
Brains in Movement

Every so often in the history of mankind

there are periods marked by massive migration.

Some eighteen hundred years ago, severe and

long lasting draughts in central Asia produced a

westward movement of a multitude of tribes and

clans that became the main ancestors of today’s

Europeans. At other times and in other settings,

populations moved, changing the face of other

parts of the world, for example, from central Amer-

ica southwards and from East Africa into Asia.

Archeologists, geographers, and historians – now-

adays joined by geneticists1 – have been mapping

these movements and explaining the origin of our

cultures, diseases, foodstuffs, and traditions.

And then, there are less momentous

movements in today’s world. By the end of 2004,

around 180 million people were migrants2 – only

3% of the world’s population. Their numbers are

growing and their movement is usually motivated

by the search for a better income, less oppression,

and a more acceptable quality of life for them-

selves and their children. They usually make a pos-

itive contribution to the country that receives them

and many will also send part of the money they

make back to the country of their origin, easing the

difficulties of their families or friends. The sums in-

volved may be large: the one million Indians living

in the USA represent 0.1% of the population of In-

dia; yet their annual income equals 10% of the na-

tional product of their home country3.

And, far lower in numbers, but possibly

with a more significant impact are the movements

of highly qualified persons who have begun to

leave their country in increasing numbers in re-

cent years. They leave Eastern and Central Euro-

pean countries to go to Western Europe, Northern

America and Australia; others leave Western Eu-

rope to go to the USA. Many leave the developing

world and seek employment in the industrialized

countries. This movement of skilled personnel to

another country (named brain drain some 50 years

ago to describe the movement of experts to the

USA and Canada) has over the past few years got

new dimensions. Governments of the “importing”

countries are now actively and openly supporting

brain drain: the UK government has, for example,

paid well known professionals to go to the third

world countries and entice medical doctors to

come to the United Kingdom. Other countries pro-

vide language training and a variety of benefits to

attract skilled high- or mid-level personnel. The

recognition of diplomas and qualifications is often

less a sign of respect for another country’s univer-

sity system than an arrangement allowing to im-

port graduates from that country.

In the past many measures had been

tried to stop the brain drain. Some countries

switched their university education from English

to the national language so as to make it more diffi-

cult for their graduates to leave. In some instances

the donor country has insisted on receiving a hefty

sum, equivalent to the cost of training of a profes-

sional before issuing a visa or allowing the depar-

ture of the expert and his family. In some countries

graduates had the obligation to spend a certain

number of years in the service of their country: it

was only after completing such a period of service

that experts could consider departure. USSR and

allied countries have requested their nationals
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serving abroad to contribute a good part of their

salary to their government that, in turn, preserved

their post at home and paid their local (much

lower) salary into a local bank account. Not allow-

ing families to leave the country and holding them

hostage to ensure the return of the experts sent for

temporary jobs or training to another country was

also a measure used by many countries.

There is no doubt that movement of

skilled persons will continue and that the size of

the movement will be proportional to the differ-

ence between the benefits offered by the home

and host countries. The question that is therefore

before the governments of many lands is easy to

pose and difficult to answer: how does one allow

people freedom of movement but also preserves

the services of people of excellent quality who

have been trained at great expense in their country

(and who would serve it much better than less

qualified people or immigrants from even poorer

countries that will have to be imported at often

considerable cost once those trained at home

leave for a long time or forever).

Many measures come to mind. The best

solution would be to create work and living condi-

tions at home that will equal those of the countries

luring the experts to come. This is rarely possible

and therefore other, partial solutions may have to

be considered. It might be possible to think of cre-

ating more attractive offers to those who left their

country while young and later in life feel suffi-

ciently nostalgic – or fed-up with the country to

which they migrated – to consider returning to

their motherland. An arrangement allowing those

tempted by emigrating to spend part of their time

abroad and part of their time at home would be

possible in a many situations. Monetary compen-

sation for the training given to the donor country

so as to increase its training capacities might be a

reasonable demand of many of the poorer coun-

tries – particularly in view of the fact that the recip-

ient countries would get graduates at a consider-

ably lower cost than it would cost them to produce

them. A voluntary contribution of the emigrant to

support the education of a new graduate would be

an acceptable proposal for many economical mi-

grants – if based on a transparent and controlled

structure.

It may be that none of the above possi-

bilities has any other value than to remind educa-

tors, governments, and all of us that brain drain is a

serious threat to the development of many coun-

tries in the world, that it has to be recognized and

that it is necessary to invest just as much effort and

time into resolving or preventing the brain drain

problem as is being invested into thinking how to

create new candidates for it.
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