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Turning the brain drain to a brain gain

DIASFORAS
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hen we think about migration

we tend to think about the

physical movement of people

because it is people who move,

often taking with them their
families and their possessions. We emphasise
the phyvsical because we think in terms of
migrants doing physical work — construe-
tion, child-care, nursing, ete.

But what we are really seeing is the
exchange of ideas, of attitudes, of different
ways of doing things. We have become used
to the phenomenon of ideas flying across
borders through cyberspace but we don’t
recognise the human hard drives that
physically bring their entrepreneurism and
experience 1o host countries, and back home.

We also tend to concentrate on the dollars
and cenis side of things. Most people already
know that remittances sent by diaspora com-
munities more than double official overseas
development assistance (over US$400 billion
or 12.8 billion baht in 2010 of which $325
Billion went to developing countries).

Butwhat makes this happen, what drives
this and accelerates it is the intellectual
capital. The ambition. The drearm. The aspir-
ation. In short, it's all about the brain,

We know that migrants are often the best
and the brightest. They have the resolve 1o
make hazardous journevs far away from
their homes and loved ones in pursuit of a
dream, or just of survival. When they bond
together in a host country, they can become
a powerful force for development in their
places of birth.
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In Thailand we realised this as long ago
as 1990 when the concept of Reverse Brain
Drain programme was promulgated by the
Damrong Lathapipat Foundation. This in
turn led to the establishment of the Associ-
ation of Thai Professionals in America and
Canada, the Association of Thai Professionals
in Europe and the Association of Thai Pro-
fessionals in Japan.

The programme means just what it savs.
Encouraging the successful emigrants to
come home, on a permanent or tempaorary
basis, in order to give back some of what
they have learnt and achieved. Forty top
Thai professionals have returned home, full

time or temporarily, through this programime.

Policy makers and governments need to
engage with diaspora communities. Ministers
and civil servants should ensure they wel-
come the expertise and status of diasporas.

This is especially relevant when we note
that in 2015 the Asean Economic Community
will become a reality and will transform the
Asean region, with free movement of goods,
services, investment, skilled labour, and the
freer flow of capital.

Toenhance regional integration, the Asean
Eeonomic Blueprint addresses the need for
increased mobility of people via its provision
for liberalised flows of skilled labour.
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