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of cross-border data. But it is often the headline numbers that are
retained by the media, and by the many populists and politicians who
abuse data on refugees and migrants for political ends. We simply do
not know the true figure.

Similar uncertainty surrounds data on asylum applications. Around
1.2 million people applied for asylum status in the EU in 2015, but the
true total is unknown, because individuals often register in multiple
countries across the continent.

Misinterpretation and misrepresentation of data on population
movements is rife. Official numbers are often mistakenly taken at
face value, when further examination shows the underlying data are
amess. The UNHCR, the United Nations’ refugee agency;, states for
example that the world is “witnessing the highest levels of displace-
ment on record”. However, as we outline in a News Feature this week
(page 22), that claim doesn’t stand up to scrutiny — particularly when
global population growth is taken into account. That article is part of a
special issue of Nature this week that examines migration.

Numbers are both diplomatically and economically sensitive —
influencing, for example, distribution of aid — and so reported data can
be vulnerable to political influence. Subjectivity also enters the equa-
tion — different countries often have different definitions of refugees
and varying assessment procedures to decide how many people fit the
bill. In short, collecting reliable data on refugees and migrants is hard.

This does not stop the frequent appearance of data in headlines for
the purposes of advocacy, with the caveats in the small print, if at all. The
UNHCR relies on voluntary contributions, mostly from governments,
and is chronically underfunded — last year it received only around half
of the US$7.5 billion it said was needed. The agency therefore has an
understandable interest in trying to capture the attention of funders to
address this neglect, with the noble goal of helping those in need.

Newspapers, border-control agencies and security contractors also
have vested interests in heightened public anxiety. And increasingly,
governments playing to domestic audiences use refugee numbers not
to help refugees, but to justify restricting the numbers seeking asylum.

Abody of social-science research has characterized this as amounting
to a ‘moral panic’ — a phenomenon in which widespread societal fears
emerge or are framed as perceived threats, but are unsubstantiated and
disconnected from reality. This is not to play down the serious humani-
tarian tragedies facing refugees from Syria and other conflict hotspots.
But numbers matter, and their use and abuse even more so.

Data on economic migrants have flaws too. The UN declared last year
that there were 244 million migrants (refugees and economic migrants)
worldwide in 2015, and that this was a 41% increase compared with
2000. But these data try to count everyone who lives in a country other
than that in which they were born — so a biologist who left the United
Kingdom 25 years ago to work in the United States, and who stayed
and became a US citizen, is still counted as a migrant in the UN figures.

Finer analyses of the actual migration flows

“Analyses of over five-year periods paint a very different,
actualmigration  and often counter-intuitive, picture. Global
flows paint a migration has fluctuated at around 0.6% of
very different the world’s population for the past 50 years,

peaking at around 0.7% in the early 1990s and
falling to its lowest levels from 2010 to 2015.
Many of the largest flows in the second half of the 2000s were migrant
workers from India, Bangladesh and Pakistan to oil-rich countries
in the Middle East, for example. A November 2015 study by the Pew
Research Center also found that more Mexicans were returning home
from the United States than were arriving (see go.nature.com/2jrms8it).

But migrant data is often so sub-standard that no one truly knows
the global picture. A paper published last December by Frank Laczko,
director of the International Organization for Migration’s (IOM’s)
Global Migration Data Analysis Center (GMDAC) in Berlin, describes
along list of shortcomings (see go.nature.com/2jkewbd). Census data
provide key migration information, but nothing more recent than 2005
was available from 17% of countries in Africa, or from 8% of nations in
Latin America and the Caribbean. Only one in four countries worldwide
can provide data on migration flows. And only 10 of 48 countries in Asia
could supply flow data for 2005-14.

The GMDAC was created by the IOM last year with support from
the German government, and aims to create a data portal to unify
and analyse disparate available data on economic migrants and
on refugees. Meanwhile, the IOM, the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development and the UN Department of Economic
and Social Affairs intend to organize a regular international forum
on migration statistics, the first of which will be held in Paris next
January. There is growing awareness of data shortcomings, and that
can only be welcomed. Accurate and timely data, and their apolitical
interpretation, are crucial for setting evidence-based policy. When it
comes to migration, we have some distance to travel. m

picture.”

Thrill power

After 40 years, sci-fi comic 2000 AD deserves
to be known for more than Judge Dredd.

has inspired and enthralled generations of the young and

not-so-young over recent decades. Many of them gathered in
London last month to celebrate the 40th birthday of the self-
proclaimed Galaxy’s Greatest Comic. The link between science fiction
and science fact is well trodden, and strips and stories from the pages
of 2000 AD have long reflected and heralded discussion on issues such
as the recreation of extinct species for entertainment, face transplants,
genetically engineered babies and the dubious wisdom of beaming our
coordinates and technological capacity to whoever may be out there
listening in space.

The extreme violence and politics of the flagship story Judge Dredd
tends to grab most of the casual observer’s attention, but the comic has
a sharper mind — and presents a more-knowing satire on issues that
still dominate scientific agendas — than many people give it credit for.
Example: long before DNA-ancestry firms exploited the overlapping

r I ~he counter-culture British science-fiction comic 2000 ap
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mesh of shared relatives to sell customers a fascinating past, the
writers of 2000 AD saw and poked fun at the potential in a short story.
Those writers, as regular readers will know, are themselves part of a
knowing vision of the future. Long before web crawlers and online
bots lurked behind computer screens, 2000 AD was famously said to be
the work of a series of robots — art, script and lettering droids — who
toiled together to churn out the weekly pages.

Nature, of course, is still staffed by standard-issue humans — but
for how long? Bots already spew out social-media messages and
passively observe most online adverts. They write and sort the news.
These little pieces of computer script — as a paper revealed this week
(M. Tsvetkova et al. PLoS ONE 12, €0171774;2017) — even engage in
time-consuming and largely futile online arguments with rival bots
about the correct way to edit a Wikipedia article.

Duelling droids is a tale straight from science fiction, and exploring
the worlds of robots, radiation-exposed mutants and the far future is
one reason why the 2000 Ap of the 1970s and ’80s was able to push
boundaries and explore territory considered off-limits in mainstream
cultural and political debate. In doing so, it engaged more than most
with the societal implications of science and technology, and the plans
drawn up and suggested for dealing with them by politicians, special-
interest groups and researchers. 2000 Ap, in other words, is an influ-
ential science-policy publication. And from one such publication to
another: happy birthday. m
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