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Abstract

Migration and remittance processes have a significant impact on socioeconomic development and food security in Com-
monwealth countries. Although remittances are critical sources of income for migrant-sending households in countries of 
origin, their effects are shaped by economic arrangements, financial inclusion and policy contexts. Moreover, the linkages 
between migration, remittances and food security remain largely underexplored. Drawing on a comprehensive analysis of 
literature, this paper examines the dynamics of migration and remittances flows in the Commonwealth, delving into the 
implications for the food availability, access, utilization and stability dimensions of food security. The analysis further high-
lights the heterogeneity of outcomes across Commonwealth regions using selected case studies of key remittance and 
migration corridors, including Canada-Jamaica, South Africa-Zimbabwe, and India-Bangladesh. The paper argues that a 
nuanced understanding of the migration–remittances–food security nexus is critical for developing inclusive policies that 
harness remittance flows for sustainable development within the Commonwealth.
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Introduction
Migration and remittance flows have historically shaped 
socioeconomic development across the Commonwealth, 
with varying impacts across countries. Approximately one-
third of the world’s population, 2.5 billion people, reside in 
the Commonwealth (Commonwealth Secretariat, 2023), 
and intra-Commonwealth migration accounts for nearly 
half of all migration to and from member countries. In 2010, 
the Ramphal Commission on Migration and Development 
drew the attention of the Commonwealth membership to 
the positive development implications of “one of the largest 
and fastest growing cross-border financial flows” (Ramphal 
Commission, 2010, p. 2). It recommended building infra-
structure and supporting bottom-up initiatives to facilitate 
remittances and maximize their impact. International mi-
gration and remittance flows have increased concurrently 
over time, within the Commonwealth. In 2024, member 
states of the United Kingdom, Canada, and Australia were 
among the top 12 global migrant destinations, hosting 11.8 
million, 8.8 million, and 8.1 million migrants, respectively 
(UN DESA, 2025). The Commonwealth members of India, 
Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Nigeria were among the top 
global recipients of remittances at USD125 billion, USD33 
billion, USD27 billion, and USD21 billion, respectively. World 
Bank data indicates that total remittance receipts by Com-
monwealth member states now exceed USD250 billion per 
annum (World Bank, 2025c). 

Debates about the development benefits of migration and 
remittances have traditionally focused on South-North 
migration and North-South patterns of remitting. More 
recently, attention has turned to the phenomenon of South-
South migration and remittance flows (Crawley & Teye, 
2024; Crush et al., 2025). The value-added of focusing on 
intra-Commonwealth migration and remittances is the 
opportunity for combining North-South and South-South 
remitting dynamics within a single geographical frame. For 
many Commonwealth countries in the South, for example, 
remittance receipts come from both Northern and South-
ern migrant destinations. Both types of flow contribute to 
sustainable development in the Commonwealth receiving 
countries in various ways. They have a beneficial effect on 
macroeconomic development by building foreign exchange 
reserves and improving the fiscal space of receiving coun-
tries (Ramachandran & Crush, 2024). A 10% increase in 
remittance flows can lower poverty rates by about 1.6% 
(UNCTAD, 2023). Additionally, increased household spend-
ing and investments by recipients have multiplier effects 
on local economies (Dridi et al., 2019). In some settings, 
remittances account for nearly 60% of the annual income of 
recipient households, with three-quarters allocated to meet 
basic needs, such as food consumption (IFAD, 2017). 

Regardless, the extent of remittance impacts, particularly 
for food security, varies, shaped by factors like economic 
configurations, migration dynamics, food systems, gender 
dimensions, and policy environments (IFAD, 2017, 2024). 
Harnessing the full development potential of remittances 
requires robust evidence underpinned by research from 

member countries, which is currently quite limited (Com-
monwealth Secretariat, 2018, 2024). This paper contributes 
to existing knowledge on the linkages between migration, 
remittances, and food security, using one North-South (Can-
ada–Jamaica) and two South-South (South Africa–Zimba-
bwe), and (India–Bangladesh) case studies of significant 
remittance corridors within the Commonwealth. 

This paper is organized into five sections. The following 
sections offer a broad overview of the dynamics of formal 
and informal flows within the Commonwealth, their deter-
minants and developmental outcomes. The next sections 
analyze how remittances influence the food security 
dimensions of availability, access, utilization, and stability, 
contextualized by the three intra-Commonwealth case 
studies. The Canada–Jamaica corridor study investigates 
the role of seasonal labour migration and remittances in 
supporting household food security and rural livelihoods in 
Jamaica. The South Africa–Zimbabwe case examines the 
significance of remittances in mitigating food insecurity 
amid protracted economic crises and agricultural decline.1 
Finally, the India–Bangladesh corridor explores how remit-
tances shape rural food security dynamics, with a focus on 
the gendered utilization of remittances and financial access. 
The final section of the paper concludes with a focus on 
policy implications and recommendations for optimizing 
the developmental impacts of remittances for food security 
within the Commonwealth. 

Migration and Remittance Flows in 
the Commonwealth
Patterns in Migration and Remittance Flows 

Despite heterogeneity within and between the five regions 
and 56 countries of the Commonwealth, migration is a key 
socio-economic force for all. Commonwealth countries 
account for a significant share of global migration flows. 
According to the Ramphal Commission (2010), 20% of the 
worldwide migration stock of close to 300 million migrants 
originated from Commonwealth countries, and half of these 
migrate to other Commonwealth countries. While Com-
monwealth migrants pursue better livelihoods in destina-
tions within the Commonwealth, they also migrate in large 
numbers to different destinations, most notably the United 
States and the Gulf (Fliss, 2024; IOM, 2024). 

Remittance trends in the Commonwealth are therefore 
shaped by migration patterns and migrants’ motivation for 
meeting the needs of family members left behind. The high 
volume of remittances to Commonwealth countries is note-
worthy, as is the consistent growth in remittance receipts 
witnessed over the past three decades. Four Common-
wealth countries – India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Nigeria 
– are in the top ten remittance-receiving countries globally 
(Table 1). Together, they receive almost 50% of the share of 
remittances in the top recipient countries and 30% of the 
USD 685 billion sent to low- and middle-income countries 
(LMICs) in 2024 (Ratha et al., 2024a). Within the Common-
wealth, Africa and Asia accounted for as much as 90% of 
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remittance receipts in 2024 (Table 2). Between 2020 and 
2024, Commonwealth countries accounted for an average 
of 26% of all international receipts and 35% of all receipts to 
LMIC countries, respectively.

The volume of remittances received has also increased 
consistently over time. For example, remittances to India 
increased from USD 2.1 billion in 1990/1991 to USD 46.4 
billion in 2008, the year it surpassed Mexico as the largest 
global recipient (Afram, 2012). Since then, remittances have 
risen steadily, reaching USD 129 billion in 2024 (Ratha et 
al., 2024a). As Table 1 shows, the amount received by the 
top 5 recipients increased from USD154 billion in 2019 to 
USD215 billion. During the COVID-19 pandemic, remittances 
increased in many Commonwealth countries as migrants 

responded to the hardships of families at home by sending 
more funds (Ratha et al., 2023). Among the top recipient 
countries, only Nigeria experienced a decrease of 7% and 
the volume of remittances had still not returned to pre-pan-
demic levels by 2024 (Crush & Ramachandran, 2025). 

For many smaller Commonwealth countries, the impor-
tance of remittances lies in the size of their contribution to 
gross domestic product (GDP) (Table 3). In Tonga, for ex-
ample, remittance flows accounted for half of the country’s 
GDP in 2024. Samoa, Lesotho and The Gambia are among 
the top ten Commonwealth countries where remittances 
exceeded 20% share of national GDP in 2024. Remittances 
also constitute a significant share of GDP (9.45%) for fragile, 
crisis-affected Zimbabwe. 

Table 1: Top 5 Remittance Recipients in the Commonwealth (USD millions), 2019-2024

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
India* 83,332 83,149 89,375 111,222 119,526 129,088
Pakistan* 23,809 26,089 31,312 30,176 26,558 33,198
Bangladesh* 18,364 21,752 22,206 21,505 22,168 26,602
Nigeria* 22,252 17,208 19,483 20,128 19,550 19,840
Sri Lanka 6,749 7,140 5,522 3,819 6,023 6,625
Total Top 5 Commonwealth 154,506 155,338 167,898 186,850 193,825 215,353
Total Commonwealth 184,112 183,452 197,959 218,646 228,291 252,704
Total LMIC 535,528 530,748 586,956 639,791 647,252 685,036
Total World 728,796 721,102 794,601 844,348 865,239 904,513
Source: Authors’ compilation using Ratha et al. (2024b) *Top ten recipients of international remittances

Table 2: Top 20 Commonwealth Countries by Remittances Inflows, 2023/2024

Commonwealth country Value of personal remittances inflows (USD millions)
India 137,674.54
Pakistan 34,914
Bangladesh 27,122.36
Nigeria 21,292.96
Sri Lanka 6,570.00
United Kingdom 4,833.96
Kenya 4,227.61
Jamaica 3,564.38
Ghana 2,431.47
Zimbabwe 2,200.00
Australia 1,883.61
Malaysia 1,605.28
Uganda 1,430.72
Togo 914.35
South Africa 855.37
Canada 851.44
Cameroon 786.56
Source: Authors’ compilation using World Bank (2025c)
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Determinants of Remittance Flows
The channels through which remittance transfers are sent, 
processed, and received influence their categorization into 
formal or informal types. Formal remittances are cash or 
goods sent through officially verified or regulated financial 
channels, with documented details of the sender and recipi-
ents (Metzger et al., 2019). In contrast, informal remittances 
are sent using private, unrecorded, or unregistered channels 
without official records (Metzger et al., 2019). A combina-
tion of factors within migrant source and destination coun-
tries influences the volume and annual fluctuations of both 
formal and informal remittances. Contractions in the labour 
market of host countries, resulting from shifting immigra-
tion policies and economic crises, can impact remittance 
flows. These labour market effects can be compounded by 
border closures, as seen during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
New (restrictive) policy initiatives in primary destinations for 
Commonwealth migrants are expected to reduce migration 
flows, with ripple effects for remittance transfers. The finan-
cial implications at the macro- and micro-level in their home 
countries are significant. India, for example, could lose up to 
USD 18 billion if remittances fall by 10-15% (Biswas, 2025). 

A key consideration is the state of the financial services 
sector in both countries, as well as their ability to support 
efficient and economical transfers. Sending remittances to 
Sub-Saharan Africa, where the highest volume of informal 
remittances is directed, is the most expensive, with trans-
action costs exceeding 8%, compared to South-East Asia, 
which has transaction costs of less than 5%, with the global 

average at 6.65% (Table 4) (Ratha et al., 2024a). In the major 
Global North destinations for Commonwealth migrants, the 
remittance cost is below the G20 average of 6.5% but still 
higher than the United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDG) target of 3% (World Bank, 2025a). However, re-
mittance costs are much higher in several Commonwealth 
states, notably on the African continent (Fliss, 2024; Ratha, 
2023). In South Africa, for example, the cost to remit is as 
high as 15.3% (World Bank, 2025a). Similarly, remittance 
fees from Nigeria to Benin and Togo can be as high as 21% 
(Fliss, 2024). And in Tanzania, the average cost to remit USD 
500 to neighbouring Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda is as high 
as 30% (down from 33% in 2023). The cost of transferring 
USD 200 is nearly twice that amount, averaging 55% (World 
Bank, 2025b). 

Migrants situated within the intra-regional Commonwealth 
remittance corridors of Africa and Asia frequently transfer 
small amounts, which incur higher remittance costs. The 
average cost to send USD 200 from South Africa to Lesotho 
in the first quarter of 2024 was 15.70%, while it was less 
than half (7.63%) the cost of remitting USD 500. Elevated 
transfer costs are also a function of higher bank fees, weak 
market competition, and limited interoperability of finan-
cial systems (Sunu & Ramachandran, 2025). While high 
remittance costs do not discourage remitting, such costs 
reduce the amount being sent by migrants to their families 
in low-income countries (Kratou & Khlass, 2022). The World 
Bank (2025e) has estimated that cutting remittance prices 
by five percentage points can release up to USD16 billion 
annually to recipients. 

Table 3: Major Commonwealth Countries by Personal Remittances Received as % Share of GDP, 2023/2024

Commonwealth country Personal remittances received as share of GDP
Tonga 50.0
Samoa 26.4
Lesotho 22.0
The Gambia 21.1
Jamaica 17.9
Vanuatu 12.9
Nigeria 11.3
Pakistan 9.4
Zimbabwe 9.4
Fiji 9.2
St. Vincent and the Grenadines 8.2
Sri Lanka 7.2
Togo 7.1
Bangladesh 6.0
Dominica 5.6
Solomon Islands 5.4
Grenada 5.0
Sierra Leone 4.6
Belize 4.4
Tuvalu 4.2
Source: Authors’ compilation using World Bank (2025c)
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Fernandes et al. (2023) note that the significant size of 
informal remittance flows obscures the actual size of the 
remittance market. Estimates of informal remittance flows 
into developing countries generally range between 35–75% 
of recorded formal remittances. The World Bank has even 
claimed that informal remittances are 50% higher than for-
mal flows (Ratha, 2005, 2023). Informal remittances include 
methods like hawala, cash carried in person and conveyed 
by informal transporters. Informal transfers remain popular 
due to factors such as limited formal financial infrastructure, 
prioritization of cash, high remittance costs, and exchange 
rate fluctuations (IFAD, 2017; Ratha et al., 2018). These 
systems operate outside regulated financial institutions and 
traditionally offered lower fees, convenience, and anonym-
ity. These advantages still pertain in many remittance corri-
dors, although the rapid emergence of digital platforms and 
mobile money in the last decade is changing the calculus 
for many migrants (Inoue, 2024). 

Digital remittances are sent through online payment sys-
tems and received into bank accounts or other non-bank 
deposit-taking accounts, as well as mobile or electronic 
money accounts (Sunu & Ramachandran, 2025). Begin-
ning with the well-documented case of M-PESA in Kenya, 
digital remitting is becoming increasingly common across 
the Commonwealth. Several Commonwealth governments 
have taken steps to maximize the potential of remittances 
through financial inclusion, creating an enabling environ-
ment for increased competition and digitalization of remit-

tance processes. Improved formalization and tracking of 
remittance transfers is being facilitated by increased access 
to internet systems, digital innovations, financial technology, 
mobile phones, electronic payment systems, and online and 
mobile applications (IFAD, 2024).

Remittances, Economic Stability and 
Developmental Outcomes 

Remittances continue to eclipse foreign direct investment 
and official development assistance in LMIC countries (Ra-
tha et al., 2024a). For Commonwealth LMICs, remittance 
flows are even more meaningful given declining FDI and 
ODA (Fliss, 2024; World Bank, 2020). In Kenya, remittances 
outpace earnings from exports in the key productive sectors 
(Ratha et al., 2024a). In Nigeria, remittances enabled house-
holds to cope with increased expenses arising from inflation 
and the removal of fuel subsidies in 2023 (ADB, 2025). Thus, 
despite a lack of consensus regarding the contribution of 
remittances to economic growth, the role of remittances 
is critical in supporting the balance of payments in LMICs, 
which struggle with budget deficits and high debt burdens 
(Ali et al., 2025). Another study evaluating the economic 
impact in low-income countries shows that remittances, 
generally transferred by low-income migrant workers, 
reduce income inequality in countries of origin (Kratou & 
Khlass, 2022). These flows are crucial for households dur-
ing times of shocks, including environmental disasters, as 
they serve as a form of insurance (Konte & Mbaye, 2021; 
Wong, 2017). Despite the vulnerability of remittances to  

Table 4: Highest Remittance Costs by Commonwealth Corridors, 2024

Remittance-sending country Remittance-receiving country
Average cost to send formal remittances  

(% of total cost during first quarter)

USD 200 USD 500
Tanzania Kenya 38.97 23.89
Tanzania Uganda 33.18 17.27
Tanzania Rwanda 18.53 13.59
South Africa Lesotho 15.70 7.63
Australia Vanuatu 11.36 8.18
South Africa Zimbabwe 11.91 8.49
South Africa Mozambique 10.47 7.32
South Africa Malawi 9.65 4.53
India Bangladesh 8.48 6.18
Canada Zimbabwe 7.84 5.63
Malaysia Bangladesh 7.49 6.14
United Kingdom Bangladesh 7.22 6.47
Australia Tonga 7.16 5.67
Canada Kenya 7.08 5.26
Canada Ghana 6.64 4.75
Australia Zimbabwe 6.04 4.45
United Kingdom Zimbabwe 6.03 4.69
Canada Jamaica 5.69 4.25
Canada India 5.33 3.30
Singapore Bangladesh 5.13 4.31
Source: Compiled from World Bank (2025f)
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exogenous shocks, the heavy dependence of households 
on remittances suggests that it is a mainstay in receiving 
areas (Konte & Mbaye, 2021). 

Remittances and Food Security 
Nexus 
Most of the world’s population facing extreme poverty 
and food insecurity reside in regions in Africa and South 
Asia, including several Commonwealth countries, where 
agricultural livelihoods are predominant and vulnerable to 
climate-related extreme weather impacts (IPCC, 2022). The 
combined challenges of climate-related shocks, conflicts, 
displacements, and macroeconomic instabilities create 
food security constraints, particularly food price volatilities 
that have higher impacts in LMICs, including those within 
the Commonwealth (Commonwealth Secretariat, 2024; FAO 
et al., 2024). Between February and May 2025, food price 
inflation exceeded 5% in 76.5% of low-income countries, 
54.5% of lower-middle-income countries, 45% of upper-mid-
dle-income countries, and 14.5% of high-income countries 
(World Bank, 2025d). Volatile and unaffordable food prices 
threaten food security, particularly of poor households in 
LMICs. A comparative assessment of food-insecurity status 
between men and women since 2015 shows consistently 
higher prevalence of food insecurity among women than 
men globally, including in several Commonwealth countries 
(FAO et al., 2024). 

Food security exists when people have physical, social, and 
economic access to adequate, safe, and nutritious food 
that meets their dietary needs and preferences for a healthy 
life, and encompasses the dimensions of food availability, 
access, utilization, and stability (FAO et al., 2019). FAO et 
al. (2024) estimate that nearly half (47%) of remittances 
received by LMICs in 2022 were directed towards household 
food security and agrifood system investments (Table 5).

Access to cash and food remittances have positively im-
pacted food security across the four food security dimen-
sions in the Commonwealth countries of Southern Africa 
(Crush & Caesar, 2016, 2018), although a more general 
study of African countries suggests that remittances are 
negatively linked to food availability but positively related 
to food access, utilization, and stability (Mabrouk & Mekni, 
2018). In this section, we review the latest research and 
perspectives on the links between remittances and food 
security across these four dimensions.

Remittances and Food Availability

Food availability refers to the physical presence of food, 
whether actual or potential, based on factors like food pro-
duction, markets, imports, and storage (FAO, 2019). Access 
to digital remittances using platforms like mobile money 
has supported access to agricultural inputs, increased food 
production, income generation, and agricultural commer-
cialization, thereby reducing poverty and food insecurity 
risks among smallholder agricultural households in the 
Commonwealth countries of Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, and 
Pakistan (Kikulwe et al., 2014; Kilombele et al., 2023; Mum-
taz, 2024; Sekabira & Qaim, 2017). 

Remittances and Food Access

The cost of food, the unaffordability of healthy diets, and a 
lack of income or remittances are significantly connected 
to extreme food insecurity levels. Therefore, receiving re-
mittances enhances household food access by enabling 
or increasing food purchases (FAO et al., 2024). Across 92 
LMICs, remittances had more substantial positive effects on 
individual-level food security for international-remittance re-
cipients compared to domestic-remittance recipients (Smith 
& Floro, 2021). Household food security improvements were 
more evident among frequent recipients of international re-
mittances in Sub-Saharan Africa, including Commonwealth 
countries, compared to other regions (Ebadi et al., 2018; 
Sulemana et al., 2019). Households with access to digital 
remittance platforms, such as mobile money, have higher 
purchasing power and experience improvements in house-
hold food access (Ajefu et al., 2024; Atta-Aidoo et al., 2024). 

Remittances and Food Utilization

Food utilization or the effective use of accessible food for 
healthy living depends on factors such as household health, 
dietary diversity, and nutritional quality (FAO et al., 2019). 
Access to remittances has supported dietary diversity, 
improved calorie intake, and reduced the prevalence of 
anemia and underweight conditions among children under 
five years in Africa and Caribbean Commonwealth countries 
(Mabrouk & Mekni, 2018; McFarlane et al., 2022; Thow et 
al., 2016). Conversely, access to disposable income from 
remittances has been linked to unhealthy food purchases, 
contributing to overnutrition and diet-related diseases within 
households (HLPE, 2017). 

Table 5: Trends and Distribution of International Remittances Supporting Food Security in LMICs, 2017-2022 

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 Average

(Current USD billion)
Remittances sent to LMICs 640 695 727 717 792 836 735
Remittances contributing to food security & nutrition 300 326 341 336 371 392 344
Invested in agrifood systems in rural areas 19 21 22 22 24 25 22
Invested in agrifood systems in urban areas 6 6 7 6 7 8 7
Used for food consumption 275 299 313 308 341 359 316
Source: FAO et al. (2024)
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Remittances and Food Stability

Food stability depends on regular food availability, food 
access, and food utilization conditions over time, regardless 
of exposure to unanticipated personal and external shocks, 
disruptions in seasonal or long-term food access, or volatile 
food prices (FAO et al., 2019). Households in LMICs often 
experience economic shocks; therefore, remittance receipts 
help smooth consumption and maintain income stability 
(Ebadi et al., 2018). Notably, evidence from Commonwealth 
countries such as Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, and Bangladesh 
shows that rural households with access to mobile money 
sustained their consumption, including food, during cli-
mate-related shocks, unlike non-remittance recipients who 
faced significant declines (Hossain & Samad, 2021; Jack & 
Suri, 2014; Riley, 2018; Tabetando et al., 2022). Using digital 
food remittance platforms, Zimbabwean migrants in South 
Africa facilitated sufficient food supplies for their left-behind 
families during the COVID-19 pandemic, especially when in-
formal remittance flows were disrupted (Sithole et al., 2023, 
2024).

Key Vulnerabilities and Risks: Global Economic 
Shocks, Digitalization and Dependency

Remittances, and lately digital remittances, have demon-
strated resilience in supporting recipient households even 
amid localized or global shocks that impact household food 
security. Although international remittances sent to LMICs 
were predicted to drop by 20% in 2020 due to COVID-19-
related lockdowns and economic impacts, these flows de-
clined by only 1.6% while mobile phone remittance transfers 
increased by 65% (Ratha et al., 2021; Rodima-Taylor, 2023). 
The transaction costs of digital remittances have been de-
clining across all regions, with web-based mobile remittance 
platforms offering cheaper alternatives to banks and tradi-
tional remittance service providers (Rodima-Taylor, 2023; 
World Bank, 2020). However, some regions have limited 
access to digital remittances, and addressing these gaps is 
critical for reducing household poverty and improving food 
security in developing countries. Financial inclusion, which 
refers to poverty reduction interventions using digitalization, 
increases access to affordable financial services, including 
remittances, thereby supporting household food security 
(IFAD, 2017). Women, who constitute about half of remit-
tance senders globally and a significant number of remit-
tance recipients, particularly benefit from financial inclusion, 
which facilitates direct and secure access to remittances 
for household food needs and poverty reduction (FAO et al., 
2024; IFAD, 2024).

Case Studies: Migration, 
Remittances, and Food Security
North-South Corridor: Canada–Jamaica

Remittances are a crucial external financial resource for 
Jamaica, surpassing Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) flows. 
In 2024, Jamaica received USD3.36 billion in remittances 
and a relatively lower amount (USD305 million) in FDI. 
Remittances also constitute a significant share of national 
GDP, averaging 10.8% annually from 1976 to 2023, with the 

highest share, 25.3%, recorded in 2021 (Bank of Jamaica, 
2025). Remittances from Canada to Jamaica averaged 
USD2.19 billion annually between 2001 and 2024, with a 
high of USD3.5 billion received in 2021 (Bank of Jamaica, 
2025). However, remittance receipts show uneven distribu-
tion by geographical location and socioeconomic status. 
Most remittances are received by urban households and 
the wealthiest population quintiles, the poorest consistently 
receiving the least amounts and share (Bank of Jamaica, 
2025). 

The 1970s marked the beginning of significant migration 
from the Caribbean to Canada, primarily from Jamaica, al-
though these flows have declined from an average of 5,696 
in the 1970s to 3,674 since 2020 (PIOJ, 2025). Three-fourths 
of current Jamaican permanent residents in Canada are of 
working age, mostly between 30 and 34 years old. Females 
outnumber males among permanent residents, while males 
constitute most temporary migrants. Professionals and se-
nior technical personnel are the most common occupations 
among immigrants. However, many Caribbean immigrants 
(86% in 2024) are listed as “not in the workforce”, such as 
students, retirees, and children (PIOJ, 2025). 

Jamaicans also regularly participate in temporary work 
programmes involving overseas employment of labour on 
contracts of less than six months’ duration, including three 
in Canada for farm workers, factory workers, and low-skilled 
workers. The Canadian Farm Worker programme is currently 
the largest, engaging 56% of total migrant workers in 2024 
(PIOJ, 2024). Negotiated bilaterally, they are managed and 
administered by the Government of Jamaica through the 
Ministry of Labour and Social Security (MLSS). A key feature 
of these Seasonal Work Programmes is their inclusion of 
Jamaicans without professional training, tertiary education, 
or the financial means required for permanent migration. 

Another feature is the involvement of farmers recruited 
from rural parts of Jamaica. Participating migrants send or 
return to Jamaica with remittances to their households and 
families with two main implications for food security: a) di-
rectly through the purchase of food with cash remitted, and 
b) in supporting farming, thus, benefitting food production. 
Remittances helped maintain the viability of small farms 
by enabling the purchase of supplies and tools, repaying 
bank loans, and hiring farm labour (Thomas-Hope, 2017). 
However, several studies have shown that these labour mi-
grants face poor working conditions and job insecurity com-
pounded by feelings of exclusion and alienation in Canada 
(Beckford, 2016; Lozanski et al., 2025; Mayell, 2023).

Even with the small amounts received, cash remittances are 
vital for the survival and improvement of the living standards 
of poor recipient households. Some households also receive 
in-kind support of food personally shipped from overseas in 
barrels (Thomas-Hope, 2025). A study of Kingston indicated 
that 22% of households received cash remittances (Kinlocke 
et al., 2019). However, there were no significant differences 
in food security status when households receiving remit-
tances were compared to those not receiving remittances. 
This lack of a causal relationship between remittances and 
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food security also applied to households identified by the 
Lived Poverty Index as being poor. The primary benefit of 
cash and food remittances for low-income households is 
reducing the severity of food insecurity, thereby mitigating 
the consequences of poverty. 

South-South Corridor: South Africa–Zimbabwe

South Africa is the most important migrant destination and 
source of remittances of the 19 African Commonwealth 
countries. Over 85% of South Africa’s migrant population, 
estimated at more than 2 million, originates from the 
neighbouring Commonwealth states of Botswana, Eswa-
tini, Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, Zambia, and 
Zimbabwe. Within the broader African Commonwealth, 
South Africa stands out as both the primary destination 
and remittance hub, with Zimbabwe being the largest single 
beneficiary. The South Africa-Zimbabwe migration corridor 
has become central not only to the survival strategies of nu-
merous Zimbabwean households but also to the stability of 
the national economy. The growth in remittances highlights 
their crucial role in sustaining livelihoods, while the shift 
from informal to digital channels reflects broader shifts in 
cross-border mobility and financial practices. 

The South Africa-Zimbabwe migration corridor is by far 
the busiest (IOM, 2022). After 2000, Zimbabwe entered a 
protracted period of economic recession, hyperinflation, 
and political turmoil. The resulting “exodus” to South Africa 
rapidly expanded and diversified, encompassing migrants 
from across Zimbabwe, both economic migrants and asy-
lum seekers, male and female, skilled and unskilled, married 
and single, young and old, documented and undocumented 
(Crush & Tevera, 2010; Crush et al., 2015). While South Af-

rican politicians and officials have often made exaggerated 
claims about “millions” of Zimbabwean migrants, more 
measured estimates range from the 773,000 recorded in 
Zimbabwe’s 2022 Census to the 1.01 million counted in 
South Africa’s 2022 Census.

Figure 1 shows that total recorded remittances from South 
Africa to Zimbabwe have risen consistently over the past 
decade, reaching USD700 million in 2022 and an estimated 
USD880 million in 2024. However, as FinMark Trust (2021, 
p.17) cautions, “Zimbabwean remittances have been 
driven by economic and social turmoil and do tend to be 
fairly volatile, in response to the changing circumstances 
in that country.” On the supply side, remittances dropped 
significantly in 2020 following the adverse effects of South 
Africa’s stringent COVID-19 mitigation measures on migrant 
livelihoods in the country. 

Before the pandemic, the corridor was dominated by infor-
mal remittance channels, which remain attractive to many 
migrants. Alongside personal conveyance of cash by return-
ing migrants and their relatives, common practices included 
using taxi and bus operators as couriers. Private transport-
ers, known as omalayisha, delivered both cash and goods 
directly to households in Zimbabwe (Thebe & Mutyatyu, 
2017). With border closures during COVID-19, informal 
modes of transfer declined, while digital service providers 
experienced a surge in patronage that has continued since 
(Crush & Tawodzera, 2023). Given their shared border, in-
kind remittances and especially the transport of food from 
South Africa to Zimbabwe, have also been widespread. 
Here too, during and after the pandemic, online platforms 
became more prominent in facilitating the transfer of food 
and other goods (Crush & Tawodzera, 2023).

Figure 1: Recorded Remittances from South Africa to Other Commonwealth Countries in Southern Africa, 2016-2022

Source: Jeffreys-Leach et al. (2023)
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Remittances of cash and kind from South Africa have be-
come indispensable to the food security of large numbers 
of urban and rural households in Zimbabwe. Both individual 
families and the national economy have grown increasingly 
dependent on migrant transfers from South Africa, as well 
as from other Commonwealth destinations such as the 
United Kingdom (Mbiba & Mupfumira, 2022). Research 
consistently finds that remittances are not squandered but 
spent mainly on essential needs, including food purchases 
and agricultural investment. (Moyo, 2024; Nzima, 2017; Nyi-
kahadzoi et al., 2019). 

South-South Corridor: India–Bangladesh

Bangladesh–India is the leading Commonwealth bilateral 
migration corridor and ranks tenth among the world’s top 
migration corridors (IOM, 2024). Latest figures from the 
United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs 
(UN DESA) indicate that there are 2,488,471 Bangladeshi mi-
grants in India (IOM, 2024). Limited economic opportunities, 
acute poverty, and rural immiseration are the primary drivers 
of recent Bangladeshi migration to India, exacerbated by the 
increasing impacts of climate change (IOM, 2021b; Percot, 
2025). Furthermore, shared political histories, geographical 
contiguity, socioeconomic linkages, ethnocultural continu-
ities, and kinship ties have entrenched these cross-border 
migrations, with a significant number occurring irregularly 
(Srivastava & Pandey, 2017). Bangladesh and India were 
once unified territories under colonial rule and experienced 
large-scale refugee displacement during the formation of 
new postcolonial states: India and (East and West) Pakistan 
(1947) and Bangladesh (1971). The historical background of 
mass movements has fostered constant unease in India re-
garding irregular Bangladeshi migrants and their perceived 
integration as citizens, particularly in Assam (Siddique & 
Ramachandran, 2024). 

Since the early 1990s, irregular Bangladeshis have been 
viewed as socioeconomic, political, and existential threats 
to Indians, labelled as “infiltrators” and considered a national 
crisis, driven by a concurrent rise in xenophobia and Islamo-
phobia (Murshid, 2023). Despite being a recurring theme in 
public discourse, the number of empirical, nuanced studies 
on these migrants remains very limited. India is a low-cost 
option for poorer Bangladeshis, who have limited migra-
tion pathways and cannot afford labour recruitment fees 
(IOM, 2020). Many Bangladeshi migrants are engaged in 
low-wage employment in Indian cities, including labourers, 
rickshaw pullers, vehicle cleaners, and those involved in the 
salvage trade, for male migrants, and domestic workers for 
female migrants (Percot, 2018, 2025). While they earn higher 
wages, most migrants exist precariously in an increasingly 
unwelcoming social and political environment where they 
routinely encounter hostility, discrimination, harassment, 
and exploitation (Percot, 2018, 2025). Muslim migrants are 
especially vulnerable to violent forms of Othering. These 
difficult circumstances produce negative consequences for 
migrants’ overall health and well-being (Ray Saraswati et al., 
2016; Sharma, 2015).

The KNOMAD/World Bank bilateral remittance matrix esti-
mates that Bangladesh received USD4.6 billion in 2018 and 

USD5.7 billion in 2021 from India (Barak & Ünlü, 2024; IOM, 
2021a). However, very little detailed information is available 
on the remittance dynamics. A significant portion of remit-
tances is likely channelled through informal methods and 
not reflected in official remittance data (ILO, 2014). Food 
insecurity has been a longstanding challenge in Bangladesh, 
which ranked fourth globally in 2024 for the highest numbers 
of people facing acute food insecurity (FAO et al., 2024). In 
this national setting, dominated by informal employment 
that offers inadequate incomes and minimal benefits, along 
with patchy social protection measures, rural Bangladeshis 
living in extreme poverty benefit from remittance inflows 
(Szabo et al., 2022). Remittance incomes improve health 
and nutrition in rural areas and enhance agricultural produc-
tivity by facilitating new spending on better equipment and 
technology (Saha et al., 2025). By expanding household re-
sources, remittances have positive effects on food security, 
particularly for disadvantaged groups such as women and 
female-headed households (Szabo et al., 2022). Women of-
ten sacrifice their own nutritional needs and dietary diversity 
in resource-deficient rural households because of cultural 
and gender norms and their weaker socioeconomic status. 

Conclusion 
This paper has examined the relationship between migra-
tion, remittance flows, and food security within the Com-
monwealth, using selected case studies of North-South 
and South-South remittance corridors. The analysis shows 
that rising emigration and remittance inflows supported 
sustainable development in recipient countries by shielding 
migrant-sending families from financial shocks, reducing 
poverty, and fostering aggregate economic growth. As 
crucial lifelines for many migrant-sending households, 
remittances serve as catalysts for food security in the 
areas where they are received. They directly boost food 
availability, improve access to food, and help stabilize food 
supplies for these households, while indirectly promoting 
food security through new outlays in small-scale farming. 
However, divergences exist in the developmental impacts of 
remittances on poverty and food security, structured by in-
ter- and intra-Commonwealth migration patterns, food inse-
curity-related vulnerabilities, governance systems, financial 
and digital infrastructure, fiscal policy environments, gender 
relations, and rural-urban dynamics. 

Despite the positive effects of remittances, several lim-
itations persist. Risky and unstable conditions faced by 
vulnerable migrants while living and working in destination 
countries, such as Canada, India, and South Africa, weaken 
these positive ties. Addressing the vulnerabilities of mi-
grants in the Commonwealth’s remittance-sending nations 
is necessary to maximize the benefit of remittance flows. 
High transfer fees, reliance on informal methods, and limited 
financial inclusion further impede the effective utilization of 
remittances for food security and household welfare in mi-
grant-sending countries. By developing remittance-friendly 
policies that reduce costs, broaden secure digital transfers, 
and strengthen the financial inclusion of excluded groups, 
Commonwealth source and recipient countries can reliably 
ensure that a higher proportion of funds reaches migrant 
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families. Facilitating strategic partnerships between govern-
ments, remittance providers, and other financial institutions 
across the major Commonwealth corridors can lower the 
remittance prices to 3% and eliminate corridors with costs 
of 5% or higher, to meet the SDG target 10.c.

Amidst the tightening of global financing conditions, rising 
debts, falling ODA, and stagnant FDI, leveraging the broad, 
long-term development potential of remittances is critical, 
particularly for addressing climate-related impacts on food 
systems (Commonwealth Secretariat, 2024; Munthali et al., 
2025). Collective remittance initiatives that bring together 
key stakeholders for climate-resilient rural development are 
another important and less considered pathway to harness 
these resources. The estimated potential of immigrant and 
diaspora investments for the Commonwealth is USD 73.2 
billion (Munthali et al., 2025). These combined resources 
could be used to develop adaptive agroecological practices 
and gender-inclusive, climate-resilient agrifood small busi-
nesses (Christiaensen & Martin, 2018; Commonwealth Sec-
retariat, 2018, 2024; Smith & Floro, 2021). To realize these 
investments, the Commonwealth must address existing 
barriers to collective remitting. Results from the 2017–2018 
Commonwealth Diaspora Survey revealed that, while there 
is a strong commitment to regular individual remitting, 
less interest exists in collective remitting for development 
projects, citing obstacles such as corruption, currency 
fluctuations, high transaction fees, and foreign exchange 
restrictions (Commonwealth Secretariat, 2018). By tackling 
these aspects, the Commonwealth can tap the enduring 
value of remittances to build climate-resilient food and 
farming systems beyond short-term food security. 

Endnote
1	 Zimbabwe left the Commonwealth in 2003 but has re-

quested re-admission and is therefore included in this 
paper as a potential Commonwealth member and major 
recipient of remittances (Commonwealth Secretariat, 
2022; Winchester, 2023). 
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