
“ “LEGAL IDENTITY FOR MIGRANTS



IOM Legal Identity Unit

- Part of the Immigration and Border Governance (IBG) Division 
- Established as a separate Unit in 2020 (Nelson Goncalves, the HoU) 

The main objective is to develop, implement, and support initiatives that promote 
equitable access to legal identity documentation, respect universal human rights, and 
adhere to data protection principles for migrants and displaced persons. 

Areas of work: 
1) Strategy and policy development 
2) Programme implementation 
3) Capacity-building 
4) Research and Innovation 
5) Partnerships 
6) Expertise and technical support 



• Digital Identity Toolkit to promote good practices in establishing a 

digital identity framework

• SOPs on determining LI for undocumented migrants 

• Assessment on gender gap in facilitating access to legal identity for 

irregular migrants without proof of identity

• Methodology for conducting assessment on the LI environment 

• Manual for consular services on identity management, security 

document examination, and fraud detection  

• ID Management Manual to provide a guidance for the identity 

management authorities 

LI  TOOLS (2024)



Legal Identity to support Regular Migration and Mobility

Objective 4: Ensure all migrants have proof of legal identity and adequate 
documentation 

Target 16.9: provide legal identity for all, including free birth registrations

Target 10.7: facilitate orderly, safe, regular and responsible migration and 
mobility of people, including through the implementation of planned and 
well-managed migration policies

Objective 5: Enhance availability and flexibility of pathways for regular migration
Objective 7: Address and reduce vulnerabilities in migration 
Objective 14: Enhance consular protection, assistance and cooperation throughout the 
migration cycle



LEGAL IDENTITY PROGRAMMING AND IOM’S GLOBAL VISION

Legal Identity Strategy - Implementation Legal Identity Strategy - Implementation 



LEGAL IDENTITY AS ENABLER OF MOBILITY 

Legal Identity Strategy - Implementation Legal Identity Strategy - Implementation 

IOM support to MS through technical assistance in civil 
registration, identity management, and consular support 

Access to protection 
services

Access to justice 

Access to essential 
services (education, 

healthcare)

Enhanced security 
and stability

Return, reconciliation, 
and rebuilding of 

communities 

Access to labour 
market 



Why LI matters? Migration without 
proof of Legal Identity 

• Irregular Migration:

Lack of legal documents pushes people to migrate through 

    unsafe and informal routes, increasing their risk of exploitation.

• Statelessness:

Children born in exile or displacement without proper 

registration  may become stateless, lacking recognition by any 

state.

• Asylum and Integration:

Lack of legal documents complicates asylum claims, 

resettlement, and long-term integration in host societies.





WH AT IS  THE  L EG A L BAS IS  FO R L EG A L IDENT ITY?



WH AT D O ES  TH IS  M EA N?

Legal identity is key to fulfilling other rights



O PER ATI ON AL IZ ING  L EGA L ID EN TITY  M U ST NOT  VI OL ATE 
HUM A N RIG HTS

 No persecution
 No repression
 No discrimination
 No torture

 No cruel, inhuman or 
degrading treatment 

 No use of force
 Data protection



IBM E-Retreat 2020

Barriers to access Legal Identity / Travel Documents

Many undocumented migrants (and stateless persons) lack 
recognized nationality, making it difficult to obtain ICAO Doc 
9303-compliant travel documents.

Limited issuance and recognition of proof of legal identity 
and travel documents  create obstacles for legal travel.

IOM’s Role in Improving Access:

Advocating for MRTDs, through the MoU with ICAO on the 
TRIP Strategy implementation

Supporting biometric registration and digital identity 
systems for vulnerable migrants.

Promoting harmonization of travel document policies (TRIP 
Strategy), and national authorities.



Legal Identity and Regular Migration 
Pathways

• Migration and Mobility:

• Documentation is a prerequisite for applying for work visas, 
permits, or family reunification processes 

• Return and Reintegration: 

• In voluntary return operations, identity verification is 
essential for safe return and access to reintegration support 
in countries of origin 

• Preventing Irregularity: 

• Access to legal identity enables migrants to regularize their 
status, reducing reliance on smugglers or informal networks 



Regular Pathways, Migration Governance 
and Legal Identity

• Enhancing well-managed migration is key to preventing irregular 

migration, including through strategically and consistently 

addressing access to legal identity, both for migrants and for 

populations as a whole. 

• Legal identity facilitates regular migration channels, enhances 

the agency of all to exercise their rights, and enables rights-

based return. 



Legal Identity and Border Management

• Secure and Orderly Movement:

• Legal identity enables authorities to verify traveler identities, enhancing border 
security while respecting human rights 

• Interoperability:

• IOM promotes interoperable identity systems that allow states to exchange and 
validated information while protecting data privacy 

• Document recognition: 

• Harmonizing recognition of IDs, visas, and regularization documents to support 
regular migration pathways and regional mobility agreements



Legal Identity and Protection of Migrants

- Legal Identity is essential for safeguarding rights and 
protection of migrant

- Migrants face barriers in basic services due to lack of 
proof of legal identity including employment, financial 
services, healthcare and education

- Lack of proof of legal identity may increase vulnerability 
and risks to exploitation and exclusion



Thank You – Q&A

ngoncalves@iom.int
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