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Introduction 
The present report was generated in the frame of the transnational Creative Europe project 

FAIDRA - Family Separation through Immigration: Dramatising Anecdotal European 

History , and aims to draw the ñbackgroundò to immigration from and to the countries 

participating in the project, focusing in the period from 1990 to the present day. Within the 

partnership, there are 3 in-migration ïi.e. ñreceivingò countries, namely Greece, Sweden and 

Italy; and 3 out-migration ïi.e. forwarding countries, namely Bulgaria, Poland and Romania. 

Although the receiving, in this context, partner countries have in the past experienced 

themselves strong waves of outward migration, during the 1990s and the beginning of the 21
st
 

century they experienced a significant wave of incoming migration from Eastern European 

countries. The trigger for these waves of immigration from the Eastern European countries 

was the fall of the communist regimes and the transition to democracy that resulted to a 

period of economic crisis and high unemployment rates, as well as their accession to the 

European Union that enabled their citizens to move freely across the EU.  

The present report is based mostly on existing statistics and bibliography or other published 

documents for the countries of the partnership, and focuses on important aspects of 

immigration that together draw the picture: 

¶ Reason for migrating, i.e. finding employment, family issues, better living conditions 

etc. 

¶ Time-period of migration, waves of migration. 

¶ Gender of the migrants; different circumstances in the forwarding and/or receiving 

countries led to mostly feminine or mostly masculine immigration waves. 

¶ Age groups of the migrants; certain migration waves are characterized by mainly 

younger or older migrants.  

¶ Family status of the migrants, i.e. their place in a nuclear family.   

¶ Education level of the migrants ï i.e. not able to read/write, primary education, 

secondary education, higher education etc. 

¶ Place where migrants live and work in the host country, i.e. concentration in urban 

centres, regional concentration etc. 

In order to allow for a deeper analysis, the participating countries in the project have been 

paired for the purposes of the research, according to their immigration history: 

ü Bulgaria ï Greece: The neighboring Greece was a favorite destination for Bulgarian 

immigrants, due to the close proximity to home, higher incomes and demand for 

workforce in the fields of personal care and tourism. 

ü Poland ï Sweden: The available employment opportunities in the booming Swedish 

economy, as well as the direct connection by ferry, led a great number of Polish 

immigrants to Sweden. 

ü Romania ï Italy: The common roots of the Italian and Romanian languages (latin) 

that made it easier for Romanians to overcome the so-called language barrier, 

together with the opportunities for employment and higher incomes, led to 

Romanians being nowadays the largest foreign ethnic community in Italy. 

The main findings of the research on immigration between the set pairs of countries are 

presented in the following chapters. The full reports by each partner country are included in 

the Annex. 
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Immigration from Bulgaria to Greece 
After the fall of the Communist regime in Bulgaria (November 1989), Bulgaria became a 

country that exported workforce to the United States of America, to Canada and to European 

countries. As was often the case during that period, Bulgaria faced the financial crisis of the 

transitional period and the rapid increase in unemployment and inflation, but Bulgarian 

citizens were given the right to freely exit the country for the first time. One of the first ï and 

relatively easy to access and ñcheaperò ï destinations for Bulgarian immigrants was Greece, 

which then welcomed 7.1% of the total population of Bulgarian immigrants. The main reason 

for this preference was the shorter distance in comparison to other destinations; consequently, 

transport expenses are much lower and the safety of return is much higher, an important fact 

in cases of immigrants who left underage children and family behind.  

The Bulgarian community in Greece is the second largest immigrant community, following 

that of Albanians, and its presence in Greece had already begun in the early 90s. There were 3 

major waves of Bulgarian immigration into Greece:  

¶ The first wave of Bulgarian immigrants intro Greece took place around 1992-1993 

and was based on entering the country legally, through tourism agencies. Bulgarian 

immigrants would enter Greece legally as ñtouristsò with group visas and remained in 

Greece as illegal immigrants. The number of Bulgarian immigrants that entered 

Greece in that first wave is estimated at around 7.000. A few years later, around 1997, 

that immigration wave was amplified as a result of declining living conditions in 

Bulgaria and a Greek law that was adopted at the end of 1996 and aimed at 

ñlegalisingò (under specific conditions) the individuals that were residing within the 

Greek borders.  

¶ The second wave of influx of Bulgarian immigrants took place during the period of a 

second effort by the Greek government to legalise individuals illegally residing in 

Greece, in 2001.  

¶ The third and final, to date, massive wave was recorded during the period of 

accession of Bulgaria to the EU. According to data of the Greek Ministry of the 

Interior, during the 2007-2009 period, 132,935 residence and labour permits were 

issued to Bulgarian and Romanian citizens in Greece (as compared to 314,460 to 

Albanians). 

The majority of the Bulgarian community is comprised of women, while the average age is 

slightly higher than that of most immigrants residing in Greece. Most Bulgarian immigrants 

are graduates of secondary education, while most of them residing in urban centres and are 

employed in cleaning and elderly care services. Throughout rural regions of Greece, a 

significant percentage of the Bulgarian population is employed in agriculture / stock-breeding 

and in tourism.  

The immigration from Bulgaria to Greece adopts the following distinct characteristics: 

¶ The reason for migrating is the usual suspect: economic problems. The overwhelming 

majority of Bulgarian immigrants into Greece decided to migrate in order to find a 

job that would allow them to support their families back home and achieve better 

living conditions for themselves. The grave economic developments in Bulgaria 
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following the transition from communism to democracy, resulted to acute economic 

problems and insecurity about the future of themselves and their families.  

¶ The decision for migrating was in most cases a conscious family decision. The 

family, in an effort to act in the face of acute economic problems or to secure its 

financial future and living conditions in Bulgaria, decided that one or both parents 

would migrate. Greece was an obvious destination, being closer to home and offering 

higher salaries even to unskilled labour. Being separated from the family was painful, 

however the immigrant had a duty towards their family members to provide for their 

future. 

¶ The Bulgarian immigration into Greece has a gender, and it is female. At the time of 

the first wave of Bulgarian immigrants, most jobs that addressed low-skilled or 

unskilled men were already taken up by Albanian immigrants who had massively 

immigrated to Greece earlier. However, there was an existing and growing demand 

for women to work in elderly care, child care, domestic help, and in low skill jobs in 

the tourism sector (working in the kitchen of restaurants, cleaning in hotels, etc.). 

That demand made it easier for women to find work in Greece, and send the message 

to those who would follow. The women (daughters, wives and mothers) that had 

migrated to Greece were responsible for supporting their family back home 

financially. In time, some were able to bring their family to Greece with them 

(especially their children). 

¶ The Bulgarian immigrants that arrived, especially with the first immigration wave in 

the 1990s, were educated and skilled, working in Bulgaria as employees in the public 

and private sector. However, the language barrier led them to find work in low-skilled 

or unskilled positions, very often living at the home of their employer. This may 

explain the harder and more painful adaptation faced by the first wave of Bulgarian 

immigrants. Their adaptation was not facilitated by their legal status in Greece (illegal 

residence and employment) or the nature of their work, where the private premises of 

their employers were the workspace of Bulgarian female immigrants. Other 

difficulties included the complete lack of knowledge of the Greek language and the 

lack of organisation of the Bulgarian community, apart from employment agencies 

formed to serve the needs of transporting illegal workers (with the participation of 

Bulgarians in their establishment and operation) and ï as was expected ï the 

ferocious exploitation of immigrants. The departure of women from their families 

was particularly painful, as they left underage children and elderly parents behind. 

¶ In time, learning the Greek language and acquiring a legal status, allowed many 

Bulgarian immigrants to officially recognize their degrees and qualifications, as well 

as develop networks and manage to incorporate into the Greek labour market better. 

There are still exploitation phenomena in employment, however nowadays the 

Bulgarian immigrants are better protected by the law due to their legal working 

status. 

¶ The relationship between Bulgarian immigrants and Greeks at a personal/individual 

level could be characterized as ambiguous. It is characteristic that despite the 

consciously dichotomous question posed in a survey among Bulgarian immigrants 

ñName some adjectives to characterize Greeks and some to characterize Bulgariansò, 

the majority of interviewees refused to enter this dichotomy. In several cases, the 

Greek employer or former Greek employers were cited as the first option for help. 

However, the relationship between Bulgarians and Greeks (individuals) can be 

described as ambiguous, due to the usual perception of Bulgarians as unequal or non-
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equivalent by a large percentage of Greeks. There are characteristic cases of 

Bulgarian women who chose to work for less pay, but for employers who would 

address them as ñMrs. So-and-soò or would speak to them using the plural, as the 

Bulgarian women did to them. 

Nowadays, and despite the ongoing economic recession in Bulgaria, Greece is no longer an 

attractive destination for Bulgarian immigrants due to the serious economic crisis the country 

is going through and the great unemployment rates. Moreover, following the accession of 

Bulgaria into the EU, the Bulgarian citizens are free to move in all EU countries and seek 

better living conditions in more economically developed European countries. 

 

Immigration from Poland to Sweden 
Poland is a country with a tradition of migration that is embedded in the everyday life of 

generations of Poles. Indeed it is estimated that one in 10 Polish households has a member 

with experience of migration. Until 1989 and the democratic transition from the communist 

era, the migration had more often political background, however since the democratic 

transition and especially the accession of Poland to the European Union in 2004 the 

emigration of Poles was fueled by mainly economic reasons. After Poland entering the 

Schengen Zone, the Polish emigration, due to its scale, was named ñthe exodusò. According 

to national census, today more than 2 million Poles are migrants. The most common 

destination are other EU countries (81,5% of all migrants migrate to EU), among them the 

UK, Germany, Ireland, Holland are most often the choice. Sweden ranks 9
th
 among EU 

destination countries. It is estimated that approximately 100.000 Poles have immigrated to 

Sweden, most of them economic migrants. Immigration from Poland to Sweden indeed 

peaked after Poland joined the EU; in the year 2000 the number of Polish immigrants into 

Sweden was smaller than from 17 other countries, but in 2007, the only country that had a 

larger immigration into Sweden was Iraq. It is even so that the increase in Polish migration 

into Sweden started at the same month as the EU membership took effect. 

Although we can generally observe a feminization of migration from Poland (slightly more 

women than men migrate) available data on migration to Sweden shows a slight prevalence of 

men who chose to migrate to Sweden (53%). Post-accession migration is characterized by 

young age, high skills and an urban character of migration. The vast majority (84%) of Polish 

migrants in Sweden have at least completed secondary education. The family status of 

migrants varies; among them 45% are married and 7% divorced, and there is also a 

substantial number of single migrants (34%), that is higher than in general Polish population. 

The Polish National Census data shows that most migrants (73%) left Poland in order to find 

better employment (44% in 2002). One third of migrant workers left the country because of 

higher earnings, while 31% point to the difficulty in finding a job in Poland. Regarding 

migration to Sweden the main reason is work (75%), the second being family issues ï family 

unification (16%). The analysis of causes which takes into account the length of the stay 

shows that family issues are more commonly the cause to migrate when migrants stay in 

Sweden more than one year. Most Poles migrate to Sweden from northern regions of Poland, 

namely Pomerania and West Pomerania due to geographical proximity to Sweden and 

available ferry transfer (cheaper option to air travel). A common region of migration from 

Poland to Sweden is also Lesser Poland (10%).  
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Qualitative studies reveal many intersectional factors that influence migration processes e.g. 

gender, religion or parental roles. The research shows that geographical distance does not 

equal division of family but reconfiguration of family practices. Moreover, families of 

immigrants are also diversified by who of the family members migrates. Different social 

expectations towards motherhood and fatherhood result in different migration patterns. In the 

case of women, they try to provide both emotional and financial safety, while fathers take 

mainly the role of the breadwinner although there is an emerging trend of men engaging in 

caring practices. Two approaches to migrating women exist: on the one hand, the 

deterministic discourse of ñEuro-orphansò is focused on the risk that the migration of mothers 

creates for the children. On the other hand, research in non-deterministic approach shows that 

migration is a potential risk but there are many other factors that influence the family 

situation. The extensive qualitative research on Polish female migrants highlights that usually 

they decide to migrate when the situation is economically very difficult, in opposition to male 

migration that is decided upon earlier. Moreover, other reasons for migrating are: experienced 

domestic violence in the context of lack of institutional support, labour market discrimination 

or in case of LGBT experiences of homophobia and an expectation of lower social stigma in 

the hosting country.  

Polish migrants engage in global care chain practices. It typically constitutes of an older 

daughter from a poor family who cares for her siblings while her mother works as a nanny 

caring for the children of a migrating nanny who, in turn, cares for the child of a family in a 

hosting country. But it is not always the case ï sometimes women migrants renegotiate social 

expectations of their care work, for example over aging parents and send remittances to their 

home country and deliver it to elderly parents. 

The majority of Poles in Sweden are employed in the private sector. There is a significantly 

smaller portion that can be found in municipal and state sectors. The big difference between 

the Poles and Sweden as a whole is the considerably smaller percentage of entrepreneurs in a 

private limited company, which is not surprising: it requires both capital and knowledge on 

the Swedish tax system to establish as entrepreneurs in a private limited company. 

Seasonal and blue-collar workers migration is frequent among Polish migrants to Sweden. It 

is highly gendered as commonly women engage in cleaning work and men work on 

construction sites. A study that examined unjust working conditions experienced by 

construction workers in Sweden showed that even if workers perceive their situation as 

unjust, they rarely engage in resistance practices due to structural factors e.g. lack of 

supervision, competition in EU markets, but also by their mentality (pride) and a will to 

continue work for their ólife projects, i.e. raising a child, affording to start a family, 

retirement. 

It is a relatively small displacement within the country among the Poles. Most still live in the 

county where they were registered when they immigrated. However, one can see that there is 

a larger proportion among those who have come after the EU entry that settles in the 

metropolitan areas, compared with those who immigrated before Poland's membership. 

However, one must keep in mind that there were a relatively small number of immigrants 

before the EU entry. Foreign-born in Sweden are more often represented in urban areas than 

in the rest of the country. Approximately 65% of the country's foreign-born resides the three 

metropolitan counties and more than 28% resides either in Stockholm, Gothenburg or Malmº. 

This applies to an even greater extent for the Poles. 
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Immigration from Romania to Italy 
In the post 1990 era, the outward migration of Romanians was no longer based on political 

grounds but on economic circumstances, mainly the search for employment. The lengthy 

transition process from a centrally-planned economy (communist regime) to an efficiently 

functioning market-economy (democratic regime) resulted in high unemployment and 

consequently a drive for many Romanians to seek employment in other parts of the world. 

Over 2 million people oriented themselves, over time, towards the Western European labour 

market.  The paths of Romanians in search of work abroad (mainly in Europe, but also in 

Canada and the USA) tend to concentrate on a small number of countries, not in a linear way, 

but following the continuation of the search. In the period from 1990 to the present, there 

were four distinct periods of Romanian emigration:  

¶ In the first period, 1990 -1995, there were five main destinations with a share over 

7% of the total departures: Israel, Turkey, Italy, Hungary and Germany;  

¶ In the second period, 1996-2002, Canada and Spain were added to the five countries 

from the first period.  

¶ The third period, 2002 to 2008, is mainly characterised by the number of temporary 

work emigrations. After having tested the life and work conditions at multiple 

destinations, the Romanian emigrant workforce eventually decided and focused, in 

particular, on two Latin-language countries, Italy and Spain. It is highly probable that 

the ease of passing the language barrier was a determinant in this choice (Dumitru 

Sandu, 2006; Oana-Valentina Suciu, 2010, Radu Dimitriu, 2013); 

¶ In the fourth stage, 2008 to the present, Romanian high qualification emigrant 

workforce focused in particular to the UK, Germany and France. Also, starting from 

2007, more and more students decided to begin their studies abroad because of better 

chances to find a job and a better quality of life. (Dumitru Sandu, 2006; Oana-

Valentina Suciu, 2010; Radu Dimitriu, 2013; George Urcanau, 2016). 

Data collected throughout the years by specialists in migration, especially the studies of the 

sociologist Dumitru Sandu (2006) and Oana-Valentina Suciu (2010), draw the following 

portrait of Romanian emigrants:  

¶ It is the young people, rather than the adults or the older people, who have emigrated 

in order to find work;  

¶ The number of women is higher than the number of men;  

¶ Regarding the group of men aged 18 to 59, the most frequent departures have been 

from rural areas.  

¶ Regarding women, the migration residential pattern is rather different: the temporary 

emigration is stronger for young women aged 18 to 29 from rural areas, than women 

of the same age group, in urban areas; on the other hand, the temporary emigration is 

stronger for women aged 30 to 59 from urban areas compared to those from rural 

ones. 

There were positive as well as negative consequences of this outward migration of 

Romanians, from the point of view of their country of origin. Positive consequences were the 

internationalisation of the Romanian economy, maintaining a relatively low unemployment 
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rate and managing to balance the national economy ï the remittances are estimated at around 

60 billion euro in the 1990-2015 period. However, the emigration phenomenon had a grave 

impact on the age structure in Romania (emigrants were mainly young people aged 18 to 39), 

the gender structure (most emigrants were women, leading to a de-feminization / 

masculinization phenomenon that is more acute in the eastern and southern Transylvania, 

Moldova and Dobrogea regions), and the severe shortage of workforce in certain sectors 

(mainly the health sector, the automotive industry and the IT sector).  

Family separation through emigration has also had severe social consequences. Children left 

behind by their migrant parents represent a social problem that needs special attention from 

the Romanian government, especially when parents, under the effects of poverty and unmet 

needs, do not realize the negative effects on children deprived of parental care. The migration 

of the parents for work resulted to changes and new negotiations with regard to the status and 

role of family members who stayed behind. The effects of these changes translate into both 

social and emotional impacts. Migration leaves children vulnerable and deprived of parental 

care, of physical, psychological or emotional protection. A new family model developed in 

Romania, the transnational family.  

According to official statistics published by the National Authority for the Protection of the 

Rights of the Child and Adoption, over 80 thousands children belonging to almost 60 

thousands families are left in Romania by their parents who migrate for work to other 

countries. Most of these children are left in the care of their relatives and around 4% of these 

children are placed in the care of public authorities. According to official statistics, most 

children whose parents migrate for work in foreign countries remain in Romania in the care of 

one parent, while the other parent leaves to work in another country (around 60%). More than 

a quarter are left in their home country with their relatives, as both parents decide to migrate 

for work in foreign countries leaving their children completely deprived of parental care. The 

third category of children is the one raised by single parents who also leave their children 

with their relatives when migrating for work. The phenomenon of children being left behind 

by parents who migrated is particularly evident in the Nord-East development region (Neamt, 

Suceava, Bacau), the region with the highest poverty rate and the highest risk of social 

exclusion in Romania.  

Focusing on migration between Romania and Italy, we notice an increasing migration flow 

from Romania, namely starting from 2008, when Romania joined the EU. Italy is in fact a 

favourite destination among Romanian immigrants, the Romanian community in Italy 

representing one third of all the Romanian immigrants (33,8%), being the most populous 

community of foreigners in Italy. Despite the prolonged economic crisis hitting Italy in the 

recent years, Romanians are still the greatest community of foreigners at the beginning of 

2016, with 1.151.395 residents of which 57,2% are women, while the children of Romanian 

migrants enrolled in schools are 160.000 (one fifth of the foreign students in Italy). 

Romanians in Italy are mainly concentrated in Rome in terms of absolute numbers, and in 

Turin in terms of share of the overall foreign population. In 2015, more Romanian citizens 

were residing in the Province of Rome than in the whole South of Italy (178.701 compared to 

145.993). The Romanian community is also the one among immigrant communities with the 

highest number of employed people. However, more than half of the job positions obtained 

by the Romanian do not match their studies certifications, with a concentration of these 

workers in low-qualified jobs. They are mainly employed in the services sector and industry, 

with a peak respectively in personal care services and construction.  A disconcerting trend 
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concerning their employment situation is the record of Romanian workers victims of 

occupational accidents in 2015, with 15.368 cases of which 48 have been fatal.  

Finally, the Italo-Romanian weddings in 2014 were 2.882, of which the vast majority between 

Italian men and Romanian women; instead, those between Romanians and other foreigners 

were less, and mainly occurred between Romanian spouses. Also the number of Romanians 

obtaining Italian citizenship appears to be high: according to Eurostat, in the period 2008-

2014, as much as 28.320 Romanian people became Italian citizens, 6.442 only in 2014. 

 

Conclusion 
The research findings presented in summary above for every country pair, highlight common 

characteristics as well as differences between the immigration patterns described. The 

common characteristics stem mainly from the common context and reason for migrating in all 

3 pairs of countries. In all 3 pairs examined, the need to secure employment and a safer future 

for themselves and their families was the trigger that forced Bulgarians, Romanians and Poles 

to migrate. The choice regarding the country of destination, however, seems to be influenced 

by different factors according to specific circumstances: while in the case of Bulgarians 

migrating to Greece and Poles migrating to Sweden the main factors influencing the choice 

are the proximity or affordable available transport connection to the home country as well as 

the demand for workforce in specific sectors, in the case of Romanians the main factor 

influencing their choice to migrate to Italy or Spain was the common Latin roots of the 

Romanian, Italian and Spanish languages enabling them to easier overcome the language 

barrier.  

Concerning family members having to migrate, the decision to migrate appears to be in most 

cases a conscious family decision. Also, the decision on who migrates depends on the gender-

specific demand for workforce in the host country as well as predominant social expectations, 

i.e. the father is expected to be the breadwinner of the family and the mother is expected to 

care for the family ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ wellbeing. Still, in the cases of the 3 pair countries examined 

there are different patterns emerging:  

¶ The pattern that emerges in the case of Bulgarian migration to Greece is characterised 

by one of the parents migrating. It was mainly Bulgarian women (mothers) that 

migrated to Greece because of the demand for workforce in female-oriented 

employment sectors. Women migrants took on the role of the family breadwinner, 

providing for their family back home. 

¶ In the case of Polish migrants to Sweden, the traditional social expectations seem to 

prevail, with more men (fathers) migrating in order to provide for their families who 

stay at home under the care of the mother. 

¶ In the case of Romanian migrants, on the other hand, while in most cases it is one 

parent that migrates leaving the children in the care of the remaining parent, there 

were also many cases (a quarter of all migrant families in Romania) where both 

parents migrated, leaving the children in the care of other family members, thus 

depriving them of parental care and protection. 

Finally, regarding the level of integration of the migrant communities in the host countries 

nowadays, it seems to differ in the cases examined. Bulgarians in Greece nowadays seem to 

be fairly integrated in terms of social relations and work conditions. On the other hand, the 



FAIDRA: Family Separation Through Immigration: Dramatising Anecdotal European History 

 

11 

        

Romanian community in Italy seems to be more reserved and the work conditions for 

Romanian workers (e.g. in construction) are problematic, with a high number of Romanians 

being victims of occupational accidents. Finally, the Polish community in Sweden appears to 

present the lowest level of integration among the 3 cases examined. Poles often do not speak 

Swedish and are employed mostly in certain sectors, i.e. cleaning and construction.  
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Desk Study Report ς GREECE (By PRISMA Centre for Development 

Studies) 
 

Introduction  

Greece, at the late 19th and almost the entire 20th century, could be described as a country of 

mainly outward migration. The Greeks, especially after the crisis of raisins that erupted in 

1893, began to seek a better future in countries where industrial development would provide 

better opportunities for finding work. Then the German occupation of Greece during World 

War II, the Greek Civil War, and generally the difficult living conditions especially in rural 

areas, along with the image of migrant destination countries as a "Promised Land", were 

important reasons for the migration of Greeks at this period. 

Greeks left their homeland in search of better living conditions for themselves and for their 

children. Moreover, by migrating and securing a stable financial status, many could support 

their parents back home or to ensure the dowry for their unmarried sisters. In the early 20th 

century until 1924, the USA were a major migrant destination for Greeks. 

After the end of World War II, Greece was plagued by civil war. From that time and until the 

early 1980s, the migratory movement intensifies. At that period, the USA was not the main 

destination. Many Greeks migrated to West Germany, Northern Europe, Australia, and less to 

South Africa. In principle, they considered their migration as temporary, expecting to return 

home. Yet, only 40% of 20th century immigrants managed or wanted to return home.  

In the late 20th century and especially the early 21th century to nowadays, the phenomenon of 

outward migration in Greece has appeared again. This time, it is the economic crisis that 

pushes mainly the educated and well trained Greeks to seek a better future in the USA, 

Australia and Europe, in countries where the education and specialization of scientists in 

various fields is needed.  

However, after 1990 Greece becomes also a destination country for thousands of immigrants 

coming from Eastern Europe and the ex-communist countries, facing an acute economic crisis 

at their home-countries and looking for work and better living conditions. Greece becomes a 

destination mainly for immigrants from the Balkan countries and especially the countries 

bordering Greece at the north, namely Albania and Bulgaria. Nowadays, the refugee crisis 

following the war in Syria, has also led thousands of refugees mainly from Syria, together 

with migrants from Afghanistan, Pakistan and Bangladesh, to Greece, in their effort to reach 

Central and North European countries (e.g. Germany, Sweden, the UK). 

In the present report, in the framework of the FAIDRA project, the inward migration in 

Greece after 1990 is examined, focusing especially on the Bulgarian immigrants in Greece: 

their profile is examined in terms of age, gender, family status, education level, migration 

period and their work profile in Greece. The report methodology includes statistical analysis 

exploiting Census resources (1991, 2001, and 2011 published official Census data), as well as 

information included in available research papers and studies. 
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Statistical analysis 

Overview 

Immigration into Greece was boosted after 1990, reaching a total of 863.000 immigrants in 

the 2001 census from only 152.600 immigrants in the 1991 census (increase of 465,5%). This 

tremendous increase is mainly attributed to the massive inflow of Albanian immigrants 

(448.535 Albanian immigrants were counted in 2001, from 20.679 in 1991), as well as 

immigrants from other former communist Eastern European countries like Bulgaria (39.404 

Bulgarian immigrants in 2001 from only 2.442 in 1991), Georgia, Romania, Russia and 

Ukraine. The immigration trends regarding countries like the USA, Australia, the UK and 

Germany are mainly attributed to immigrants of Greek origin in these countries that return to 

their homeland. Finally, the immigration trends regarding Cyprus and Turkey are attributed to 

persons of Greek origin (Greek Cypriots, Greek minority of Turkey) that chose to immigrate 

to Greece. From the following Charts 1-3, it is evident that the period 1991-2001 was the time 

of the main wave of immigrants from Albania, while in the next decade 2001-2011 the 

number of Albanian immigrants is stable. Instead, the wave of Bulgarian immigrants is spread 

evenly during the 2 decades (Chart 4), reaching in 2011 the total of 75.917 immigrants in 

Greece (10% of the total immigrant population in Greece). 

 

Chart 1: Total number of immigrants in Greece by nationality, 1991 Census 

 

1991 
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United States United Kingdom Cyprus

Poland Russian Fed. Turkey

2001 

Albania Australia Bulgaria Germany

Georgia United States United Kingdom Canada
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Romania Russian Fed.
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Chart 2: Total number of immigrants in Greece by nationality, 2001 Census 

 

 

Chart 3: Total number of immigrants in Greece by nationality, 2011 Census 

 

 

Chart 4: Bulgarian immigrants in Greece over the period 1991-2011 

 

Gender 

Regarding the gender of the immigrant population in Greece, as seen in Chart 5, the male 

immigrant population in all 3 periods supersedes the female immigrant population. The same 

trend describes the dominant immigrantsgroup in Greece, the Albanians. This trend, however, 

is clearly differentiated for the Bulgarian immigrants in Greece ï the female population in this 

case takes up 60% of the total population of Bulgarian immigrants. Indeed, this picture of 

majority of women among the immigrant population is even more intense in the case of other 

Eastern European nationalities (Ukraine, Russia, Moldova) with the exception of Romanian 
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immigrants (the Romanian immigrant population in Greece is equally divided to men and 

women). 

 

Chart 5: Immigrants in Greece by gender 

 

 

Chart 6: Bulgarian immigrants in Greece by gender 
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Chart 7: Distribution of Bulgarian immigrants in Greece by gender 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Age groups 

Regarding the allocation of the immigrant population in Greece into age groups during the 

period 1991-2011, in the 1991 census as well as the 2001 census the age group of 15-34 year 

olds appears as the dominant age group (47% of the total), with the middle age group 

representing around 32%. The change observed in the 2011 census (Chart 8), where the 

middle age group surpasses the 15-34 years old age group, can be attributed to the ageing of 

the immigrant population.  

Regarding the allocation of the Bulgarian immigrant population in Greece into age groups 

during the same period, a differentiation is noted in comparison to the data regarding the total 

of the immigrant population in Greece: in the 2001 census, the 15-34 years old age group 

appears equivalent to the middle age group, while in the 2011 census the middle age group is 

clearly the dominant group (52%).  
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Chart 8: Foreigners by age groups 
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Chart 9: Foreigners of Bulgarian nationality by age groups 
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Family status 

Regarding the family status of the immigrant population in Greece in the period 1991-2011 

and especially the family status of the Bulgarian immigrant population, the following Charts 

10-12 depict a massive change in the period 1991-2001 (period of massive inflow of 

immigrants in Greece). While the vast majority of the Bulgarian immigrants in Greece in 

1991 were not members of a nuclear family, in 2001 the picture is reversed. Most of the 

immigrants in that period were family members, and in the case of Bulgarian immigrants, 

mostly wives. In the 2011 census the categorization is different, therefore making it difficult 

to draw conclusions as to the trend. However, it is necessary to note that the percentages of 

sole mothers and children of single mothers in the case of Bulgarian immigrant population are 

double than the respective percentages for the rest of immigrants in Greece. 

 

 

/ƘŀǊǘ млΥ .ǳƭƎŀǊƛŀƴ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΩ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀǎ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ 
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/ƘŀǊǘ ммΥ .ǳƭƎŀǊƛŀƴ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΩ family status as compared to the family status of the rest of 

immigrants (Census 2001) 
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/ƘŀǊǘ мнΥ .ǳƭƎŀǊƛŀƴ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΩ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀǎ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ 
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Education 

Regarding the education level of the immigrant population coming from East European 

countries (including Albanian immigrants that are clearly the dominant nationality sub-

group), the trend appears to be stable in the period 1991-2001 (Chart 13), the majority having 

completed secondary education and the second largest group being those who have only 

completed elementary education. 

Regarding Bulgarian immigrants in specific, Chart 14 below demonstrates a clear increase 

over time of the less educated groups, especially in the period 2001-2011, i.e. the second 

decade of the wave of Bulgarian immigration in Greece. 

 

 

Chart 13: Educational level of East European (including Albanian) immigrants in Greece, 

1991 and 2001 
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Chart 14: Educational level of Bulgarian immigrants in Greece in the period 1991-2011 
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The Bulgarian immigrants in Greece have settled in all regions of Greece, however they are 

mainly concentrated in the regions of Eastern Macedonia-Thrace and Central Macedonia, a 

fact to be attributed to both regions neighboring Bulgaria and Central Macedonia including 

Thessaloniki, a city where a great part of the wider regionôs economic activities are 

concentrated ï together the 2 regions gather around 29% of the Bulgarian population in 

Greece. Athens, the Greek capital, hosts around 18% of the Bulgarian population of Greece, 

while Crete hosts another 14%. 

 

 

Chart 15: Location of Bulgarian immigrant population within Greece, by region (2011 

Census) 

 

 

 

 

 

Qualitative Analysis 

The present qualitative analysis is based on the research review performed, as well as the 
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2011 in Athens by the Institute of Social Innovation, leading to the publication of the ñReport 
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Bulgarian immigrants and a group discussion with a focus group of Bulgarian immigrants 

living in Greece and representatives of an organisation of Bulgarian immigrants. 

Three major waves of Bulgarian immigration into Greece  

In the period that the present report focuses on, 1990-present day, there were 3 major waves 

of Bulgarian immigration into Greece. 

The first wave of Bulgarian immigrants intro Greece took place around 1992-1993 and was 

based on entering the country legally, through tourism agencies. Bulgarian immigrants would 

enter Greece legally as ñtouristsò with group visas and remained in Greece as illegal 

immigrants. The number of Bulgarian immigrants that entered Greece in that first wave is 

estimated at around 7.000. A few years later, around 1997, that immigration wave was 

amplified as a result of declining living conditions in Bulgaria and a Greek law that was 

adopted at the end of 1996 and aimed at ñlegalisingò (under specific conditions) the 

individuals that were residing within the Greek borders. The period between the law adoption 

and its entry into force was enough for Bulgarian immigrants already living in Greece to 

inform and encourage friends and family members in Bulgaria to come to Greece. At that 

period there were also grave economic developments in Bulgaria, with the Bulgarian banking 

crash (1996-97), in which millions of Bulgarians lost their deposits, and the Bulgarian 

government signing a loan contract with the International Monetary Fund meant to ñsaveò the 

country, through which the government privatized numerous enterprises, leading to a massive 

increase in unemployment. 

The second wave of influx of Bulgarian immigrants took place during the period of a second 

effort by the Greek government to legalise individuals illegally residing in Greece, in 2001.  

The third and final, to date, massive wave was recorded during the period of accession of 

Bulgaria to the EU. According to data of the Ministry of the Interior, during the 2007-2009 

period, 132,935 residence and labour permits were issued to Bulgarian and Romanian citizens 

in Greece (as compared to 314,460 to Albanians). 

 

Family well-being at the centre of the decision for migrating 

The overwhelming majority of Bulgarian immigrants during that period decided to migrate 

for economic/labour reasons, i.e. ñto find workò, ñthe overall family income was not enough 

to secure the bare necessitiesò, ñto make more moneyò, ñto secure my childrens educationò, 

ñto pay off our debtsò, ñto buy our own houseò. The younger Bulgarian immigrants migrated 

in order to be again reunited with their family or family members, commonly their mother, 

i.e.  ñmy mother was here and was no longer working as a domestic workerò, ñwhen I reached 

school age, my parents took me here with themò. They are either children of older female 

immigrants, who either continue their education in Greece, or, after completing their studies 

in Bulgaria (usually secondary education), seek employment in Greece near their mothers, 

who are permanently settled in Greece. 

In most cases, the decision to migrate to Greece is not a personal matter, but a conscious 

decision by the entire family, i.e. the reasons are voluntary, but also include a degree of 

necessity (ñeither my husband or I had to come. Who would take care of the children?ò ñWho 

else could have come? My elderly parents? They had to take care of my childò). Thus, usually 

one family member (usually the mother/wife) came to Greece and was responsible for 
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covering the financial obligations of those who remained in Bulgaria. In the cases of those 

participating in the research, the family member that usually migrated was a woman, as this 

was the only choice due to divorce, death or disability of her husband, or in the knowledge 

that it was easier for women to find work ñbecause we knew that it was easier for women to 

find work in Greeceò.  

The reason for the feminine gender of Bulgarian immigration in Greece, was that indeed it 

was easier for women to find work as a domestic helper, caring for the elderly, or working in 

the tourism sector (restaurants, hotels, etc.) as unskilled workforce. The massive influx of 

Albanian immigrants in Greece at an earlier stage, meant that all available jobs for unskilled 

men, i.e. farming and construction work, were already taken. Instead, there was a growing 

demand for female workforce.  
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Employment status ï A clear distinction between the 3 major immigration waves 

Bulgarian immigrants settling in Greece with the first immigration wave (1990ôs) and with 

long-term prospects of residence faced great changes in comparison to their previous 

vocational status in Bulgaria. Whereas in Bulgaria they worked as educated and skilled 

employees or workers in the public or private sector, in Greece they were employed as 

unskilled personnel, in most cases at the private premises of their employer (domestic help, 

elderly care, looking after the children etc.). With the first wave of Bulgarian immigrants, a 

mostly female population with a relatively high level of education ï at least secondary and 

technical secondary ï came to Greece and mainly worked in domestic positions, providing 

care to the elderly. This may explain the harder and more painful adaptation faced by the first 

wave of Bulgarian immigrants. Characteristic responses include ñsuddenly, I went from being 

the first lady of my small town to changing the diapers of an 80-year-old manò, ñI was 

ashamed to say that I was providing care to the elderlyò, ñI used to supervise the organisation 

of the production of an entire factory and I suddenly became a servantò. Their adaptation was 

not facilitated by their legal status in Greece (illegal residence and employment) or the nature 

of their work, where the private premises of their employers were the workspace of Bulgarian 

female immigrants. Other difficulties included the complete lack of knowledge of the Greek 

language and the lack of organisation of the Bulgarian community, apart from employment 

agencies formed to serve the needs of transporting illegal workers (with the participation of 

Bulgarians in their establishment and operation) and ï as was expected ï the ferocious 

exploitation of immigrants. The departure of women from their families was particularly 

painful, as they left underage children and elderly parents behind. 

However, gradually their employment status improved. Through learning the Greek language, 

recognizing officially their degrees and other qualifications, and primarily, as the immigrants 

themselves attest, through becoming legalized residents of Greece, they acquire the necessary 

qualifications to enter the labour market on a relatively equal basis and seek positions of 

better quality. Thus, several female immigrants who initially worked in domestic labour are 

currently employed, after acquiring residence and work permit, as skilled employees in 

smaller or larger firms, particularly in the service sector. The legalization of illegal 

immigrants in Greece greatly helped the adaptation and labour incorporation of Bulgarian 

workers, enabling them to enjoy or at least assert the established labour and social rights 

enjoyed by Greek workers (social insurance, labour conditions, minimum wage, etc.). The 

action of various immigrant organisations that were extremely active during the legalization 

periods also helped. 

With regard to the position of the Bulgarian community in the Greek labour market, there is 

relative growth, particularly among the female immigrants of the first generation, who were 

initially employed as domestic staff to a great extent. After becoming legal citizens, learning 

the Greek language and joining social networks, several of these women changed vocation 

and are currently employed as workers or employees, mainly in the sectors of cleaning 

services and tourism. Several managed to bring their underage children from Bulgaria to 

Greece, where they attended or are attending primary or secondary school. 

Regarding Bulgarian immigrants that settled in Greece with the second wave (early 00s), the 

change in labour conditions appears minor, as, in most cases, these were individuals with 

relatively little education and experience mainly in unskilled positions. These characteristics, 

combined with the existing networks of immigrants developed by the previous wave of 



FAIDRA: Family Separation Through Immigration: Dramatising Anecdotal European History 

 

29 

        

Bulgarian immigrants to Greece, contributed towards their smoother incorporation in the 

Greek labour market. 

Finally, regarding Bulgarian immigrants that settled in Greece with the third and final 

immigration wave (i.e. after the accession of Bulgaria to the EU and mainly after 2009), a 

relative drop in the age of the incoming Bulgarian population and an increase in the male 

population have been observed. It appears male immigrants of this category are employed in 

technical labour, commercial stores trading in Bulgarian products and in transportation, while 

female immigrants are in enterprises offering cleaning services and in tourism. 

Despite the change in the legal system concerning Bulgarian citizens after the Greek labour 

market was fully opened to them on 1 January 2009, there remain phenomena of 

exploitation to this date, mainly related to undeclared employment (and the consequent 

absence of social insurance) and to payment lower than the legally established minimum 

wage. A characteristic finding of the field research is the acceptance of this exploitation by 

.ǳƭƎŀǊƛŀƴ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ όά5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƭŀǿǎ ȅƻǳ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƭǳȄǳǊȅ ƻŦ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ 

ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎΦ LŦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀƎǊŜŜΣ L ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜΦ ²Ƙƻ ƪƴƻǿǎ ǿƘŜƴ LΩƭƭ ŦƛƴŘ another job during 

this crisis. Back home ς in Bulgaria ς my two children ς who are students ς expect support 

ŦǊƻƳ ƳŜέΣ άƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƴƻ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ǿƘŜǊŜ L ƎƻέΣ άŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ L ƳŀƪŜ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƎŀƭ ƳƛƴƛƳǳƳΣ 

ƛǘΩǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƎƻƻŘΦ Lƴ .ǳƭƎŀǊƛŀΣ LΩǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ǘƻǳƎƘŜǊ ǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ ƭŜǎǎ ƳƻƴŜȅέύΦ Lƴ several cases, 

.ǳƭƎŀǊƛŀƴ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ Řƻƴ ǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǳƴŘŜŎƭŀǊŜŘ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ŀǎ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊΣ ōǳǘ 

ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƳŀƪŜ όάǿƘȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ Ƴȅ ƳƻƴŜȅ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ {ƻŎƛŀƭ LƴǎǳǊŀƴŎŜ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ 

όLY!ύΚ ²ƘŜƴ L ƴŜŜŘ ŀ ŘƻŎǘƻǊΣ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ LY! ǎȅǎǘŜƳ LΩŘ ƘŀǾŜ to wait for months for my 

ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƭƻǎŜ ǿŀƎŜǎ ōȅ ƎƻƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ǘƻ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘ ǎƛƎƴŀǘǳǊŜǎέΣ άŜǾŜƴ 

ƛƴǎǳǊŜŘ DǊŜŜƪǎ ŜƴŘ ǳǇ ǇŀȅƛƴƎ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŘƻŎǘƻǊǎΣ ǿƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǿŜ ƭŜŦǘ ǘƻ ŘƻΗέύΦ hƴŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜ 

these opinions as indicators of adaptation to the Greek economy and social reality. 

The findings concerning the acceptance of any ñexploitationò by Bulgarian workers or, at the 

very least, incomplete enjoyment of their rights in relation to the absence of a political culture 

of collective assertion could partially explain the absence of Bulgarians from the trade union 

movement in Greece. An exception can be found in the case of Konstantina Kuneva, whose 

case became known in December 2008. Kuneva was the secretary general of the Pan-Attican 

Union of Cleaners and Domestic Workers. Due to her trade union activity, she was the victim 

of criminal assault and bodily harm and her case was the focus of the media and the Greek 

criminal investigation and judicial authorities. 

 

Bulgarian immigrants and Greeks ï a strange relationship 

The relationship between Bulgarian immigrants and Greeks at a personal/individual level 

could be characterized as ambiguous. It is characteristic that despite the consciously 

dichotomous question ñName some adjectives to characterize Greeks and some to 

characterize Bulgariansò, the majority of interviewees refused to enter this dichotomy. In 

several cases, the Greek employer or former Greek employers were cited as the first option 

for help. However, the relationship between Bulgarians and Greeks (individuals) can be 

described as ambiguous, due to the usual perception of Bulgarians as unequal or non-

equivalent by a large percentage of Greeks. There are characteristic cases of Bulgarian 

women who chose to work for less pay, but for employers who would address them as ñMrs. 

So-and-soò or would speak to them using the plural, as the Bulgarian women did to them. 
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On the second level, regarding the relations between Bulgarians and Greeks in public spaces, 

examples of racism were cited, not towards the specific nationality, but towards foreighners in 

general. In this case, interviewees found it easier to enter into the dichotomous description of 

ñanonymousò Greeks, either in the sense of anonymous public administration or in the sense 

of unknown ñanonymousò Greeks. The statements made by children of Bulgarian immigrants 

are noteworthy, as they would not let their parents visit services on their own, since ñthey 

immediately realized from their speech that they were foreigners and tried to trick them, to 

not provide them with services; all they wanted was to make sure they left their office 

quicklyò. Also noteworthy are the statements made by children of Bulgarian immigrants such 

as ñmy mother and I try not to speak Bulgarian outside the house, as they immediately realize 

we are foreigners. aȅ ƳǳƳ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǎǇŜŀƪ DǊŜŜƪ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ L ŘƻέΦ ! ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ƛǎ 

άƴƻΣ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ǘǊŜŀǘǎ ƳŜ ǿŜƭƭΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǘŜƭƭ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ǎǇŜŜŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ DǊŜŜƪέΦ 
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Conclusion 

The Bulgarian community in Greece is the second largest immigrant community, following 

that of Albanians, and its presence in Greece had already begun in the early 90s. The majority 

of the Bulgarian community is comprised of women, while the average age is slightly higher 

than that of most immigrants residing in Greece. Most Bulgarian immigrants are graduates of 

secondary education, while most of them residing in urban centres and are employed in 

cleaning and elderly care services. Throughout the rest of Greece, a significant percentage of 

the Bulgarian population is employed in agriculture / stock-breeding and in tourism.  

The findings of both the statistical and qualitative analysis above seem to converge, drawing a 

clear picture concerning the Bulgarian immigration and the profile of the Bulgarian 

immigrant in Greece. Indeed there are distinct characteristics: 

¶ The reason for migrating is the usual suspect: economic problems. The overwhelming 

majority of Bulgarian immigrants into Greece decided to migrate in order to find a 

job that would allow them to support their families back home and achieve better 

living conditions for themselves. The grave economic developments in Bulgaria 

following the transition from communism to democracy, resulted to acute economic 

problems and insecurity about the future of themselves and their families.  

¶ The decision for migrating was in most cases a conscious family decision. The 

family, in an effort to act in the face of acute economic problems or to secure its 

financial future and living conditions in Bulgaria, decided that one or both parents 

would migrate. Greece was an obvious destination, being closer to home and offering 

higher salaries even to unskilled labour. Being separated from the family was painful, 

however the immigrant had a duty towards their family members to provide for their 

future. 

¶ The Bulgarian immigration into Greece has a gender, and it is female. At the time of 

the first wave of Bulgarian immigrants, most jobs that addressed low-skilled or 

unskilled men were already taken up by Albanian immigrants who had massively 

immigrated to Greece earlier. However, there was an existing and growing demand 

for women to work in elderly care, child care, domestic help, and in low skill jobs in 

the tourism sector (working in the kitchen of restaurants, cleaning in hotels, etc.). 

That demand made it easier for women to find work in Greece, and send the message 

to those who would follow. The women (daughters, wives and mothers) that had 

migrated to Greece were responsible for supporting their family back home 

financially. In time, some were able to bring their family to Greece with them 

(especially their children). 

¶ The Bulgarian immigrants that arrived, especially with the first immigration wave in 

the 1990s, were educated and skilled, working in Bulgaria as employees in the public 

and private sector. However, the language barrier led them to find work in low-skilled 

or unskilled positions, very often living at the home of their employer. This made it 

very difficult for them to adapt, because they were used to a different kind of work as 

well as better treatment from their employer. 

¶ In time, learning the Greek language and acquiring a legal status, allowed many 

Bulgarian immigrants to officially recognize their degrees and qualifications, as well 

as develop networks and manage to incorporate into the Greek labour market better. 

There are still exploitation phenomena in employment, however nowadays the 
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Bulgarian immigrants are better protected by the law due to their legal working 

status. 

Nowadays, and despite the ongoing economic recession in Bulgaria, Greece is no longer an 

attractive destination for Bulgarian immigrants due to the serious economic crisis the country 

is going through and the great unemployment rates. Moreover, following the accession of 

Bulgaria into the EU, the Bulgarian citizens are free to move in all EU countries and seek 

better living conditions in more economically developed European countries. 
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Desk Study Report ς BULGARIA (By Pro-Rodopi Foundation) 
 

1. Introduction 

Up until the 1980s, Greece was a country that, traditionally, ñexportedò immigrants. After the 

collapse of social realism, the country became a destination for massive numbers of 

immigrants, mainly from countries of the former Soviet bloc. Thus, rapidly and with no 

immigrant policy, Greece became, over the course of the last twenty years, a country 

welcoming immigrants. 

The presence of Bulgarian immigrants in Greece began being noticeable immediately after 

the fall of the regime in Bulgaria (1989) and escalated around 1997-1998. A second major 

wave of Bulgarian immigrants was recorded around 20012, while the third and final wave 

was recorded during the 2007-09 period3. The massive and long-term presence of Bulgarian 

immigrants in Greece was the main reason for the focus of this research on the Bulgarian 

community, since Bulgaria has, along with Romania, been a full Member State of the 

European Union since 2007 and, consequently, its citizens are now considered ñEU citizensò, 

entitled to freedom of movement and establishment and equal access to economic and social 

rights in other EU Member States. In this study, conducted within the framework of the 

programme ñAccess to Rights and Civil Dialogue for Allò, which is co-financed by the EU 

and aims at investigating and supporting the exercise of political and social rights of EU 

immigrants (i.e. nationals of one EU Member State living as immigrants in a different EU 

Member State) resident in five EU countries, we wanted to study to what extent the Bulgarian 

immigrants living in Greece feel equal to European citizens, to record their social 

characteristics, the extent of their social inclusion, their position in the labour market, the 

extent of their participation in the countrys political life and democratic institutions, as well 

as the level and manner of their representation by the existing organisations of the Bulgarian 

community. 

2. History 

After the fall of the Communist regime (November 1989), Bulgaria became a country that 

exported workers to the United States of America, to Canada and to European countries. As 

was often the case during that period, Bulgaria faced the financial crisis of the transitional 

period and the rapid increase in unemployment and inflation, but Bulgarian citizens were 

given the right to freely exit the country for the first time. It is quite hard for an immigrant to 

enter these countries and their institutional framework and control mechanisms make illegal 

residence and labour even harder. 

One of the first ï and relatively easy to access and ñcheaperò ï destinations for Bulgarian 

immigrants was Greece, which then welcomed 7.1% of the total population of Bulgarian 

immigrants. The main reason for this preference was the shorter distance in comparison to 

other destinations; consequently, transport expenses are much lower and the safety of return is 

much higher, an important fact in cases of immigrants who left underage children and family 

behind. 
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The first mass entry of Bulgarian immigrants intro Greece took place illegally, through 

tourism agencies. Bulgarian ñtouristsò would enter Greece legally, mainly with group visas 

and pre-paid tourist packages and the buses would return half-empty, as the ñtouristsò 

remained in Greece. Thus, there were already 7,000 Bulgarians6 in Greece in 1993, with a 

steady trend of continued influx. 

 

Year Greece Men Women  

2011 7591 2505 5085 

2012 1661 548 1112 

2013 1967 649 1317 

2014 2872 947 1924 

2015 2940 999 1940 

 

2015:  

Age Greece 

0-19 515 

19-29 746 

29-49 951 

49-69 618 

70+ 115 

 

First wave 

A massive wave of influx of Bulgarians was observed a few years later, around 1997-987, 

when Greece legalized ï on the condition that specific conditions were met ï for the first time 

the individuals illegally residing in its territory through a law that was adopted in November 

1997 and entered into force on 1 January 1998. The period of public consultation of that 

legislation and, subsequently, the period between the adoption of the Law and its entry into 

force, were adequate for future Bulgarian immigrants to receive information and 

encouragement to enter the country from friends and acquaintances already working in 

Greece. Furthermore, this period coincided with the Bulgarian banking crash (1996-97), in 

which millions of Bulgarians lost their deposits8. A third reason for this massive wave of 

influx was that during that period, Bulgaria signed a loan contract with the International 

Monetary Fund meant to ñsaveò the country, through which the government privatized 

numerous enterprises, leading to a massive increase in unemployment. 
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Second wave 

The second wave of influx of Bulgarian immigrants was observed during the period of the 

second endeavour to legalise persons illegally residing in Greece, in 2001. According to the 

official census of that year9, there were approximately 35,000 Bulgarians10 in Greece. On the 

basis of these statistical data, Bulgarians represented the second largest nationality of 

immigrants in Greece after Albanians, even with a great difference in numbers: 55.67% of all 

immigrants were Albanians, while 4.67% were Bulgarians. 

In the year 1996, inflation in Bulgaria was approximately 600%. It is indicatively mentioned 

that during this period, the monthly salary of e.g. a civil engineer in Bulgaria with 30 years of 

experience was approximately 10 USD, i.e. approximately half of the daily wages of an 

unskilled cleaner in Greece. 

The results of the 2001 census were disputed in regard to the number of immigrants living in 

Greece, since, according to other estimates, Bulgarians ï and other immigrants ï were double 

in number than those that finally arrived / agreed to participate in the census. 

Third wave 

The third and final, to date, massive wave was recorded during the period of accession of 

Bulgaria to the EU. According to data of the Ministry of the Interior, during the 2007-2009 

period, 132,935 residence and labour permits were issued to Bulgarian and Romanian citizens 

in Greece (as compared to 314,460 to Albanians). Based on this fact, one could reasonably 

estimate that Bulgarian immigrants legally residing in Greece during that period numbered 

approximately 77,000, while their total number (including those without an official residence 

permit) must have been double that number, i.e. approximately 150,000 persons. 

Today, in 2016, unofficial estimates, lacking data recording Bulgarian citizens as immigrants 

from third countries, put the total number of Bulgarians residing in Greece at over 150,000 

persons. 

Social characteristics of Bulgarian immigrants 

The following is a short record from the website of the Ministry of labour and social policy of 

the Bulgarian republic: 

ñBulgarian migration in Greece is one of the largest in the EU countries. It was slowly created 

in the past 20 years, it harmonically fitted in the Greek community and a great part of it had 

permanently stayed in the country. Our countrymen started coming to Greece in 1991, firstly 

for seasonal work and after 1994 more and more stayed at permanent positions, mostly in 

Northern Greece. The Economic crisis in 1997 caused a great emigration wave between 1998 

and 2003. It is considered that in this period the Bulgarians are around 70 000 and the 

seasonal workers are around 50 000. They are mainly established around the continental part 

of the country and some of the largest islands. The second wave between 2005 and 2011 is 

related to Bulgaria joining the EU and the fall of the visas requirement. The informal records 

of the Greek police reveals that the Bulgarians living in the country are around 200 000 ï 120 

000 of which permanent residents and 80 000 seasonal workers. The Bulgarians are the 
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second largest foreign community in the country after the Albanian. According to the Center 

for research of the working force in Greece two thirds of the Bulgarian citizens in Greece are 

women, with High School education. The women mainly work in the trading industry, 

services industry, and hospitality as well as housemaids. The men work in the construction 

industry, tourism and the agriculture. Our compatriots are well accepted in Greece and 

preferred by the employers. The opinion about them is that they have a great professional 

presentation and are responsible and well presented. This is the reason why despite the 

unemployment ï 26.6% , there are no big groups of people returned back to Bulgaria.ò  

 These short records begin to shape the picture of the emigration ï a demand for a 

better pay, and as well as the economic circumstances that lead to this situation there are other 

reasons for emigration ï personal, professional, educational. After talking to several 

Bulgarian employers abroad and looking at several of articles in newspapers we can draft a 

rough profile of the Bulgarian emigration in Greece (including age, reasons, marital status, 

education and others). Taking to an account the lack of confirmed facts due to the knowledge 

that many of the people did not register or the institutions did not keep an updated record, it is 

worth saying that the attempt for profiling was based on research of different sources. These 

are the main groups we categorized: 

¶ Almost 60% are women in the age of 30-45 years old. The age distribution depends 

on the country of interest, the jobs it can offer and easily accessible positions. In 

Greece there is a lot of work for housemaids, nannies and in the tourism. 

¶ The largest percent of leaving people are aged between 25 and 50 years old ï around 

60%. After a short research through interviews and conversations becomes clear that 

these are mainly women looking to financially support their families. A smaller 

percent are young, independent people persuading a professional development.  

¶ A large percent of the migrants have families, however, they are alone in the country 

acceptor (at least during the first year of their migration). The women in Greece are 

mainly unmarried, widowed or divorced. The presence of a family is overlooked as a 

factor suppressing the migration while the lack of one seems to have the opposite 

effect. 

¶ The average stay is between 3-4 years and different factors affect the decision 

whether the stay to be exceeded or not. Among them the most important are: the 

availability of work in the accepting country, the economic situation in Bulgaria, how 

easy is to stay in the country ï policies regarding the status of emigrants etc., family 

and health reasons. 

¶ The emigrants send up to 40% of their earnings back to Bulgaria ï as mentioned 

before the reasons for leaving on a first place are usually financial support to the 

family. So it is not surprising that the emigrants are sending money back. Its effect is 

elaborated below. 

¶ The main reason to leave the country is the low wedge which is insufficient to 

support a family ï most of the migrants have had a job in Bulgaria before they made 
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the decision to leave. To a certain degree this have supported financially the period 

before settling down in Greece and the money needed for a travel. 

¶ Most of the people have a High School education ï despite the overall perception that 

the emigrants are uneducated. A higher level of skills and education are usually not 

required due to the strong emigration communities, which provide information and 

help. Another reason is that at the beginning the emigrants usually work in the non-

formal sector. 

 

¶ Most of the current emigrants are working in the Services industry ï agriculture, 

trade, hotels, infrastructure and service. All these sectors have a history of being 

informal in South Europe, and they become the main sectors for illegal emigration 

work. Also, the small companies and the intervals of seasons with high economic 

activity are typical for the countries of acceptance. 

¶ A small part of the emigrants are self-employed, the higher percentage id in Greece 

and during the last year it slowly increases. The reasons for this is that the self-

employment allows for a greater flexibility as well as less legal control. 

GENDER 

From the very start of the Bulgarian migration wave, the migration of Bulgarians to Greece 

was female in gender. Coming from Bulgaria, it was harder for men to find work than 

women. Construction and farming work were already dominated since the mid-90s by 

Albanian immigrants, who had entered and settled in Greece in massive numbers in the early 

90s. The supply of labour for elderly or child care in Greece had not been covered and 

Bulgarian immigrant women easily found employment in these sectors. Thus, after 20 years, 

migration from Bulgaria gradually transformed into ñfemaleò migration14. 

AGE 

The majority of Bulgarian female immigrants in Greece are among 40 and 60 years of age, of 

whom a large percentage are divorced or widowed women who have left underage children 

and/or elderly parents behind. Male immigrants in Greece are younger in age (most between 

25 and 45 years of age) and the majority of such immigrants are in Greece with their wives 

and children. 

EDUCATIONAL LEVEL 

Most Bulgarian immigrants in Greece ï men and women ï are usually graduates of secondary 

or technical schools, while a small percentage hold higher education degrees. 

RESIDENCE 

The majority of Bulgarian immigrants have settled in the large urban centres of Greece. It is 

estimated that approximately 30% of the total population are located in Athens and nearby 

areas. There are also relatively large numbers of Bulgarian immigrants in the areas of 
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Thessaloniki, Crete, Messenia and Laconia. With regard to Athens, in particular, their spatial 

concentration matches that of immigrants in general, i.e. most live in the districts of 

Metaxourgion, Vathis Square, Kypseli and along Acharnon Street. 

VOCATIONAL STATUS 

In Greece, as is the case in other Mediterranean countries of the EU, where unemployment 

has structural characteristics to a great extent, the high unemployment rates often ï and 

particularly before the recent economic crisis ï co-exist with a large number of vacant 

positions of a mainly manual nature or "low status". In researching the vocational status of 

Bulgarians, we examined their employment system and their position in the labour market, as 

well as their occupation before migrating to Greece15. 

We identified differences between immigrants settling in Greece with long-term prospects 

and those migrating with short-term prospects. In the category of immigrants16 who came to 

Greece with long-term prospects of residence, there are great changes in comparison to their 

previous vocational status in Bulgaria. Whereas in Bulgaria they worked as skilled employees 

or workers in the public or private sector17, in Greece they were employed as unskilled 

personnel, in most cases at the private premises of their employer. It should be noted that a 

gradual change in the vocational status of a large percentage of Bulgarians with long-term 

residence in Greece is being observed. Through learning the Greek language, recognizing 

officially their degrees and other qualifications, and primarily, as the immigrants themselves 

attest, through becoming legalized residents of Greece, they acquire the necessary 

qualifications to enter the labour market on a relatively equal basis and seek positions of 

better quality. Thus, several female immigrants who initially worked in domestic labour are 

currently employed, after acquiring residence and work permit, as skilled employees in 

smaller or larger firms, particularly in the service sector. 

In relation to Bulgarian immigrants coming to Greece with relatively short-term prospects of 

residence, there is smaller change in comparison to their employment status in Bulgaria. Most 

were employed in the private sector and, upon coming to Greece, found positions as unskilled 

or skilled labour, similar to those they held in Bulgaria. In the last 4-5 years, there is a relative 

increase in the number of self-employed Bulgarian immigrants, mainly in the food trade and 

transportation sectors. 

DURATION OF RESIDENCE IN GREECE 

From the responses of the sample of persons interviewed, the average duration of residence of 

Bulgarian immigrants in Greece is recorded as approximately 10 years. Most usually reside in 

Greece for numerous years, but segmentally, i.e. they work for some years (or even months) 

in Greece and then return to Bulgaria for various family obligations (ñto take care of my 

mother who suffered a strokeò, άǘƻ ŀǘǘŜƴŘ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŦǳƴŜǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǘǘƭŜ Ƙƛǎ ŀŦŦŀƛǊǎέΣ άǘƻ 

ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜ Ƴȅ ǎƻƴΩǎ ōŀƭƭέΣ άǘƻ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜ Ƴȅ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΩǎ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎέύ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ƻƴŎŜ ƳƻǊŜ 

to Greece after a few months or, at most, after a year. 

This mobility was initially made feasible after two cycles (1998 and 2001) of legalization of 

illegal immigrants in Greece, but mainly after the accession of Bulgaria to the EU (2007) and 

particularly after the two-year transitional period, i.e. after 2009. The nature of the work of 
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many Bulgarian immigrants in Greece also plays an important role. On the one hand, the 

majority of female immigrants are employed in the elderly care sector, where there is frequent 

employer turnover, and on the other hand, a large number of male immigrants are employed 

in seasonal-type work. 

MIGRATION INCENTIVES 

Previous sections presented demographic characteristics, while this section presents factors 

that preceded the migration process, i.e. the incentives that led to the decision of Bulgarians to 

migrate to Greece. 

The overwhelming majority of participants in the field research cite either general economic / 

ƭŀōƻǳǊ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ όάǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ǿƻǊƪέΣ άǘƘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ǎŜŎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ 

ōŀǊŜ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘƛŜǎέΣ άǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƳƻƴŜȅέύ ƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊΣ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ōǳǘ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ 

όάǘƻ ǎŜŎǳǊŜ Ƴȅ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴέΣ άǘƻ Ǉŀȅ ƻŦŦ ƻǳǊ ŘŜōǘǎέΣ άǘƻ buy our own houseò). The 

incentive of personal growth was only cited by Bulgarian immigrants who had graduated 

from Greek universities. Pupils or graduates of Greek secondary school cite reasons of family 

reunion (ñmy mother was here and was no longer working as a domestic workerò, ñwhen I 

reached school age, my parents took me here with themò). 

The research also showed that in most cases, the decision to migrate to Greece is not a 

personal matter. Several immigrants cite a conscious decision by the entire family, i.e. the 

reasons are voluntary, but also include a degree of necessity (ñeither my husband or I had to 

come. Who would take care of the children?ò ñWho else could have come? My elderly 

parents? They had to take care of my childò). Thus, usually one family member came to 

Greece and was responsible for covering the financial obligations of those who remained in 

Bulgaria. In the cases of those participating in the research, the family member that usually 

migrated was a woman, as this was the only choice due to divorce, death or disability of her 

husband, or in the knowledge that it was easier for women to find work ñbecause we knew 

that it was easier for women to find work in Greeceò. 

The migration incentives of younger Bulgarian immigrants are different. The younger 

immigrants are either children of older female immigrants, who either continue their 

education in Greece, or, after completing their studies in Bulgaria (usually secondary 

education), seek employment in Greece near their mothers, who are permanently settled in 

Greece. 

SECOND GENERATION OF IMMIGRANTS 

In Greece, there is no numerically remarkable second generation of Bulgarian immigrants in 

the classical sense of the term, i.e. children born in Greece to Bulgarian immigrants, as the 

arrival of the first Bulgarian immigrants in Greece is somewhat recent (early 90s). However, 

after legalization processes in recent years, several female immigrants from Bulgaria sought 

steady work and subsequently brought their underage children to Greece. These children may 

have been born in Bulgaria, where they spent the first years of their lives, perhaps even their 

first school years, but continue their primary or secondary education at Greek public schools. 

Some of these children have already completed secondary education in Greece and either 
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remain in Greece as workers or higher education students, or return to Bulgaria to continue 

their studies at Bulgarian universities. 

Bulgarian immigrants and the Greek labour market 

Immigrants from the first periods of Bulgarian migration to Greece mostly found positions in 

domestic elderly care and secondarily in the farming sector and tourism. As previously 

noted18, a relatively large change was observed in the vocational status of the first wave of 

Bulgarian immigrants in comparison to their vocational status in Bulgaria, in contrast to the 

subsequent two waves. With the first wave of Bulgarian immigrants, a mostly female 

population with a relatively high level of education ï at least secondary and technical 

secondary ï came to Greece and mainly worked in domestic positions, providing care to the 

elderly. This may explain the harder and more painful adaptation faced by the first wave of 

Bulgarian immigrants. Characteristic responses include ñsuddenly, I went from being the first 

lady of my small town to changing the diapers of an 80-year-old manò, ñI was ashamed to say 

that I was providing care to the elderlyò, ñI used to supervise the organisation of the 

production of an entire factory and I suddenly became a servantò. Their adaptation was not 

facilitated by their legal status in Greece (illegal residence and employment) or the nature of 

their work, where the private premises of their employers were the workspace of Bulgarian 

female immigrants. Other difficulties included the complete lack of knowledge of the Greek 

language and the lack of organisation of the Bulgarian community, apart from employment 

agencies formed to serve the needs of transporting illegal workers (with the participation of 

Bulgarians in their establishment and operation) and ï as was expected ï the ferocious 

exploitation of immigrants. The departure of women from their families was particularly 

painful, as they left underage children and elderly parents behind. 

The processes for the legalization of illegal immigrants in Greece greatly helped the 

adaptation and labour incorporation of Bulgarian workers, enabling them to enjoy or at least 

assert the established labour and social rights enjoyed by Greek workers (social insurance, 

labour conditions, minimum wage, etc.). The action of various immigrant organisations that 

were extremely active during the legalization periods also helped. 

With regard to the position of the Bulgarian community in the Greek labour market, there is 

relative growth, particularly among the female immigrants of the first generation, who were 

initially employed as domestic staff to a great extent. After becoming legalized citizens, 

learning the Greek language and joining social networks, several of these women changed 

vocation and are currently employed as workers or employees, mainly in the sectors of 

cleaning services and tourism. Several managed to bring their underage children from 

Bulgaria to Greece, where they attended or are attending primary or secondary school. 

In Bulgarian immigrants of the second wave (early 00s), the change in labour conditions 

appears minor, as, in most cases, these were individuals with relatively little education and 

experience in unskilled positions. These characteristics, combined with the existing networks 

of immigrants developed by the previous wave of Bulgarian immigrants to Greece, 

contributed towards their smoother incorporation in the Greek labour market. 
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In the third and final wave of immigrants (i.e. those who came to Greece after the accession 

of Bulgaria to the EU and mainly after 2009), a relative drop in the age of the incoming 

Bulgarian population and an increase in the male population have been observed. Without 

having accurate statistical data at our disposal and by making observations based on the 

sample of the field research and related testimonies, it appears male immigrants of this 

category are employed in technical labour, commercial stores trading in Bulgarian products 

and in transportation, while female immigrants are in enterprises offering cleaning services 

and in tourism. 

Despite the change in the legal system concerning Bulgarian citizens after the Greek labour 

market was fully opened to them on 1 January 2009, there remain phenomena of exploitation 

to this date, mainly related to undeclared employment (and the consequent absence of social 

insurance) and to payment lower than the legally established minimum wage. A characteristic 

finding of the field research is the acceptance of this exploitation by Bulgarian immigrants 

(ñ5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƭŀǿǎ ȅƻǳ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƭǳȄǳǊȅ ƻŦ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎΦ LŦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ 

ŀƎǊŜŜΣ L ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜΦ ²Ƙƻ ƪƴƻǿǎ ǿƘŜƴ LΩƭƭ ŦƛƴŘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ Ƨƻō ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ŎǊƛǎƛǎΦ .ŀŎƪ 

home ς in Bulgaria ς my two children ς who are students ς ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ ƳŜέΣ άƛǘΩǎ 

ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƴƻ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ǿƘŜǊŜ L ƎƻέΣ άŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ L ƳŀƪŜ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƎŀƭ ƳƛƴƛƳǳƳΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƎƻƻŘΦ 

Lƴ .ǳƭƎŀǊƛŀΣ LΩǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ǘƻǳƎƘŜǊ ǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ ƭŜǎǎ ƳƻƴŜȅέύΦ Lƴ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ .ǳƭƎŀǊƛŀƴ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ 

Řƻƴ ǘ Ŏƻƴǎƛder undeclared labour as exploitation by the employer, but as a conscious choice 

ǘƘŜȅ ƳŀƪŜ όάǿƘȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ Ƴȅ ƳƻƴŜȅ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ {ƻŎƛŀƭ LƴǎǳǊŀƴŎŜ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ όLY!ύΚ ²ƘŜƴ L ƴŜŜŘ ŀ 

ŘƻŎǘƻǊΣ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ LY! ǎȅǎǘŜƳ LΩŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǿŀƛǘ ŦƻǊ ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƭƻǎŜ 

wages by going from office to office to collect signaturesò, ñeven insured Greeks end up 

paying private doctors, what are we left to do!ò). One could perceive these opinions as 

indicators of adaptation to the Greek economy and social reality. 

The findings concerning the acceptance of any ñexploitationò by Bulgarian workers or, at the 

very least, incomplete enjoyment of their rights in relation to the absence of a political culture 

of collective assertion could partially explain the absence of Bulgarians from the trade union 

movement in Greece. An exception can be found in the case of Konstantina Kuneva, whose 

case became known in December 2008. Kuneva was the secretary general of the Pan-Attican 

Union of Cleaners and Domestic Workers. Due to her trade union activity, she was the victim 

of criminal assault and bodily harm and her case was the focus of the media and the Greek 

criminal investigation and judicial authorities. 
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Desk Study Report ς SWEDEN   (By Sagohuset Teatre) 
 

In 2017 the population of Sweden will reach the number of 10.000 000 people (9 851 017 in 

2015). 16%, 1.600 000 people, are born outside of Sweden. 90.000 of these are born in 

Poland. 

Historic background: the shift from a country of emigration to a country of immigration. 

Between 1850 and 1930 1 200 000 people left Sweden to seek a better life mainly in 

America. In 1930 the total population of Sweden was 6 142 191. 

After World War II Sweden turned into a country of immigration. In this period three 

different phases of immigration can be identified: 

 

1. 1945 ς 1960. Refugees after World War II, mainly from the Baltic and the eastern 
European states. 

2. 1955 ς 1970. Extensive labour migration due to big growth in Swedish industry, 
mainly from the Nordic and the European countries (including 2 423 people from 
Poland in 1970). 

3. 1980 ς present. Mainly refugees from countries outside of Europe, with an 
exception ƻŦ ŜȄ ¸ǳƎƻǎƭŀǾǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŀǇǎŜ ƻŦ ¸ǳƎƻǎƭŀǾƛŀ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ мффлΩǎΦ The 
number of people seeking asylum in Sweden was historically high in 2015 when 162 
877 people applied. 
During this period people still migrated from Poland to Sweden with a clear change 
of patterns at the polish EU entry and an increased number of labour migrants from 
the new EU member countries (see article below). 
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Changed pattern from Poland 

By Tor Bengtsson 1 

On 1 May 2004 the EU expanded with ten new member countries 2. In connection with the 

enlargement there was a lively debate whether and how the immigration from the new 

member countries would change. There were fears of wage dumping and terms such as 

"Social tourism" appeared in the Swedish debate. Most of the old member states, except 

Sweden, the UK and Ireland, introduced various restrictions on immigration from the new 

member countries. 

                                                           
1 The author is a researcher at the register unit in the Department of Population and 

welfare at Statistics Sweden. Inquiries may be directed to the author by e-mail 

tor.bengtsson@scb.se 

2 Cyprus, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia, Czech Republic 

and Hungary. 
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Immigration to Sweden was relatively low from most of the new EU countries before 2004 

and has remained so even after joining the EU, but with mainly one exception. Immigration 

from Poland increased sharply after the EU entry, although from a low level. In the year 

2000 immigration was larger from 17 countries other than from Poland, but in 2007, 

immigration from Poland was larger than in the other Nordic countries. The only country 

that had a larger immigration into Sweden was Iraq. 

The chart below as well as the continued analysis is based solely on data on people born in 

Poland and who at the immigration/emigration from Poland were Polish citizens. 

 

22. Immigration from Poland into Sweden and emigration from Sweden 

into Poland 2000-2007. Persons born in Poland 

 

 

In the chart above one can clearly see how the number of immigrants from Poland has 

increased and still increases. It is even so that the increase started the same month as the 

membership took effect. By contrast, the number of emigrants from Sweden into Poland 

remained largely unchanged during the period. It was only in 2007 the number of emigrants 

rose slightly. 

It should particularly be noted that the chart above is based on the Sweden registered 

population. All EU citizens, except Nordic citizens, must have right of residence 3 to get to 

                                                           
3 New Rules from 30 April 2006 is applied at the national registration of EU citizens and their 

family members. Instead of residence permit, the concept right of residence was introduced, 

a right which is intended to facilitate for EU citizens to exercise the option of free 
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work or study in Sweden for longer than three months. An EU citizen can settle in another 

EU country without gainful employment provided that he/she can support him-/herself. To 

be registered in Sweden, you must have the intention of staying for at least one year. 

 

Grounds for settlement 

It is not only the number of people who emigrate from Poland that has changed after the EU 

entry. The gender distribution has changed from about 35 percent men in the early 2000s to 

just over 55 percent in 2007. The number and the share of immigrants with work reasons for 

the residence permit have also increased sharply. 

10. Polish Citizens who immigrated into Sweden from Poland by grounds 

for residence. 2000-2007. Percent 

 

 
 

 
2000 

 
2001 

 
2002 

 
2003 

 
2004 

 
2005 

 
2006 

 
2007 

 
Work 

 
7,8 

 
15,9 

 
17,9 

 
14,8 

 
36,9 

 
45,9 

 
39,1 

 
26,1 

 
Family Ties 

 
84,2 

 
77,0 

 
76,4 

 
76,3 

 
53,4 

 
43,4 

 
32,0 

 
18,9 

 
Studies 

 
3,9 

 
3,4 

 
3,1 

 
6,0 

 
1,6 

 
1,3 

 
1,0 

 
0,6 

 
Other 

 
1,0 

 
1,6 

 
1,2 

 
1,3 

 
1,5 

 
1,7 

 
1,6 

 
0,8 

 
Data not 
available 

 
3,1 

 
2,1 

 
1,4 

 
1,6 

 
6,6 

 
7,8 

 
26,4 

 
53,7 

 
 
Total 

  
 
100,0 

 
 
100,0 

 
 
100,0 

 
 
100,0 

 
 
100,0 

 
 
100,0 

 
 
100,0 

 
 
100,0 

 
Number 

 
612 

 
761 

 
1 006 

 
966 

 
2 380 

 
3 325 

 
6 201 

 
7 317 

 

To 2005, the registration of the reasons that have motivated residence permit/right of 

residence is adequate. For the years 2006 and 2007 however, the loss is significantly 

increased due to changed administrative rules. 

                                                                                                                                                                      
movement. Anyone who has a right of residence may stay in Sweden without residence 

permit and work permit. 
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Due to the fact that the quality of the data has deteriorated so much, it is not possible to 

follow the group with work reasons for their residence permit/right of residence. Instead, 

the entire population of Polish immigrants have been studied from various aspects. 

 

Remaining 

As shown in Chart 22 the emigration into Poland has remained at a relatively low level with 

some increase for the year 2007. The question is whether the time one stays in Sweden has 

been affected by the EU entry in 2004. In the table below, each cohort of immigrants has 

been studied based on whether they were still registered in Sweden, one, two, three and so 

on, years after their year of immigration. 

 

11. Number of Polish immigrants remaining in Sweden per 1 000 

immigrants by year of immigration and time of residence in Sweden. 

2000-2007 

 

 
Year of 
immigration 

 
 

 
Number of 
immigrants 

 
 
After 1 
year 

 
 
After 2 
years 

 
 
After 3 
years 

 
 
After 4 
years 

 
 
After 5 
years 

 
 
After 6 
years 

 
 
After 7 
years 

2000 
 

612 
 

977 
 

954 
 

938 
 

917 
 

887 
 

869 
 

853 

2001 
 

761 967 945 905 882 859 845  

2002 
 

1 006 965 939 910 878 856   

2003 
 

966 976 954 928 898    

2004 
 

2 380 981 955 932     

2005 
 

3 325 976 952      

2006 
 
2007 
 

6 201 
 
7 317 

964       

Note: The table shows for example, that of the 6 201 people who immigrated into Sweden 

from Poland in 2006, 964 were still registered in Sweden at the end of 2007. 
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There are little differences in the proportion of remaining regardless of immigration before 

or after joining the EU. One would expect that they who immigrated with "work" as a basis 

for settlement would return to Poland after a few years in Sweden. In many cases only a 

temporary residence permit on 18 months is obtained, which then can be extended for 

another 6 months. But as mentioned earlier this is not shown in the records that formed the 

basis for the study. 

Re-emigration is at a low level, comparable to the one referring to immigrants from Asia or 

Africa, and significantly lower than the EU countries in general. 

 

Poles settle in metropolitan areas 

Foreign-born are more represented in urban areas than in the rest of the country. 

Approximately 65 percent of the country's foreign-born resides the three metropolitan 

counties and more than 28 percent resideǎ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ {ǘƻŎƪƘƻƭƳΣ DƻǘƘŜƴōǳǊƎ ƻǊ aŀƭƳǀΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

applies to an even greater extent for the Poles. Of the studied Poles, 75 percent live in the 

metropolitan counties and about 30 percent are residents of the metropolitan 

municipalities. 

 

It is a relatively small displacement within the country among the Poles. Most still live in the 

county where they were registered when they immigrated. However, one can see that there 

is a larger proportion among those who have come after the EU entry that settles in the 

metropolitan areas, compared with those who immigrated before Poland's membership. 

However, one must keep in mind that there were a relatively small number of immigrants 

before the EU entry. 

  



FAIDRA: Family Separation Through Immigration: Dramatising Anecdotal European History 

 

48 

        

 

The labour market for Poles 

The main objective of this small study was to analyse where on the labour market Poles are 

active. The latest version of the employment directory 4 available refers to 2006. This means 

that we do not yet know anything about those who immigrated in 2007. For the group that 

arrived in 2006, there may be deficiencies in job classification, in that they have not been so 

long in the country and thus not had the time to establish themselves fully on the labour 

market. 

Less than 8 000 of those who emigrated from Poland in the 2000s and who in 2006 were 

aged 20-64, had a controlς or entrepreneurial task in 2006 (In the accounts hereinafter 

referred to as "Poland-born"). Of these, the majority, just fewer than 80 percent, is also 

classified as employed in November 2006. The group is really too small to draw any far-

reaching conclusions, but some observations can nevertheless be done. 

In the report below the population "Country" covers all people classified as employed during 

the month of November, unlike the "Poland-born" which includes everyone with the 

controlς or entrepreneurial information during the year. The difference between the groups 

because of this would be essentially negligible in this context. 

 

Employment by sector 

In order to describe where in the labour market Poles work, we begin with the sector in 

which they earn their living. 

 

12. Employment rate by institutional sector. 2006. Percent 

 

  
Poland-born 

 
Country 

 
State administration 
 
State enterprises 

 
1,7 

 
0,0 

 
5,5 

 
0,1 

 
Municipal administration 
 
County 

 
5,6 

 
6,9 

 
19,5 

 
5,9 

                                                           
4 For more information, see www.scb.se/rams. 

 

http://www.scb.se/rams
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Other public institutions 

 
0,0 

 
0,0 

 
Limited companies not publicly owned 

 
59,7 

 
51,6 

 
Other companies not publicly owned 

 
22,9 

 
8,3 

 
State owned companies and organisations 

 
0,7 

 
3,1 

 
Municipal owned companies and organisations 
 
Other organisations 

 
0,4 

 
2,1 

 
1,8 

 
4,1 

 

It is clear that we find a majority of the Poles in the private sector. There is a significantly 

smaller portion that can be found in municipal and state sectors. The County Council is a 

slightly larger employer for Poles than for employed in average. 

 

Professional status 

Professional status indicates whether you are employed or entrepreneur. Poland-born who 

were both employees and entrepreneurs in the year is reported as entrepreneurs. 

13. Employment rate by status in employment. 2006. Percent 

 

  
Poland-born 

 
Country 

 
Employee 

 
92,2 

 
91,2 

 
Entrepreneurs 

 
7,5 

 
5,6 

 
Entrepreneurs in a private limited company 

 
0,3 

 
3,3 

 

The big difference between the Poles and the country as a whole is the considerably smaller 

percentage of entrepreneurs in a private limited company, which is not surprising. It 

requires both capital and knowledge on the Swedish tax system to establish as 

entrepreneurs in a private limited company. 

However, one should bear in mind that the above figures relate only to the registered 

population in Sweden. The group self-employed with the company established in Poland and 

who execute the work in Sweden are normally not registered in Sweden. 
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Industry 

With the help of the establishment's NACE code we can get an idea about which sectors 

Poles primarily are active within. 

 

14. Employment rate by industry. 2006. Percent 

 

  
Poland-born 

 
Country 

 
Agriculture, forestry and fishing 
 
Manufacturing and extraction 

 
5,3 

 
12,5 

 
1,8 

 
17,0 

 
Energy production, water supply and waste disposal 

 
0,1 

 
1,0 

 
Construction activity 
 
Trading and communication 

 
18,1 

 
14,4 

 
6,3 

 
18,8 

 
Financial activity and business services 

 
22,0 

 
14,2 

 
Education and research 
 

 
3,7 

 

 
11,2 

 
Health and social care 
 

13,0 
 

16,6 
 

Personal and cultural services 
 
Public administration etc. 

9,9 
 

1,0 

7,3 
 

5,9 

 

 

It is primarily in construction and financial activities and business services, where we find a 

significantly larger proportion of Poles compared with the distribution throughout the 

country. The latter sector includes i.e. companies with operations in cleaning and staffing. 
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Need for further studies 

It will be very exciting to follow the development in the coming years. Immigration from 

Poland has accelerated in 2006 and 2007; will the increase continue? The data is still 

incomplete for those who came in 2006 and we do not know where in the labour market 

Polish immigrants of 2007 have ended up. Do the latest immigrants have the same 

characteristics as those who immigrated directly after the EU entry? In one to two years 

there will be data also for these. Neither do we know if the recent immigrants from Poland 

are in Sweden on temporary residence permits; in any case we cannot yet see any 

resettlement trend. 

The emigration from Poland into Sweden is relatively small compared to the emigration of 

Poles into other countries in the EU. But it still means that it is one of the really big changes 

in the migration to Sweden during the last decades that have not had a conflict as cause. 

Perhaps we have seen the beginning of a change in the migration patterns as a result of the 

enlarged European Union by, i.a. free movement for people on the agenda. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



FAIDRA: Family Separation Through Immigration: Dramatising Anecdotal European History 

 

52 

        

Desk Study Report ï POLAND (By Dobra Wola Foundation) 
 

Introduction 

 

Poland is considered to be a country with a long tradition of migration and 

political refuge. Among the many processes that constitute history of migration we 

should highlight firstly the Great Migration in XIX century that was connected to the 

partition of Poland which completely divided lands between Russian Empire, 

Kingdom of Prussia and Habsburg Monarchy of Austria for 123 years and secondly 

enforced resettlements after World War II (due to borders change). Currently, 

despite welcoming a number of immigrants e.g. from Ukraine, Poland maintains its 

status as one of the biggest sending countries in the European Union. What is more, 

ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀŦǘŜǊ tƻƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ 9¦ ƛƴ нллп ƻǳǘƎƻƛƴƎ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ 

ƛǘǎ ǎŎŀƭŜ ƴŀƳŜŘ άǘƘŜ ŜȄƻŘǳǎέΦ aƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻcesses have severely influenced national 

labor markets (both in Poland and abroad) and have also transformed everyday life 

of families. Polish migration has been studied carefully in various aspects e.g. 

structural factors influencing a decision, family strategies, intensified waves, 

generational differences, and so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨōǊŀƛƴ ŘǊŀƛƴΩΦ  

Sweden is considered to be one of the migration destinations of Poles. It is 

estimated that approx. 110 000 Polish migrants live in Sweden. Polish migration to 

Sweden has a long history and can be divided into several phases and often was an 

answer to the dramatic situation in the region. To shortly present the process we will 

focus on the 20th and 21st centuries. Firstly, we have to highlight that during II 

World War 15 000 Polish citizens among them a large number of Jews migrated to 

Sweden in order to escape war atrocities. Some of the migrants were supported by 

ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ά²ƘƛǘŜ ōǳǎǎŜǎέΦ {ŜŎƻƴŘƭȅΣ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǎǘ 

times in consequence of the outbreak of March 1968 5000 polish Jews immigrated 

to Sweden. It was political and ethnic migration stemming from antisemitism. 

Thirdly, in spite of the fact that during socialist times emigration was limited, since 

the beginning of 80s political emigration grown because of the persecutions by the 

regime. In 1981 the martial law was declared as an attempt to crush political 

opposition. Due to the implementation of martial law, Sweden allowed all Poles 

being in Sweden (also tourists or sailors) to obtain permanent residence. After 1989 

ŀƴŘ tƻƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ Ǉǳǘ ŜƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǎǘ tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ wŜǇǳōƭƛŎ ƻŦ 

Poland economic migration prevailed. We observe a shift from political to economic 

migration. The process of European integration and Polish access to EU opened labor 

markets for the influx of Polish workers and in practice meant no border controls for 

migrants and easier procedures in order to find a job. Therefore the quantitative 
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ŎǳƭƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ tƻƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘŀǘŜŘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ƧƻƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Schengen Area in 

2004. Post-accession migration was a consequence of political transformation 

especially high rates of unemployment.    

 

The methodology of the following report is based on analysis of secondary 

data. The report is based mainly on the results of National Census, research of 

Committee for Migration Studies of Polish Academy of Sciences and Report on Polish 

Migrants by Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The analysis of existing qualitative research is 

also represented in the report. 

Statistical analysis of outward migration 

 

According to Committee for Migration Studies of Polish Academy of Sciences 

Poland is characterized by the durability and stability of emigration processes ς both 

political and economic migration is inscribed in everyday life of generations living in 

diverse regions of Poland (Anacka, Slany, i Solga 2014, 5). Post-accession migration is 

characterized by young age, high skills and urban character of migration.  

According to Central Statistical Office of Poland5 (NSP 2011) 1 565 000 Poles 

were residing abroad for a year or longer, and 2 017 000 at least three months. Thus 

almost 80% of temporary migrants were living abroad for more than 1 year which 

means they were residents of the hoisting country. The statistic shows then that 52 

out of 1000 Poles were temporarily living abroad. We can see a growing tendency as 

in comparison to data for 2002 786 000 Poles were living abroad more than 2 

months, which shows an average of 21 out of 1000.  

 

 
Table 1 Migrants living abroad for more than 3 months in 2002 and 2011. Based on National Census 

                                                           
5 Poland in 2015had a population of 38,5 million. 
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Table 2 Migrants living abroad in 2002 and 2011 with regard to place of emigration. Based on 

National Census 

 

Country of destination  

The vast majority of Polish migrants ς more than 85% - are leaving in other 

European countries (the estimations reach the number of 1 717 600 migrants). Most 

of them ς namely 81,5% - moved to other EU countries, mainly to the UK ς 625 000 

(30%), Germany 470 000, Ireland 12 000 and Holland 95 000. The second continent 

of destination is North and Central America where 269 000 of Polish migrants live.  It 

is important to highlight that the percentage of migrants choosing to live in North 

and Central America diminished since 2002 when 24% of Polish migrants chose that 

destination to 13,3% in 2011. The change is a consequence of access to EU and 

opening of not such a geographically distant labor markets. Other continents are 

seldom destinations of Polish migrants: Asia 0,5%, Africa 0,2%, Oceania 0,7%, South 

America 0,1% (Nowak i in. 2013).  

 

 
Table 3 Distribution of migrants by destination. Source: National Census 2011   
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According to the Social Diagnosis for 2015 the emigration declarations were 

influenced by the economic condition of hosting country. In 2015 respondents who 

declared destination of the possible migration have most often chosen Germany and 

the UK. The econometric analysis shows that the main factor influencing migration 

from Poland to EU countris is the difference between unemployment rates in 

between the countries ό/ȊŀǇƛƵǎƪƛ ƛ tŀƴŜƪ нлмрύ. 

 

Table 4 Destinations of emigration declarations of Poles 2009-нлмрΦ {ƻǊǳŎŜΥ 5ƛŀƎƴƻȊŀ {ǇƻƱŜŎȊƴŀ ƴŀ 

rok 2015 s. 153 

 The migration from Poland to Nordic countries is substantial. As it is shown in 

Table 5 there was a growing tendency of migrating between 1990 and 2007. The 

table shows Polish migrants as a percentage of destination countries population. In 

the case of Sweden, the percentage of Poles in 1990 was 0,416m while 0,641 in 

2007.  
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Table 5 Polish migrants in Scandinavia. Shown as a procentage of destination countries' population 

1990 and 2007. Source Pedersen and Plitkova 2008 

 The number of Polish migrants living in Sweden is estimated at 100 000 

people, of which 30% leave in Stockholm area. Sweden has ranked on 9th place 

among destination UE countries of Polish migrants after UK, Germany, Ireland, 

Holland, Italy, France, and Belgium. Different data is shown by National Census 

which claims that almost 35 000 migrants leave in Sweden. Among them 9 000 lives 

in Sweden for between 3 and 12 months and over 12 months 25 000 (Nowak i in. 

2013). With the enlargement of EU in 2004 and 2007, a large number of migrants 

from especially Poland and Romania moved to Sweden.  That the largest numbers 

are can be explained by the facts that they are the two largest countries in terms of 

population size and that Poland is a neighbouring country across the Baltic Sea. The 

next graph shows the migration flow from Poland to Sweden. We can see that after 

2008 crisis the immigration from Poland declined. 

 

Table 6 Migration from Poland to Sweden 2000-2012 

Gender 

0

0,5

1

1,5

2

2,5

3

3,5

Sweden Denmark Finnland Norway Iceland

1990

2007



FAIDRA: Family Separation Through Immigration: Dramatising Anecdotal European History 

 

57 

        

We can observe slight feminization of migration as the majority of Polish 

migrants are women (51,1% in 2011). Though the feminization diminished in 

comparison with 2002 (53,8%). Prevalence of women was observed regardless of the 

place of departure (rural or urban area). Among short-term migration though the 

data shows another tendency - slightly more men decides to migrate for short period 

of time (Nowak i in. 2013). The gender division diversification can be observed 

among various regions from where people migrate e.g. among migrants from Lubus 

voivodship women were 61% (Nowak i in. 2013). 

 Gender division of migration varies among destination countries. In Italy, 

Polish migrants comprise 66% of women but only 42% in Norway.  In Sweden, there 

is slightly more men than women among Polish migrants. According to National 

Census (2011) among them 18 500 men (53%) and around 16 500 women (47%). 

 

Table 7 Distribution of migrants by gender in destination countries. Source: National Census 2011 

  It is also important to highlight that wage gap among Polish migrants in 

Sweden continues to be significant. The data from 2010 gathered among migrants 

16-64 years old shows that while male Polish workers earn monthly 31 300 SEK per 

year, female workers earn 26 000 SEK όDŜǊŘŜǎ ƛ ²ŀŘŜƴǎƧǀ нлмоύ.  

Age groups 

83% of people living abroad more than 3 months in 2011 were in productive 

age, and 64% in mobility age (that is up to 46 years old). The largest group consists of 

people between 25-29 years old (383 000) among which 54% are women. Men are 

prevailing in the group of people 35-59 years old. It is important to highlight that the 

most visible is migration of people in productive mobile age. 8,5% of total population 

of Poland in this age has emigrated (Nowak i in. 2013).  
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Table 8 Distribution of migrants by age and gender. [In thousands]. 

Source: National Census 2011 

 

Family status  

According to National Census among migrants over 15 years old, 45% were 

married and 7% divorced. 34% of migrants were single, that is higher than in general 

population. Therefore single people were more often deciding to migrate than 

people who have families. Additionally, more single men than women decided to 

migrate. We observe the progressive tendency of migrating singles in comparison 

with data from 2002 (Nowak i in. 2013).  

Moreover, according to National Census, 9% of Polish households had a 

member who migrated at least for 3 months. In comparison with the data gathered 

in 2002, the number has increased (in 2002 it was only 3%). What is more, 48% of 

the household with a migrant consisted of households were all of the family 

members were migrants, though most often it was one person households (21%) 

(Nowak i in. 2013). 
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Table 9 Distribution of Polish migrants over 15 years old by martial status. Source: National Census 

 

Reason for migrating  

The data on reasons for migrating presented in National Census 2011 is representing 

only those respondents, who filled in a full questionnaire (that is 370 000 people). 

Moreover, all of the information were obtained from the members of a household 

that the migrant belonged to before leaving the country, and not from the very 

migrant (Nowak i in. 2013). Therefore, National Census data shows that 73% of 

migrants left Poland in order to work (44% in 2002). One-third of migrant workers 

left the country because of higher earnings, 31% point to the difficulty in finding job 

in Poland, other reasons e.g. better opportunities for professional development, 

interesting job offer abroad, work incompatible with qualifications, secondment by 

the employer were rarely noted. It is also important to highlight that in different 

countries the percentage of polish migrants living there due to work varied (Portugal 

25%, Holland 90%). Regarding migration connected with work it is observed that 

inhabitants of countryside more often migrate for work (77%) than inhabitants of 

the cities (70%) (Nowak i in. 2013). 

The second reason for migration were family issues (16%). While specifying 

detailed motivations most frequently respondents have pointed out to 

accompaniment to migrant family member (49% of all family issues). 22% of family 

issues were due to family reunification. 19% of migrants moved in order to start a 

family. 14% of Poles that migrated to UE pointed out to family issues as a reason to 

migrate. Central Statistical Office of Poland estimates that work is a reason for 

migration of 1 470 000 polish migrants, and for 317 000 the reason is family issue. 

Although they highlight it is a mere estimation as migration reasons do change in 
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time. For instance in 2002 family issues were the cause of migration for 30% of 

respondents (Nowak i in. 2013).  

 

Table 10 Distribution of migrants by reason to migrate and year. Source: National Census 2011 

Reasons of migrating were visibly differentiated by gender. Work was a 

reason for migrating for 79% of men and 62% of women. With regard to family 

issues in general 16% of migrants pointed out to this issue, while 13% of men and 

22% of women. In general women more often than men migrate because of 

education and family issues.  

Furthermore the numbers varied by urban ς rural divide. In urbanized areas 

work was a reason to migrate for 80% of men and 59% of women, whereas the 

number in countryside was higher (respectively 85% of migrant men and 67% of 

migrant women) (Nowak i in. 2013). 

 According to National Census data the main reason for migrating to Sweden 

is work. Among more than 6 thousands respondents who answered the question 

75% pointed out work, 4% education, 16% family issues, 5% other reasons (Nowak i 

in. 2013). The analysis of reasons of migration while taking into account the length of 

the stay shows that family issues are more commonly the cause to migrate when 

migrants stay in Sweden more than one year.  






















































