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EMIGRATION

FOREWORD

Migration has been one of the dominant topics in European politics and public debate in the past years. However the focus was mostly on immigration.
Until now much less attention has been paid to emigration. That has changed:
According to a 2019 survey conducted by the European Council of Foreign Relations, people in economically weaker regions of Europe now feel less threatened by immigration than by emigration.
Since 1989 there has been a huge loss of population in many countries of the
former “Eastern Bloc”. After the expansion of the EU to the East, an East-West
migration began, which has persisted for decades. And since the financial and
economic crisis many young and well-educated people in search of work have
left the countries in Southern Europe. This development poses great challenges for some European countries.
MIDEM takes up this change in perspective in its 2020 annual report and examines the extent, structure and development of emigration in the EU. Here
the countries of East-Central and Southern Europe are the focus. But also in
the former East Germany, due to the reunification in 1990, great social and
demographic changes have taken place. What are the political consequences;
how are outward migration and emigration discussed in public; is emigration
a driver for right-wing populist trends?
MIDEM is breaking new empirical ground. To date there has not been a comparative investigation of the emigration dynamics and the political handling
of them. The 2020 annual report therefore has an explorative character and
it will hopefully encourage discussion and further research. In any event, the
study contains surprising results, which do not confirm the occasionally expressed suppositions that it is emigration that is dividing Europe and providing impetus for right-wing populist movements. As always, here too the
relationships are more complex, more varied.
This annual report is the result of discussions which started following our
2019 study (“Migration and Europe”) and which were inspired not least by a
talk given by Ivan Krastev at MIDEM in November last year and the East-Central European problem perspective that he consistently pursued therein. This
report was written by members of the MIDEM staff with supplementary expertise provided by researchers associated with us. Many thanks go to all of
them and also to the editing and production team. In this year 2020, with its
pandemic-related difficulties, our work would not have been possible without
the generous and trusting support of Stiftung Mercator and the infrastructural support of TU Dresden. Our sincere thanks also go to them.

Prof. Dr. Hans Vorländer
Director
Mercator Forum Migration and Democracy (MIDEM)
TU Dresden

FINDINGS

While many Central and Eastern European countries have
experienced a remarkable loss of population since 1989, the
population in Northern and Western Europe has increased
rather than decreased. An important factor in this development is the East-West migration, which has persisted for
decades. It began with the collapse of the real-socialist systems and gained momentum with the EU enlargement.

The link between the migration balance and voting for
the AfD in general speaking more pronounced in Western
Germany than in Eastern Germany. With regard to Eastern
Germany, it is evident that it was not the outward migration immediately after the reunification that had a beneficial impact for the AfD in terms of election results, but the
out-migration since the turn of the millennium.

Emigration has been a major contributing factor to the
massive loss of population in many Central and Eastern
European countries. This development is strengthened by
the decline in birth rates as well as by a lack of immigration.
Furthermore, this imbalance exacerbates the shortage of
skilled workers in many places and poses great challenges
for the health care and pension systems.

Emigration is rarely purposefully politicized. It is rather
rare even for right-wing populist parties in Central, Eastern and Southern European countries to take up the topic
of emigration. Unlike the topic of immigration, emigration
hardly polarizes the European party landscapes.

If this trend continues the population in the former Eastern Bloc countries will continue to shrink considerably in
the future. According to prognoses, countries like Bulgaria
are likely to lose up to 20 percent of their population by
2050. The situation looks better for countries like Poland
and the Czech Republic, which have been receiving increasing numbers of immigrants for some years now.

FINDINGS

Regardless of party boundaries emigration is mostly portrayed as a social and economic problem. Left-wing parties
denounce in particular the high unemployment and precarious employment that force young people to emigrate.
The explanation of right-wing parties, on the other hand,
contains elements of a narrative of crisis or decline, according to which emigration can also be interpreted as proof of
the erosion of the cultural foundations of society.

In Southern Europe the emigration to the North of predominantly young people with higher formal education is
evidence of the consequences of the financial crisis and
persistent economic weakness. However, structural problems also drive people to leave their country. In particular
young people are affected by precarious employment conditions and low wages.

A much more positive tone prevails in political discourse
when dealing with compatriots living abroad. Cultural
frames are more important than socioeconomic ones in
the portrayal of the role of ‘diaspora’. Thus, fellow countrymen living abroad are often considered to be ‘intermediaries’ or ‘ambassadors’ of one’s own traditions and culture.
An issue that is politically controversial is the expansion of
the right to vote for citizens who live abroad.

In the public perception emigration did not play a big
role for a long time. That has changed. According to a survey, people in economically weaker EU countries now feel
less threatened by immigration than by emigration. Many
respondents would even approve of measures that make
it more difficult for their fellow citizens to emigrate.

Parallels between the emigration experiences of one’s
own population and those of today’s refugees are seldom
drawn by right-wing populist parties. On the contrary: In
particular in Central and Eastern European countries the
image of the hard-working emigrant is set against that of
the refugee taking advantage of the social system.

Right-wing populist parties in Europe do profit from
rising immigration from third countries, not however
from higher emigration rates. On the contrary: In places
increasingly affected by emigration, right-wing populists
performed worse in the last EU election. It is only in economically weak regions that there is a positive correlation
between a high emigration rate and the election results of
right-wing populist parties.

The temporary closure of national borders during the
Corona pandemic has shown how vulnerable migration
is, even in the EU. It affects emigration and immigration
between individual member states and especially those
workers who temporarily ‘commute’ across borders as
employees. The precarious situation of many employment
relationships in the EU has also become apparent in the
Corona crisis.

For Germany there is a positive correlation between the
overall migration balance (the difference between the inflow
rate and the outflow rate) and right-wing populist voting behavior: The more strongly a region was affected by outward
migration in the past three decades, the greater the tendency to vote for the AfD there. This effect can be observed independently of socioeconomic and sociodemographic factors.
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EMIGRATION IN EUROPE:
SOCIOECONOMIC AND POLITICAL CONSEQUENCES
In recent years migration was one of the dominant topics in European
politics. Strictly speaking, however, the focus was on only one side of
migration: immigration (particularly from non-European countries). The
topic of emigration attracted considerably less attention. This narrowing of
perspective becomes especially obvious at the European level: Emigration
is not mentioned explicitly in the EU treaties nor in the EU laws and it hardly
plays a role in the daily business of the EU. The center of attention is the
freedom of movement of persons, which embodies an essential component
of a unified Europe and is understood as an asset which promotes peace
and prosperity. If emigration is explicitly mentioned then it is with a nonEuropean dimension (in the context of the “root causes of flight” in Africa
and other regions where refugees originate from).
This thematic narrowness makes it clear just how much migration policy
and migration discourse in recent years reflect the perspective of Western
European immigration countries1. The EU accession of the countries from
Central and Eastern Europe in the years 2004 and 2007 did little to change
that. The accessions caused the net migration of many Central and Eastern
European countries to plummet into negative territory, yet did little to
change the general perception of the problem in the area of migration
policy. The conflict about the allocation of refugees after 2015 may have
also played a part in this: According to Eurobarometer the proportion of
respondents who named immigration as the most important problem
rose sharply in the wake of the ‘refugee crisis’, also in Central and Eastern
Europe (MIDEM 2018).
Since then the public interest has again shifted somewhat in favor of ‘homemade’ problems. A survey by the European Council of Foreign Research from
2019 shows that people in countries like Poland or Romania are more
concerned about emigration than immigration (Krastev et al. 2019). These
concerns are not unfounded. Although the total population of the EU has
increased a little in the last decades, in Central and Eastern Europe the
populations are rapidly declining in some instances (see Figure 1). Since
1989 2.5 million Poles have turned their back on their country. In the same
time the population of Bulgaria went from nearly 9 million back to 7. The
development in almost all Balkan and Baltic countries is similarly dramatic.
In Lithuania, for example, the population sank from 3.5 to 2.9 million.

EMIGRATION INCREASINGLY
PERCEIVED AS A PROBLEM

Due to emigration, but also because of low birth rates2 and a lack of
immigration, the demographic bleeding will also probably be difficult
to stop in the future in most Central and Eastern European countries.
According to prognoses made by the United Nations, the population in
Bulgaria will sink about 19 percent to 5 million in the coming 30 years. For
the other countries in the region the prognoses – with few exceptions – are
similar (see Figure 2). The profile of the emigrants also poses a problem
for most countries in the region: many young and highly qualified people
set off towards the West – with considerable consequences for the labor
market. The health sector is particularly affected. Some Central and Eastern

POPULATION IN CENTRAL
AND EASTERN EUROPE SHRINKS

1 Historically speaking, this is a relatively new development, after all during the 19th and early 20th
century European countries made enormous efforts to control or restrict the emigration of their
citizens (Torpey 2000, Mau et al. 2012, Angeli 2018).
2 In most EU Member States the fertility rate declined significantly between 1980 and 2000: By the year
2000 it had fallen under 1.30 in many Central and Eastern European states. Gradually it rose to over
1.30 again in almost all countries (Eurostat 2020).
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Fig. 1: Population development in the EU countries (2010-2019)

European countries are running too short of medical professionals to
maintain an adequate level of medical care across the country. Around
10 percent of the Romanian population no longer has access to adequate
medical care (Paun 2016).
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Like in most Central and Eastern European countries emigration is also
perceived as a problem in Southern Europe3. Here the high emigration
rate among young (and mostly well-qualified) people is an indication of
the precarious economic and social situation in the country. If many young
people emigrate from countries like Greece or Italy, then this is a clear sign
of an ongoing economic crisis and the associated high unemployment. Yet
also structural problems (low wages, precarious employment conditions
etc.) as well as the level of frustration about the lack of a career perspective
lead to many people from Southern Europe trying their luck in Germany
or England (Enriquez/Romera 2019). The coronavirus crisis has made the
consequences of outward migration of medical specialists for the health
sector glaringly apparent (Faus/Amante 2020). Especially in hospitals and
retirement homes the staffing level is low.

IN SOUTHERN EUROPE,
EMIGRATION IS A CRISIS
PHENOMENON

The upheavals that emigration causes in the communities of origin vary from
country to country. In many places it is almost exclusively the emigration of
the young and highly qualified that is bemoaned. In the political discourse
the talk is often of ‘brain drain’. However, the number of low-skilled workers
emigrating is also significant – primarily in countries like Romania and
Bulgaria. In addition, the departure of those employed in agriculture or the
building sector can have a negative impact on the labor market, especially
if there is a lack of people of working age in sparsely populated regions.
Thus, rural areas in Bulgaria or Romania are threatened by depopulation,
which also brings with it serious consequences for the infrastructure as
well as for the health, pension and education systems. The question as to
whether the money sent back by emigrants is capable of offsetting the loss
of human capital and workforce is also a point of controversy in migration
research and the field of economics (De Haas 2012). What is certain is that
remittances are a significant source of revenue in some countries. Based
on a measurement as a proportion of their gross domestic product (GDP) in
2019, Croatia (6.6 percent), Bulgaria (3.4 percent) and Romania (3.3 percent
of GDP) are among the largest recipients of remittances (Eurostat 2020).

FOCUS ON HIGHLY SKILLED

The negative consequences of emigration for the labor market are not
noticeable in all Central and Eastern European countries. The reason: Some
countries experience not only emigration but increasingly also immigration
from third countries like Ukraine. Proof of the economic upturn in
Poland and the Czech Republic is that they have recently developed from
emigration countries to emigration and immigration countries. Most
Southern European countries already went through this transition. What
stands out: many of the emigrants in these countries consist of former
immigrants as well as citizens with a migrant background. If these people
emigrate, this is often not reflected in the migration statistics. Furthermore,
they are afforded considerably less attention in media and politics. In
fact, the portrayal of emigration in most countries’ media is tied to the
image of a young and highly educated native. Emigrants with a migrant
background are often not viewed as nationals, but instead as returnees or
‘circular migrants’. In some instances this also applies to ethnic minorities in
Central and Eastern Europe. For example, in Romania for a long time it was
endeavored to not count the Roma originating from Romania and living in
Western and Southern Europe as part of one’s own emigration.

DISTORTED IMAGE IN THE MEDIA
AND IN POLITICAL DISCOURSE

Fig. 2: Projected population development in the EU countries (2020-2050)
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3 According to a survey, people in Italy and Spain are more concerned about the departure of their own
citizens than about the immigration of foreigners (Krastev et al. 2019).
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RIGHT-WING POPULISTS
GENERALLY DO NOT BENEFIT
FROM EMIGRATION

IN GERMANY:
MORE EMIGRATION MEANS
MORE VOTES FOR THE AFD

EMIGRATION:
HARDLY POLITICIZED

EMIGRATION:
SOCIO-ECONOMIC PROBLEM

What demographic fears can be triggered by a high emigration rate in
countries with low fertility and little immigration? Does the fear of population
loss fuel an illiberal revolt, as Ivan Krastev claimed (Krastev/Holmes 2019)?
Do these fears make emigration countries a fertile ground for right-wing
populists? The MIDEM annual report 2019 addressed a similar question.
It looked at the relationship between the rising immigration numbers and
the election results of right-wing populist parties (using the example of
Germany) (MIDEM 2019). In this year’s MIDEM annual report, however, the
question is: Are rising emigration numbers beneficial for right-wing populist
parties? The results show that a higher emigration rate does not generally
benefit right-wing populist parties. On the contrary: In places where more
people emigrate, they perform worse. However, there is an exception: In
economically weak regions right-wing populist parties profit from the high
emigration numbers of the native population.
For such regions, however, not only out-migration but also internal migration
poses a problem. With regard to Germany, the focus of the analysis was
therefore broadened and - at the level of counties and independent cities the general relationship between migration balance and right-wing populist
voting behavior was examined. Here, too, the analysis shows that the effects
of emigration can be quite different in different contexts. What applies
only to economically weak regions in the case of emigration abroad can be
observed for overall emigration in general: The more strongly a region was
affected by out-migration in the past three decades, the better the election
results of the right-wing populist parties there. This link between a district’s
net migration and right-wing populist voting behavior is not influenced
by factors like population density, age structure or unemployment rate.
In other words, socioeconomic and sociodemographic factors are not
decisive. What is also striking: The link between the migration rate and the
election results of the AfD is more pronounced in Western Germany than in
Eastern Germany. In Eastern Germany, however, more recent waves of outmigration (after 2000) have a sustainable effect. In the search for the causes
of right-wing populist electoral propensity, they are much more important
than, for example, the migration flows immediately after reunification.
Building on these results this annual report investigated whether the topic
of emigration is purposefully politicized by right-wing populist parties. The
investigation was carried out on the basis of nine European countries which
are comparatively strongly affected by emigration, or rather, which have a
negative net migration rate. The examination of these Central, Eastern and
Southern European countries shows that emigration is rarely deliberately
politicized. This also applies for right-wing populist parties. Unlike the
topic of immigration, emigration hardly polarizes the party landscapes.
Its salience in the party programs and parliamentary speeches is thus
comparatively low. It is only when the alleged inaction of the governments
in socioeconomic questions is criticized that the topic becomes polemically
charged. The general tenor of the criticism: the government is unable to
improve the economic situation and the quality of life and thereby reduce
emigration. In society, too, there are sporadic protests against the departure
of qualified workers and in particular medical personnel.
Characteristic for the political treatment of the topic of emigration is not
only the socioeconomic framing but also the negative or critical assessment
of it. Regardless of party boundaries, emigration is mostly not viewed as
a chance or as a valve for an overburdened labor market. Emigration is
always connected with something problematic. Left-wing parties denounce
in particular the high unemployment and precarious employment
conditions, which motivate young people to emigrate. Right-wing parties
see the causes of emigration – somewhat more generally – in the worsening
of living conditions in the country, with which they also mean intangible

living conditions like identification with the country and its culture. A
further difference: only right-wing populist parties like, for example, the
Italian party Lega and the Spanish Vox occasionally link emigration with
immigration. The link occurs within the framework of a dystopic narrative
of a loss of one’s home or a loss of cultural identity. It involves on the
one hand emigration and the falling birth rate and, on the other hand,
immigration of people who are ‘culturally foreign’. Right-wing populist
parties do not tend to draw parallels between the emigration experiences
of the native population and that of today’s refugees. On the contrary:
Above all in Central and Eastern European countries a clear distinction is
made between the image of the hard-working emigrant and that of the
refugee burdening the social system.
A different, much more positive tone prevails in the political discourse when
dealing with compatriots living in other countries (also called ‘diaspora’).
Here it becomes apparent that cultural frames are generally of greater
importance than socioeconomic ones. Fellow countrymen living abroad are
often portrayed as ‘ambassadors’ of one’s traditions and culture. Politicians
across the political divide demand that the relationships with the emigrants
are maintained and financially supported. Members of the diaspora can
contribute to acquainting people abroad with the language and culture of
their home. Furthermore, organized diaspora communities can deepen the
economic relationships between the sending and receiving countries, by,
for example, facilitating investments in their home countries.

DIASPORA
POSITIVELY FRAMED

Measures which limit the willingness to depart and thereby the mobility
of the country’s own population are very rarely the subject of emigration
policies. Especially in the Central and Eastern European countries the vast
majority of the population considers the regained freedom of movement
within Europe to be a great good which should not be infringed upon. Thus,
countries attempt to counteract the loss of specialists by other means:
Firstly, incentives to stay are created (for example by raising the level of
remuneration for systemically relevant professions), secondly, attempts are
already being made to motivate emigrants to return by means of financial
support. In most cases such measures prove to be ineffective because they
do not change the socioeconomic causes of emigration. What seems much
more effective, on the other hand, are measures which are intended to
strengthen the relationship with the citizens living abroad. These provisions
cover in particular rights and obligations in the context of citizenship policy
(among them in particular the right to vote) as well as instruments for a
better socioeconomic integration in the country of origin or the destination
country (e.g. with regard to taxation and the recognition of qualifications).

HARDLY ANY MEASURES
TO REDUCE EMIGRATION

In view of the different national interests, the EU is the appropriate political
level to tackle problems in the European countries of origin resulting from
emigration in the context of the free movement of workers in the EU. These
problems could exacerbate not only the economic but also the political
differences between and within European regions. Particularly in the
economically weaker regions, from which mostly young and well-educated
people emigrate, right-wing populists can rise up to be the mouthpiece
of those “left behind”. And yet the consequence cannot therefore be
the restriction of European free movement of workers. On the contrary:
dealing with the negative consequences of emigration and out-migration
is of prime importance if the European freedom of movement is not to
become the trigger for new divisions between the West and the East and
between the North and the South of Europe.

EU: EMIGRATION
IMPORTANT IN THE FUTURE
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