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Global Migration – Migration in Europe 

Realities, Dangers, and chances,  

 

Europe has economic and political ties with the whole world. In terms of its geographic location, it is 
the western extremity of the Eurasian continent. Its people are a migrating species. These three 
characteristics alone explain why Europe is right at the heart of international migration movements.  

 

Europeans can be found in almost every corner of the world, whether it be as tourists, business 
people, or emigrants and their descendents. Likewise, people from almost every corner of the world 
can be found in Europe. The world is growing ever closer; distances are becoming relative. The world 
is on the move politically, geographically, and physically. New migration systems and channels have 
developed and new patterns and types are emerging. The migration of people corresponds to the flow 
of information, capital, and goods. However, these movements are not one-way; in principle, they are 
bidirectional. Migration is both a prerequisite for and a consequence of globalisation. That said, only 
very small numbers of people migrate over large distances – from one continent to another, for 
example – or for extended periods of time, such as for life. Just like the great waves of European 
emigration which saw over 60 million people move to America and Australia, long-term, long-distance 
migration is the exception rather than the rule. Most people migrate within the borders of a state, in 
other words from one town or city to another. Most of those who migrate across international borders 
only move to a neighbouring country or region. This is why migration to Europe is mainly interregional 
migration: for example from Eastern Europe to Western Europe, within Scandinavia, or around the 
Mediterranean. Moreover, most people only migrate for short periods of time. The most frequent form 
of migration is holidaymaking. Other popular forms of short-term migration include business trips, 
university studies abroad, or a stint as an au pair. Whether in the United States or in Europe, 
temporary migration is the most frequent type of migration. Nowadays, most people who go to other 
countries to work do so for a limited period of time only: for months rather than years. It is possible that 
they come more frequently, but they stay for shorter periods. Simmel’s bon mot ‘People come today 
and stay tomorrow’ no longer applies. It would be more accurate to say that ‘People come today and 
leave again tomorrow’. Migration can be a plausible survival tactic: people migrate to flee persecution 
and to escape the poverty trap. Migration is also an economic tactic: people migrate in search of the 
place where they can get the best possible remuneration for their work. Migration can be a form of 
protest: ‘I protest against the conditions in the place where I was born; I’m not going accept them any 
longer, I’m leaving.’ Migration is the consequence of the uneven distribution of available wealth in the 
world. Migration is the expression of lifelong learning; migrants gain experience abroad. 

 

But migration also means the migration of knowledge and this is why there has been an increase in 
the migration of specialists in all conceivable directions. However, it can happen that legal regulations 
conflict with people’s aspirations, and when this happens migrants often operate outside the law. 
Migration is an expression of social change; it contributes to change within the states and regions 
involved. Migration itself is also subject to change. As a result of migration, the populations of Europe 
are continually being enhanced by people from other regions and, therefore, change their composition. 
Europe, once a continent of emigration, has become a continent of immigration. States that 
traditionally supplied ‘guest workers’ – Spain, Italy, Portugal, and Austria too  are today themselves 
home to new ‘guest workers’ from places like south-eastern Europe, Africa, South America, and Asia. 
States like Poland, Hungary, or Turkey are now countries of emigration and immigration in equal 
measure. For example, there are probably just as many Ukrainians  if not more  working in Poland 
as there are Poles working in Germany. Migration is continually changing direction and, as the history 
of Europe shows, it can even be completely reversed. One of the most striking paradoxes of all is the 
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fact that migration is generally a cause of great concern despite the fact that it has made a huge 
contribution to Europe’s status as one of the most affluent regions on the planet. 

 

Facts and figures: migration in Europe 

A series of general observations can be made about migration movements in Europe. While the total 
volume of migration has increased, net migration (the balance of immigration and emigration) has 
increased only slightly. There has, however, been a significant increase in the migration of experts, 
seasonal labourers, trainees, intra-company transfers in multi-nationals, and cross-border commuters. 
Temporary migration and irregular migration are the fastest-growing forms of migration. In terms of 
quantity, family reunification is the most significant form of migration, closely followed by labour 
migration. The mobility of students within Europe and from third countries has increased considerably 
while the migration of asylum seekers has experienced a notable drop. 

Migration is almost impossible to measure because it is a complex and elusive phenomenon that it is 
very difficult for science to pin down. The figures that are usually bandied about give an unjustified 
impression of precision. Moreover, to a certain extent, statistics hide the subjectivity of migration, the 
migrants, their hopes, and their fate. While the purpose of statistics is to give an indication of the 
extent of a social phenomenon, migration statistics can only ever be approximations. Nevertheless, 
these figures are highly emotionally charged and can either bring reassurance or unleash a panic. 
This is why critical distance is essential when dealing with migration statistics. Since approximately  
1985, the early days of globalisation, global migration has been increasing slowly in relation to the 
population. In 1985, approximately 2.5 per cent of the world’s population lived in a country other than 
the one in which they were born; by 2005, this figure is expected to have risen to about 3 per cent 
(some 175 million people). The actual figure is much higher because most data acquisition methods 
do not take account of temporary migration. Approximately 22 million registered foreigners (excluding 
naturalised citizens who were born abroad) and several million ‘illegal aliens’ live in the enlarged EU. 
Some six million of these registered foreigners, in other words one quarter of them, come from another 
EU member state. The percentage of annual migration from one EU/EFTA member state to another 
varies between approximately 50% (Belgium, Switzerland), 30% (Spain), approximately 20% (Austria, 
Germany, Netherlands) and about 10% (Portugal, Finland). Since 1980, Germany, Great Britain, Italy, 
France, Portugal, Spain, Greece and Switzerland have posted the highest relative rates of growth. 
States that have recently joined the league of countries of immigration include Ireland, Finland, and 
the Czech Republic. The main countries of origin are generally neighbouring countries, former 
colonies, countries from which the country of immigration used to recruit labour, and other states 
within the European migration zone. Germany and Poland, Belgium and the Netherlands, the 
Netherlands and Great Britain, Italy and Albania, Spain and Morocco, Finland and Russia, Great 
Britain and India, as well as Portugal and Angola are just a few typical migration pairs. Since the late 
1980s, migrants from states whose citizens have rarely been seen in Europe are migrating to this 
continent: Moldova, the Ukraine, Sri Lanka, Afghanistan, Iraq, Sierra Leone, Ecuador and China. This 
migration is the result of escape and displacement, the fall of the Iron Curtain, and the social 
upheavals caused by the policies of liberalisation pursued in large parts of the world. This migration is 
referred to as ‘new migration’. It is worth noting that the states from which most migrants come include 
not only traditional countries of emigration such as Turkey, Morocco and Algeria, but also places like 
Italy, Portugal and Germany. Large numbers of people also emigrate from Great Britain, the 
Netherlands, and Denmark. While 4.7 million Spaniards live abroad, between one and two million 
foreigners live in Spain. Over three million Turks live abroad and over one million migrants live in 
Turkey. This means that major countries of immigration are often also major countries of emigration 
and vice versa. Global labour markets with a completely separate infrastructure have emerged 
consisting of employment agencies and Internet websites, such as those for IT experts, nursing staff 
or home helps. Europe is part of these labour markets: they channel nurses from South Africa, home 
helps from the Philippines and programmers from India to Europe. Since the late 1990s, short-term 
labour migration (e.g. seasonal labourers) has been steadily increasing in numerous European states 
including Germany, Great Britain, Italy, Switzerland, and Spain. In 2001, up to 700,000 people 
migrated for short-term work. Some authors are already speaking of ‘new guest workers’. The 
accession of Eastern European states to the EU has not as yet resulted in any major migration 
movements: only about 120,000 people from Eastern Europe migrated to Great Britain (together with 
Ireland, the only EU Member State that does not have migration restrictions), where they were 
welcomed with open arms because of the local shortage of manpower. A total of 834,000 foreigners 
(including people of foreign extraction born in Germany) are studying in Europe. Almost half of them 



 3 

come from other OECD states. Somewhere between 4.5 and 7.5 million migrants are living and 
working in Europe without residence or work permits. Such migrants are known as ‘illegal aliens’. 
However, they are often seasonal labourers or commuter migrants. Deportation, a form of forced 
migration, is the downside to this process. Up to 400,000 people are deported from the EU every year. 
Since 1990, over 800,000 people have been deported from Germany alone and many more were 
probably obliged to leave the state ‘voluntarily’ at the prospect of deportation. For Europe too, it is safe 
to say that migration does not run in straight lines between states, but more often between regions. 
Such migration creates links between these regions, as is the case with the Ruhr and Zonguldak 
(Turkey), Prato and Zhejiang (China), or Bradford and Mirpur (India). Rotterdam, Barcelona, Prague 
and Istanbul are significant multicultural metropolises that are also growing significantly; London’s 
massive economic growth would not be possible were it not for the fact that 45% of its inhabitants are 
migrants. Within the next ten years, just under 40 million people  half the population  will migrate 
across municipal or regional borders within Germany. In Great Britain 10% will migrate in this manner. 
However, only 1.6% of the EU’s citizens live in another member state. Within the borders of the 
member states Europe’s citizens are highly mobile; within the EU itself, however, they are more 
immobile. This lack of mobility is balanced out  by international migration. It is generally assumed that 
most migrants are young men. However, there is now talk of a ‘feminisation of migration’. This has 
mainly to do with the increased importance of female labour markets in the home help and nursing 
sectors. However, the history books show that the migration of women is nothing new; the 
predominantly male immigration of the post-war period that gave rise to the assumption that most 
migrants are young men was the exception rather than the rule. And it is not only young people who 
migrate; an increasing number of people migrate abroad after they retire. Hundreds of thousands of 
Northern Europeans live in Spain. Turkey, Malta and Cyprus are also popular with senior citizens 
migrating in search of sunshine. The few studies that do exist on the economic consequences of 
migration show that migration generates growth and (re)invigorates industry and trade. In most 
sectors, migration creates more jobs than can be filled by the migrants who come. 

Migratory movements and political responses 

The integration of Europe has completely changed the face of migration. International migration 
between states has been replaced by internal mobility within a political system, namely the European 
Union. Millions of people who were still illegal aliens before May 1st 2004, for example migrants from 
Poland or Lithuania, will be European citizens by 2011 at the latest. The transformation of the 
relationships between states illustrates the tension that arises when migration zones do not coincide 
with political zones. The accession of several Eastern European states to the EU has partially 
eliminated this disparity. However, the European migration zone extends beyond the borders of the 
EU: it includes Russia, the Caucasus, and the Middle East and stretches right back around the 
Mediterranean to Morocco. This incongruence also has serious ethical consequences, namely the 
unequal treatment of those who come from within a political system and those who come from outside 
it. The differentiation between desirable and undesirable migrants on the basis of ethnic or economic 
criteria is no less questionable. Furthermore, global integration in particular is characterised by a 
paradox. The liberalisation of flows of money, goods, and information corresponds to restrictions 
imposed on the movement of people. Starting with the ‘rich man’s club’ (the OECD states), a 
staggered system of controls is spreading around the world. These controls are tightest around 
Europe and constitute a specific European migration regime. This migration regime, which is passed 
on by trade agreements, development policies, and repatriation agreements, stretches to Hong Kong, 
the Caucasus, the Middle East, and West Africa. This is synonymous with transit camps around 
Europe  from the Ukraine to Libya  that are either being funded or planned by the EU. The most 
striking effect of the increase in restrictions is not, however, a fall in migration, but the fact that since 
the 1980s it has gradually been made illegal. To date, many thousands of people have lost their lives 
trying to overcome the obstacles blocking their entry to Europe. Now, the term ‘migration 
management’ is being used to highlight the obvious contradictions between economics, politics, and 
human endeavour. For some, this term is a euphemism for new control and selection procedures; for 
others it is the attempt to bring all three factors into line with each other and to formulate a sustainable 
migration policy that will benefit all parties involved. Over the past few years, irregular migrants have 
been legalised and legal migration channels set up in almost every state in Europe  Germany is an 
exception in this regard. Immigration restrictions and unemployment in the north and growth and 
relatively weak controls in the south have in part shifted migration flows and in part spread migration 
over more states. A ‘battle for the best brains’ has even broken out in some professions: IT experts, 
nursing and medical staff, and experts in all disciplines are in great demand. 
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Politicians keep sending different, often contradictory signals. In order to make the most of their 
potential for growth, several states, especially Great Britain and Spain, are in favour of increased 
migration. In France, the ageing of society and the fall in birth rates are sometimes used as arguments 
in favour of continued migration. Other states, like Denmark and the Netherlands, are trying to check 
the growth of migration. For many years now, Germany has been employing anti-migration rhetoric 
while at the same time posting the highest immigration rates. Only a very small number of states have 
to date found a way out of the dilemma of supporting migration for economic and demographic 
reasons and yet rejecting it for state-theoretical, nationalistic, or ethnic reasons. Germany opts for 
ethnic migration (repatriates), Spain for immigration from its former colonies (South America), and 
Great Britain argues on the basis of the primacy of economics. Almost all European states have 
agreed on a combination of a restriction of the migration of asylum seekers, the fight against illegal 
migration, and the extension of legal migration, especially in the form of temporary labour migration. In 
many states, permanent residency and the subsequent immigration of dependent family members are 
made difficult; the settlement of so-called ‘guest workers’ in the 1970s is generally considered to have 
been an aberration that should not be repeated. 

In terms of legal rights and status, migrants can be divided into three groups: the educated elite and 
experts, who are subject to very few restrictions and social disadvantages; the mass of migrants who 
usually seek seasonal work, whose rights are severely restricted and whose situation is characterised 
by poor working conditions, high unemployment, and poor living conditions; and ‘illegal aliens’ who are 
needed on the labour market, but are politically excluded and have no rights whatsoever. Even 
existing rights are being undermined. For example, Germany and Great Britain only partially apply the 
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child to the children of migrants, while not a single Western 
European state has signed the UN Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers 
and Members of their Families. In other words, while migration is a social reality, it is not yet being 
dealt with in a fair political manner. 

First published in German in the catalogue to the exhibition Projekt Migration, published in DuMont 
Literatur und Kunstverlag, Köln 2005.  
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