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Introduction  
 
Migration is a rising issue on the policy agenda in Ireland and in most European 
countries, not only for politicians but also for social partners, the media, civil society 
and for many ordinary citizens and employees. Policymakers and the general public 
are confronted with a substantial degree of confusion related to issues of migration:  

 
• Concepts are vague and unclear;  
• Statistics are partial and sometimes contradictory;  
• The picture presented of population movements is incomplete and 

misrepresents the complexity of migration;  
• The strong dynamics of migration flows are often not recognised;  
• Arguments for and against migration issues are based either on fear and 

prejudice against foreigners or naïve ideas of an easy path towards a 
multicultural society1. 

 
Migration is part of a wider concept of human mobility related to the place of  
residence of an individual or a family. It includes emigration and immigration, target 
and sending countries. It covers third country nationals moving into the EU and the 
mobility of Europeans between the 25 Member States of the EU. It ranges from 
temporary short time movement, e.g. of seasonal workers to long term and permanent 
migration. It covers legal and illegal migrants. It includes groups differentiated by 
various reasons for migration: labour, family unification, asylum2. Finally it defines 
legal migrants through their nationality (foreign residents) or through their place of 
birth (foreign born population). 
 
Some important issues arising from migration are: 
 

• Trends towards increasing feminisation of migration 
• Youth and brain drain from the sending countries 
• Discrimination against migrants in receiving countries 
• Integration of migrants in host societies 

 
Migrants and migration: the views of European citizens 
 
The public discourse on migration in Europe takes place in the context of an 
increasing concern in the former EU15 about the presence of foreigners. In 2001 more 
than half of the population (52%) of Europe felt there were ‘too many’ foreigners in 
Europe, only one third felt the numbers were ‘about right’ (EEIG 2001: 137). Not 
surprisingly, the European Commission’s Eurobarometer survey shows a wide variety 
of attitudes between the 15 countries, ranging from two thirds in Italy to one fifth in 
Finland, who observed too many foreigners in their country.  In Ireland the figure was 
35%, significantly lower than the EU average and the third lowest figure overall. 
In the European Foundation’s Quality of life survey carried out in 28 European 
countries in 2003, nearly half of the interviewees (44%) were concerned about 

                                                 
1 See e.g. Salt 2005.  
2 Additional reasons for migration would include retirement and education. 
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tensions based on the ethnical and racial segmentation in their society. Overall such a 
divide is regarded as the most important societal dividing line in an enlarged EU. In 
comparison only one third saw tensions in society based on the relationship between 
management and workers or between rich and poor as significant in their country. 
Ireland, with 46%, is close to the EU average. 
 
A 2004 Eurostat survey in 31 major European cities identifies major integration 
deficits among migrants. Around 50% of the citizens interviewed saw a lack of 
integration of migrants (Eurostat 2004: 15). In Dublin 54% saw significant integration 
deficits. 
 
This perception of migrants is often accompanied by sensational and prejudiced 
reporting in the press and other media. It influences admission and integration policy 
to a significant extent, which varies between the Member States. 
 
EU policy agenda on migration 
This paper aims to provide a brief overview on migration in the European context. 
What are the key concerns of European migration policy?3 
 
Most European countries have changed from a sending to a receiving area of 
migration. This raises, among others, the following issues  
 

• Admission policy towards third country nationals 
• Challenges of how to deal with asylum seekers and illegal migrants 
• Development of an effective integration policy as part of a social inclusion 

strategy  
• Provision of a close link between admission and integration policy 

 
An admission policy is closely related to important labour market issues.  Europe 
needs to identify future skill needs and to develop a targeted immigration policy. 
Within this context it has to consider increasing worldwide competition for highly 
qualified people. Therefore many European countries discuss the introduction of a 
green card system for highly qualified third country nationals. 
 
Other labour market challenges relate directly to the implementation of the Lisbon 
agenda: 
 

• How to better activate migrants living in the EU25 to participate in paid 
employment?  

• How to increase the particularly low employment rate of migrant women? 
• How to cope with the emerging reduction of labour supply in the EU25 of 20 

million employees between 2010 and 2030? Can negative effects on the 
overall growth rate, which may fall below 1%, be compensated by 
productivity and labour force participation or do we need substantive labour 
migration to compensate for the reduction of labour supply? 
 

Another policy concern is demographic ageing in Europe. To what extent can the 
expected decline of the population in Europe up to 2050 be mitigated by increased 
                                                 
3 For more detail see European Commission 2003a and 2004. 
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inward migration into the EU? Existing predictions forecast a need for very 
substantial inward migration. Most policymakers and researchers, however, identify, 
the lack of absorption capacity of such huge quantities of new migrants in most 
European host societies. 
 
With the accession of ten new Member States (NMS) and the forthcoming accession 
of Bulgaria and Romania in 2007, major concerns were raised with regard to 
unrestricted labour mobility in an enlarged EU. Therefore transition arrangements 
were agreed, which restrict free labour mobility from the NMS to the former EU15 
countries of up to seven years after accession. Three countries (Ireland, UK and 
Sweden), however, have granted free mobility after the 1 May, 2004. 
 
Global migration trends for the EU25 
Providing a statistical overview on numbers, flows and structure of the migrant 
population in the EU25 is fraught with difficulties of comparability due to different 
concepts and definitions of migration and the lack of data in certain countries. 
 
Numbers of migrants 
As far as the numbers of migrants is concerned,4 the European Commission (2004) 
estimates for the year 2001 are 15 million non nationals in 17 out of the 25 EU 
countries. In the remaining eight countries, no comparable statistics are available. 
This 15 million represents 5% of the total population. Transposing this percentage 
onto the total EU25 population would lead to an estimated 22.8 million migrants in 
the EU25.   
 
The OECD (2003) estimates similar figures for 2001. It identifies 20.7 million 
migrants in the EEA area, which amounts to 5.7% of the total population. Transposed 
onto the EU25, this would lead to around 26 million migrants. The OECD figure 
varies partly from that of the European Commission as it uses a mixed concept of 
foreign residents and the foreign-born population. 
 
A definition of immigrants using the criteria of foreign birth is used by the migration 
research group (MIG 2004) in a study for the European Commission. It combines 
information from the European Labour Force survey with UN population data and 
data from national censuses and population registers. In this way it estimates there are 
between 34 and 37 million foreign born migrants in the EU25. This includes an 
estimate of around 1.5 million in the NMS. Overall it leads to a share of around 8% in 
the total EU25 population. 
 
In conclusion, these figures provide no precise information but an estimated range of 
relative and absolute numbers. The relative share of migrants in the EU25 varies 
between 5 and 8% of the total population. In absolute terms estimates vary between 
23 and 37 million. As this wide a range leaves a significant degree of uncertainty for 
policymakers, the European Commission and Eurostat have started an initiative to 
collect more reliable and more comparable statistics on migrants in the EU Member 
States.  
 
 

                                                 
4 Defined as legal foreigners living in the country. 
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EU versus third country nationals 
The concept of legal foreigner is based on nationality of another EU Member State or 
of a country outside of the EU (‘third country’). Looking at the distribution of legal 
migrants in the EU25, the Commission (2004: 12) estimates that one third are EU 
citizens, who live in a foreign country and that two thirds are third country nationals 
living in one of the Member States. 
 
Flows and reasons for migration 
The European Commission estimates for 2003 a net migration flow of 2.2 migrants 
per 1000 inhabitants. This would amount to a net migration of around one million to 
the EU25 (European Commission 2003a: 9). The figures of MIG (2004:5) for the 
EEA countries (including EU25) and for Switzerland are significantly higher with a 
rate of 3.7 migrants per 1000 population.  
 
What are the drivers of the yearly inflows of migrants according to major types of 
migration? MIG (2004: 6) estimates that in 2004, 40% of total inflow is labour 
migration, 30% is migration related to family reunion and the remaining 30% covers 
asylum seekers and refugees5.  
 
A historic perspective 
At the beginning of the third millennium, Europe, with North America, (US and 
Canada) has become the major destination for immigration. This contrasts sharply 
with world-wide migration trends between 1750 and 1960. For more than 200 years, 
Europe was the prime source region of world migration. It sent, in this period, around 
70 million people abroad, which represented around a third of its population growth. 
This trend was broken at various points in time between the end of the 1950s and the 
beginning of the 1990s in different parts of the EU6. 
 
International comparisons 
How do migration inflows into Europe compare with other parts of the OECD? In a 
presentation in Paris in 2005, the OECD provides an overview on the trend of annual 
immigration between 1985 and 2003 of its major regions and countries. Relative to 
the situation in 1985, the EEA (including the EU25 but without Germany) had the 
highest increase in inward migration of approximately 425%, whereas the US had an 
increase of approximately 125%. This time period also shows that the general trends 
between the different regions was fairly similar between 1985 and 1995, i.e., the 
massive increase in European inward migration started in the second half of the 1990s 
and continued into the new millennium. 
 
Comparing the numbers of migrants in the US with that of the EU25 in 2002/2003, 
both areas have similar absolute figures of between 34 to 36 million. However, the US 
has, with 11.5%, a significantly higher share than the EU with between 7.5 and 8% 
(MIG 2004: 5). 
 
Illegal (undocumented) migration  

                                                 
5 These data do not include seasonal and temporary migrants and cover only the EU15. 
6 More detail is presented below. 
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The extent of illegal migration or undocumented migrants is difficult to measure. 
According to estimates given by Le Figaro (2004: 4) the nine largest former EU15 
Member States would have between 4.4 and 5.5 million illegal migrants. Transposing 
these figures to the EU25 would give an estimate of between 6 to 8 million 
undocumented migrants. 
 
Another way to estimate the number of illegal migrants is through the number of 
migrants included in regularisation programmes, particularly in Southern Europe and 
in France and Belgium. Since the 1970s, the EU Member States regularised 3.5 
million persons, most of them in recent years.7 
 
Specific trends for country groupings in the EU 
 
Net-migration 
A first trend is the timing of transition from net-sending to net-receiving country and 
the related changing policy requirements. Most central, continental and northern 
European countries and the UK first experienced significant immigration in the 
second half of the 1950s or beginning of the 1960s. Most of the migration was South-
North in Europe. The Southern Member States of the EU and Ireland experienced the 
same 30 years later, at the beginning of or in the mid-1990s. The main inward 
migration movement in the Southern Member States came from Africa and in 
particular from Northern Africa, whereas Ireland saw a significant proportion of 
return migration from the UK and North America. The NMS, which joined the EU in 
May 2004, have nearly completed their transition phase. In 2003, only the three Baltic 
countries and Poland have a small negative migration balance. Following the general 
trend one can predict that in the near future all NMS will have a positive net-
migration balance. The influx in the NMS is coming mainly from the Eastern 
neighbouring countries and from the former Russian Soviet countries. 
 
Pattern of migration 
There is a strong variation in country groupings related to the pattern of migration, if 
one distinguishes between labour migration, family unification and asylum seekers. 
Considering the results of the European Commission (2003: 186) and of the OECD, 
(2003: 33) a distinct pattern emerges for Northern and Southern EU Member States. 
Scandinavian countries, Germany and The Netherlands have a high percentage of 
total inward migration related to family unification and a smaller percentage related to 
the provision of asylum. All countries have a low proportion of labour migration of 
below 10%. At the other extreme are the Southern European countries, Italy, Spain 
and Portugal, where the proportion of labour migration is between 40 and 60%. Only 
Spain has a significant proportion of family unification, which is of the same 
magnitude as labour migration. The UK is difficult to judge due to conflicting 
information. The OECD reports a share of labour migration well above 50%, whereas 
the European Commission gives a figure of 27%. 
 
These results have some policy relevance. Firstly, they show that guest worker 
schemes operated by many continental and Northern European Member States in the 
1960s and 70s triggered sizeable secondary migration. Secondly, labour market 
analysis shows that the higher the share of immigrants recruited for employment 

                                                 
7 Between 1995 and 2002 alone 2.5 million people were regularised. 
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purposes, and the lower the share of refugees and secondary migrants means there is 
more likely to be successful labour market integration and performance of migrants 
(European Commission 2003: 195). 
 
Number of illegal migrants 
There are also significant differences with regard to the estimated number of illegal or 
undocumented migrants. These estimates are based on a report in Figaro (2004). For 
Germany it estimates between 0.5 and 1.5 million illegal migrants.8 In Spain, Greece 
and the UK, the figure is around one million. France and Italy host between 0.3 and 
0.4 million undocumented migrants. The Netherlands, Belgium and Portugal have an 
estimate of below 100,000.  
 
Another indication of the extent of illegal migration is the number of migrants who 
were naturalised in large scale regularisation campaigns, particularly in the Southern 
Member States from the end of the 1990s onwards. Greece regularised more than 
700,000, Italy 460,000, Spain 300,000 and Portugal 140,000 previously illegal 
migrants. 
 
The policy relevance of these measures is that those are the countries increasingly 
targeted by illegal migrants, hoping for future regularisation. In this way, the Southern 
Member States become stepping stone countries for entry into the EU followed by 
onward migration into other parts of the EU after naturalisation. 
 
Share of migrants of the total population 
The challenges of combining immigration and integration policies are directly related 
to the proportion of migrants in the total population of the host country. This analysis 
is based on OECD statistics (2003: 308) and identifies several patterns: 
 

• Very high percentage in Luxembourg (38%) 
• High percentage (8–9%): Austria, Germany, Belgium  
• Medium percentages (4–5%): Ireland, UK, Sweden 
• Low percentage: (2–3%): Portugal, Finland, Italy 
• Low-low: Slovakia, Hungary (around 1%) 

 
Labour market performance of third country nationals 
A major concern for policymakers and social partners is the integration of migrants 
into the host society and its labour market. The following is mainly based on analysis 
of the European Commission (2003) on immigration and employment in the EU, 
published as part of the 2003 report on Employment in Europe. It only covers the 
former EU15 countries. 
 
Overall employment rate 
The employment rate of non-EU nationals is on average significantly lower than that 
for EU nationals. In 2002, the employment rate for EU nationals was 66%, while the 
rate for non-EU nationals was 53%. This is a difference of 13 percentage points (pp). 
 
In the EU15, Belgium has a 30pp difference, the highest employment rate of EU 
nationals and non-nationals. Strong differences of over 20pp can be found in 

                                                 
8 Some sources estimate around 0.5 million illegal Polish citizens in Germany in 2005. 
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Denmark, The Netherlands, Sweden and France, whereas differences of under 10pp 
are found in Ireland and Luxembourg. Hence there is a great variation in the degree of 
labour market integration in the various countries of the EU. 
 
Employment rates for women 
In 2002, the relative employment rate of non-EU women (41%) is, with an 18pp 
difference, low in comparison with EU women (59%). The difference in the male 
employment rate is only 10pp. A comparison with the situation in 1992 shows that the 
employment gap for non-EU women has actually slightly increased in 2002 (+3pp). 
Particularly low employment rates for women from Muslim countries are recorded: 
the rate for women from Morocco and Algeria is between 21/22% and for Turkish 
women around 32%.  
 
On the basis of these results one may argue that migrant women are lagging behind in 
labour market integration. This, however, is not the case in Southern Europe. In 
Spain, Greece and Portugal, the employment rate of migrant women is higher than 
that of nationals. 
 
Unemployment rate 
The overall unemployment rate for non-EU nationals in 2002 was 16% and with 8pp 
was double the unemployment rate of EU nationals.  
 
The strongest country difference was, not surprisingly, in Belgium with 25pp. France 
also had 17pp, a relatively large differential. The other extreme is represented by 
Greece with hardly any difference in the unemployment rate of both groups. Figures 
for Ireland were not given. 
 
Skills and sector 
One important reason for the disadvantageous situation of migrants on the labour 
market is their level of education. Among migrants, 35% of the population between 
18–24 years of age have lower secondary education and are not in further education 
and training. This is more than double the number of EU nationals (17%).  
 
A reason for the relatively low wage levels of migrants is the high numbers in 
particular sectors. The highest number of migrants are employed in manufacturing 
and retail. But, more significant, is the difference in the distribution between sectors 
of EU and non-EU employees. The highest differential between the two groups can be 
found in hotels and restaurants and in private households. In both sectors the relative 
share of non-EU nationals is more than three times the number of nationals.  
 
Labour market mobility between the EU15 and NMS 
 
Policy concerns and predictions 
The enlargement of the EU15 after the 1 May 2004 raised the issue of free labour 
mobility. In Spring 2004, the issue became political. Alarmist figures were given in 
the media and by certain political parties. For example: ‘Millions of Eastern 
Europeans are sitting on their suitcases’; ‘Hundreds of thousands of Roma will invade 
Europe immediately after enlargement’; ‘large numbers of welfare tourists are due to 
arrive’. 
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Quantitative predictions also varied wildly. A strong mainstream based on various 
methods predicted a minor increase, but a minority predicted larger increases. Most 
researchers predicted a 1–1.5% rate of migration of the population in the NMS over 
five years and a rate of 3–4% in the longer term (up to 2030)9. 
 
This political debate has calmed down due to the fact that 12 of the 15 EU Member 
States are taking the option of a transition period of up to seven years to protect their 
national labour markets.  
 
Inflows into countries, which opened their borders 
The following are the figures for migrant flow into the UK, Ireland and Sweden, 
countries who opened their labour markets after enlargement? 
  
United Kingdom 
The UK saw, between May and December 2004, a net increase of migrants from the 
NMS of 130,000. The inflow de-accelerated over time, as the highest inflow was from 
May to September with 90,000. In December 2004 only 8,000 additional Eastern 
European migrants entered the British labour market.  
 
The socio-demographic structure and the sector distribution confirmed expectations. 
Inward migration from the NMS was mainly based on young and single persons 
without any gender effect. Most migrants found work in the hospitality, catering, 
health and construction sector. Most of them have fixed term or temporary work 
contracts. In addition, is it important to note that 40 to 45% of newly registered 
migrants from the NMS in the second half of 2004 lived already in the UK before 1 
May 2004. 
 
The effects and consequences of these measures were, along with others, a phasing 
and downsizing of quota systems in various sectors in the UK towards third country 
nationals and an estimated contribution to GDP of £240 million in 2004. 
 
How to comment these developments: 
 

• There was a higher than predicted initial flow into the UK, which was swiftly 
decreasing overtime. 

• It is difficult to compare actual migration inflow with previous predictions, as 
those predictions were based on assumptions of free mobility in all countries 
from 1 May 2004, which are not fulfilled.  

• The opening up of the labour market after the 1 May 2004 had an important 
regularisation function and it resulted in significant contributions to tax 
revenue, social welfare contributions and GDP. 

 
Ireland 
As far as Ireland is concerned the opening up of the labour market led to increase of 
around 50,000 net migrants from the NMS between May and December 2004. Up to 
February 2005 an additional 10,000 workers entered Ireland from new Eastern 
Member States. How many of those lived before in Ireland is not known, but it is 
estimated that around a quarter or third of them lived previously in Ireland. Most of 
                                                 
9 More detail see Krieger 2004. 
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the new workers from the NMS are employed in the construction, catering and 
hospitality sector. 
 
As far as the country of origin is concerned, we have detailed information on its 
structure for the period May to December 2004. In this period, one finds the 
following:  
 

• Poland: 33,000 
• Lithuania: 15,000 
• Latvia: 7,000 
• Slovakia: 6,000 

 
Sweden 
For Sweden, we have only limited information. In 2003 around 2000 migrants from 
the NMS worked in Sweden. This number had increased by the end of 2004 to 4000. 
 
Structure of migrants from NMS 
Survey data and recent information on real migration flows from the NMS, Bulgaria, 
Romania and Turkey, into the EU15 show an over-representation of young and 
qualified people: groups 16–24 or 25–34 (e.g. in Turkey), students, and people with 
university degrees in some countries.  
 
Within the NMS, there is a stronger feminisation of migration. Gender is, with the 
exception of Poland, no longer a significant factor in relation to the intention to 
migrate and in certain countries the relative percentage of women who want to 
migrate is higher than the percentage of men.   
 
Long-term prospects of migration in a global context 
Based on the analysis of the Migration Department of the ILO, the long-term pressure 
of inward migration into the developed countries will remain a major challenge over 
the years to come because of the following factors:10    
 

• The difference in GDP per capita in the 20 richest and 20 poorest countries has 
widened significantly from the beginning of the 1960s to the period 2000–
2002. Whereas the GDP per capita in the poorest countries remained more or 
less stable, per capita in the richest countries it has tripled. Where the 
difference previously was 11,000 US Dollars, it has risen in 2000 to 32,000 
US Dollars. 

• At the same time income inequalities on the national level have significantly 
increased. Out of 73 countries surveyed, 48 had increased income inequalities 
from the 1960s to the 1990s. Most of them represented developing and 
transitional countries. 

• The number of people living on less than one dollar per day is very high and 
has increased between 1990 and 2000 in sub-Saharan Africa, in Northern 
Africa and in Eastern Europe.  These parts of the world are the most important 
sending areas of third country migrants for the EU. 

 

                                                 
10 See the presentation of Manolo Abella in March 2005 in Paris. 
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