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Our views seek to investigate the social, economic, political and 
cultural phenomena surrounding human migration in different areas 

of the world, with the aim of defending the universality of human 
rights.    

We observe the migratory processes by looking at their structural 
causes, the vulnerable populations, the various actors involved 

and the possible strategies of alarm, denunciation, follow-up and 
resolution of cases. 

We focus on the specialized production of reports, maps and 
pedagogical contents, which serve as tools for research and action, 
and which can be useful to social, academic, civil and multilateral 

organizations. 
The evocation of the ARGOS myth -the one with multiple eyes- 

inspires us to observe, with a plurality of perspectives, the migratory 
phenomena and the possible recommendations that guarantee free 
human mobility in conditions of equality and non-discrimination.
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Before addressing the subject of migration statistics in the 
world, we must make reference to the numerous limitations 
that we can find for their elaboration, given the complexity 
of the phenomenon, since this population is permanently 
subjected to three factors that mark its dynamics: birth rate, 
mortality and the same mobility in which this group finds 
itself. These circumstances mean that the numbers we are 
talking about move every day, as births and deaths occur, as 
well as entries and exits from the national borders of all coun-
tries, regardless of their particular contexts.

States also face difficulties in detecting migrant flows, ei-
ther because they lack the necessary capacity or because mi-
grants themselves seek to evade controls when there is a risk 
of being detained or returned to their countries of origin.

Another limitation of the data is the legal differences with-
in each country with respect to the definition of migrant. In 
some countries, it is sufficient for a person to be born within 
their territory to be considered a citizen. In other countries, 
nationality is only transmitted by the parents, so that people 
born within the borders of a country are considered foreign-
ers. This means that certain ethnic groups may be stateless 
and therefore inadequately quantified as immigrants.

The Population Division of the Department of Economic 
and Social Affairs (DESA) of the United Nations (UN) has 
been publishing every two years information related to cu-
mulative migration in all countries of the world, using the 
most reliable sources available1.

Thus, as of mid-2019, the latest year available, there are 
271.6 million migrants in the world, distributed as follows 
according to the income level of the countries of migratory 
destination.

1 Available at: https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/data-landing-page
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As can be seen in the table above, higher income countries 
account for almost half of the migrants registered worldwide, 
while middle, upper middle, upper middle, lower middle and 
lower middle income countries account for 50.25%. It is pos-
sible that an improvement in data quality would only increase 
this difference somewhat in favor of middle- and low-income 
countries, which may have migrant records with lower cov-
erage.

On the other hand, in the following table we have the in-
formation on the destination of migrations according to con-
tinents. Thus, we have that:
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As we can see, Asia, Europe and North America are the three 
main migratory destinations if taken as continents. The case of 
Asia, which is the continent with the most migrants, reaching 
30.76%, explains to a large extent how up to half of the migrants 
are in middle- or low-income countries, as we saw in the previous 
table. We also see that Europe is the Western region where most 
migrants reside, 30.30%, while North America follows with 21.59%. 

However, it is worth noting the growth in the stock of migrants 
over the last three decades. Thus, we have that Europe went from 
49,608,231 migrants in 1990, to 82,304,539 migrants in 2019, 
which represents an increase of 60.27%.

With regard to Europe, some clarifications are necessary. 
First, Europe includes all the countries of this continent, both 
those that belong to the European Union (EU) and those that do 
not, such as Russia, Ukraine, among others. On the other hand, 
these migrants include those who migrate from one European 
country to another, so that they also include, for example, Ger-
man migrants to England, Dutch migrants to France or Russian 
migrants to Spain. 

Now, taking only EU countries, and only migrants from non-
EU countries, the total number of migrants accumulated until 
January 1, 2019 reaches 20.9 million people from outside the 
EU, as well as 30.2 million people born outside the EU, although 
in the latter case those who do have a nationality of one of the 
member countries are added, according to data provided by the 
European Commission2.   

On the other hand, the migrant population in North America 
increased from 27,610,408 migrants in 1990 to 58,647,822 migrants 
in 2019, which represents an increase equivalent to 47.08%. In 
this case, the bulk of migrants are concentrated primarily in the 
United States of America, a total of 50,661,149 migrants, followed 
by Canada, with 7,960,657 migrants, both for 2019.

2 Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/
promoting-our-european-way-life/statistics-migration-europe_es
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Much more modest is the increase experienced in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, which went from 7,161,371 mi-
grants in 1990, to 11,673,288 in 2019, representing an increase 
of 61.35%, and including, as is logical, migrations between 
these same countries. 

If we follow up on the countries where the most migrants 
reside in 2019, we have the following relationship:
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Beyond the fact that the United States of America is the 
country where most migrants reside, it is striking that there 
are only two American and six European countries in the list 
of the top 20 countries with the most migrants. Although it is 
not the region with the most migrants in the world, it should 
be noted that there are five countries from the Middle East 
on the list, as well as another five from the rest of the Asian 
continent. Only one African country, South Africa, and one 
oceanic country, Australia, appear on the list.

On the other hand, it is noteworthy that while some coun-
tries have seen their migrant population increase over the last 
three decades, there are other countries where the migrant 
population has remained stable over the same period, which 
may be due to different forms of measurement, or to other 
social phenomena. If we take the same twenty countries in 
the table above, and order them by the percentage increase 
in their migrant population between 1990 and 2019, we have 
the following:
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As we can see, the positions of the countries with the 
largest number of immigrants change significantly when 
we analyze the percentage increase in their migrant popu-
lation, with respect to the context they had in 1990. While 
countries such as Spain, Thailand, United Arab Emirates, 
Malaysia and Italy have seen their migrant populations in-
crease by at least 300%, countries in Eastern Europe and 
Central Asia have experienced a stagnation in terms of their 
migrant population, as is the case of Kazakhstan or Russia; 
while other countries have experienced a process of reduc-
tion in their migrant population, such as Ukraine and India.

The highly industrialized Western countries of Eu-
rope, North America and Oceania have also registered 
large increases in their migrant population, thus occu-
pying the middle positions in the table. In this case, the 
United Kingdom has increased its migrant population by 
161.68%, while Germany recorded an increase of 121.22%. 
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The country with the largest migrant population, the Unit-
ed States of America, has also seen its migrant population 
double in the period considered, reaching an increase of 
117.89%.  

Finally, it is necessary to consider the differences be-
tween what each country considers migrant according to its 
legislation. This aspect undoubtedly constitutes a source of 
heterogeneity in the data, which are often presented as if 
they were comparable. On the other hand, the quality and 
coverage of administrative records is fundamental for ob-
taining the data presented, so that phenomena such as ille-
gal immigration or weaknesses in the territorial coverage of 
the states introduce further distortions to the information.
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