 
transnational corridors. There are still noticeable research gaps, such as the almost complete lack 
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of data on remittance flows from Canada. In addition, there is a real need for more information 
exchange at the policy level between host countries. On the other end of the transnational corri-
dor, the Mexican government has taken the lead in organizing policy exchanges and annual 
meetings between remittance receiving countries. There would be much benefit in having a simi-
lar set of exchanges amongst officials from remittance sending countries.  

Finally, in looking over the five years since the first meeting at the World Bank in Washington 
DC, the words from the opening address, by Raul Rodriguez, Managing Director and C.E.O. of 
the North American Development Bank, stand out. Five years on, the remarks seem even more 
important. 

March 19, 2001 
1. Beware of establishing easy links and projections between individual remittances and 

uses beyond basic needs.   By far, individual remittances occur mainly at the level of 
those most in need (both senders and receivers), and are meant for urgent and basic indi-
vidual and family purposes. 

2. Beware of tinkering too much with the market regarding individual remittances.   Ulti-
mately, what can you, as a central or local government, regulate or mandate effectively?  
Costs? Exchange rate spreads?  It is a fact that competition is increasing, and therefore 
conditions are improving in terms of costs, transparency, options and access.   The role 
for government is to facilitate and foster competition and the proper operation of all par-
ticipants.  Beyond this, government must concentrate in helping poor and remote seg-
ments of the population (as well as undocumented workers in the U.S.) gain access to 
remittance transfer systems and hopefully by consequence, access to financial services.    

3. Beware of improvised intermediaries and technology dealers that promise “easy and al-
truistic” solutions with abundant perks.   There is an obsessive trend lately with regard to 
ATM’s and debit cards with everything included, from remittances at a bargain to funeral 
arrangements. Obviously subject to government sponsorship to be specified at a conven-
ient time… 

4. Beware of trying to overrule the common sense and priorities of hometown associations 
in the U.S. that already contribute to productive or community causes. But do encourage 
effective matching efforts that support decisions made by these associations and be pre-
pared to offer sound, objective technical advice and honest brokerage services to assist 
with their projects and links to their hometowns.  

5. Beware of thinking that you can bundle considerable hometown association funds in or-
der to channel them at the governments’ liking. The link between sender and community 
of origin is usually binding. 

6. Beware of some academic peddlers, offering to illustrate the intricacies of “remittance 
science” for a “reasonable” fee.   It is actually a pretty straightforward matter. Productive 
uses require a very pragmatic kind of research. 

7. And as has been suggested here today, beware of turning something that is a huge solu-
tion, into a problem… 


