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Abstract

This thesis analyses socio-demographic effects of post-enlargement emigration in Lat-
via. A substantiate part of Latvian population departed the country since the EU enlargement 
of 2004 and the national demography is shifting towards constrictive population pyramid. 
Young people migrate within the EU in search of higher wages, studies or work experienc-
es, contributing also to temporary migration flows among the member states.

Migration has multifarious effects. Departure of young people from Latvia is mak-
ing the country older in terms of demography. Migration flows are becoming increasing-
ly diverse, as migrants represent both skilled and unskilled part of the work force. Periph-
ery is facing severe depopulation and a decrease in the local workforce, leading to econom-
ic deprivation of the countryside and developmental challenges. Additionally, cultural pro-
duction in these areas is depleted through the departure of artists and youth in general. Cul-
tural diversity is thus dampened by a decrease in cultural consumption and inability to en-
gage in unorthodox activities.

Ethnographic narrative of young Latvian returnees and relatives of migrants enables 
better understanding of the diverse emigration effects on social structures of the sending 
country. Finally, statistical data and academic literature provide a broader framework on Eu-
ropean migration trends and Latvian national specifics.
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Povzetek

Sledeče magistrsko delo analizira socialno-demografski vpliv emigracije na Latvijo po 
širitvi Evropske Unije. Znaten del latvijske populacije je zapustil državo po širitvi Evropske 
Unije leta 2004, hkrati pa se nacionalna demografska slika vedno bolj nagiba k zoženi de-
mografski piramidi. Mladi ljudje migrirajo znotraj EU zaradi obeta višjih plač, študija ali 
delovnih izkušenj, kar občutno prispeva tudi k toku začasnih migracij med državami člani-
cami.

Migracija ima večstranske učinke. Odhod mladih ljudi iz Latvije vpliva na dvig 
povprečne starosti prebivalstva. Migracijski tokovi postajajo čedalje bolj raznoliki, saj mi-
grant predstavljajo tako izobraženo kot neizobraženo delovno silo. Podeželje se sooča z 
močno depopulacijo in upadom lokalne delovne sile, kar vodi v ekonomsko deprivacijo in 
probleme v razvoju podeželja. Nadalje postaja kulturna produkcija vedno bolj osiromašena 
v tem okolju, saj s podeželja odhajajo tako umetniki kot mladi na splošno. Kulturna razno-
likost je posledično zmanjšana zaradi upada kulturne potrošnje in nezmožnosti izvajanja al-
ternativnih dejavnosti (hobijev).

Etnografska narativa mladih latvijskih povratnih migrantov in sorodnikov migrantov 
omogoča boljše razumevanje raznolikega vpliva emigracije na družbene strukture države iz-
vora. Statistični podatki in strokovna literature pa služita kot osnova za širše razumevanje 
evropskih migracijskih trendov in latvijskih nacionalnih specifik.

Ključne besede

Emigracija, Latvija, vpliv na družbo, EU širitev 2004, država izvora
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Introduction

This thesis was designed as a result of a lack of attention of migration experts to the 
social side of emigration. While migration studies often stress economic perspective as it 
deeply connects both individuals and governments, there is a growing tendency to also think 
about the societal changes and community transformation as a result of emigration.

I argue that emigration transforms sending societies in a deep and complex way. “Ef-
fects may simply scratch the surface of society, affecting some economic organizations, role 
expectations, or norms. On the other hand, they may go deep into the culture, transform-
ing the value system, or into the social structure, transforming the distribution of power.” 
(Portes 2008: 13).

Out-migration touches the very foundation of society, when the core values are re-ad-
dressed and the communal habitus1 is changed. Moreover, I suggest that social and econom-
ic effects are intertwined and that both should be considered when talking about emigration. 
Non-economic factors are important in constraining migration decisions and tend to anchor 
populations in localities while economic push-pull explanations operate primarily after the 
decision to migrate has been made. (Irwin et al. 2004: 571) In particular in the context of an 
open EU labour market, where the ease of movement serves as an incentive for people to 
migrate, it is important to understand how and why people stay, leave or return. Only when 
seeing emigration as an economic, social and political category, we can fully understand 
how to address it. 

The largest EU enlargement in 2004 had a tremendous impact on the nature of migra-
tion flows in Europe and it is a fact that post-accession migration is different from earlier 
movements in its volume, structure and social impact (Engbergsen et al. 2010: 15). While 
most experts predicted large migration flows from all of Eastern Europe, it was mostly Po-
land, the Baltic States and A22 that actually began sending large numbers of their population 
to the old member states. These flows were not directed to the traditional immigration coun-
tries, but to the three countries3 that decided not to introduce transitional regimes, namely 
the UK, Sweden and Ireland. Finally, there was an increase in return and circular migration, 
making the traditional one-way flows more complex, diversified and fluid.

I decided to choose Latvia as a case study since this Baltic country experienced high-vol-
ume emigration right after the accession to the EU. Since 2000 the Latvian population de-
creased by 13%, much of it as a result of emigration. Furthermore, Latvia has comparatively 

1 Habitus as interpreted by Pierre Bourdieu in “Structures, Habitus, Power: Basis for a Theory of a Symbolic Power.” In 
Culture/Power/History: a reader in contemporary social theory. Princeton: Princeton University Press. Pgs. 155-199”.
2 Romania and Bulgaria that joined the EU in 2007.
3 Germany, Austria, the Netherlands and France for example.
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weaker economy in relation to the other EU member states and a small and shrinking popu-
lation. Membership in the EU influenced the migration trend in two ways: first, the financial 
difficulties of some socio-demographic categories of Latvian people have deepened; sec-
ond, Latvian citizens received an opportunity to travel, work, and live freely in Great Brit-
ain (Ponomarjovs 2009: 102). Therefore Latvia can serve as a good example of a diverse 
range of consequences that affect the sending country, especially in the context of EU en-
largement. 

Firstly, I discuss methodology as this thesis revolves around the anthropological field-
work, conducted in Latvia between January and March 2014. This serves as the focal point 
for addressing the issue of social impacts on the source country, as it offers a true insight 
into the lives of the sending population. Migration impacts the source country in a variety of 
ways depending upon the magnitudes, composition and nature of migration flows, as well 
upon the specific context from which migrants are drawn (Markova 2010: 12), therefore eth-
nographic narratives serve as a legitimate source of information on the nature of changes in 
the society.

Secondly, I aim to give a structural and political background to post-enlargement em-
igration with the institutional provisions of the European Union explained. All three stages 
of migration4, suggested by Hazans (2013), are explained in the Latvian context for an over-
view of the general situation in the country.

Thirdly, I discuss three types of effects of emigration – economic, socio-economic and 
socio-demographic. Economic factors, though they are not the primary focus of this work, 
support the findings on socio-economic effects and serve as a background for understand-
ing the big picture of Latvian (and potentially global) emigration. Socio-economic effects 
are the transitory part that connects economy with society, while socio-demographic part 
explains in depth the very scope of societal changes as a result of large out-migration from 
the country.

Finally, I support the above mentioned list of socio-demographic effects with an ethno-
graphic narrative of Latvian residents that were mostly return migrants or had a relative-mi-
grant abroad. Individual, personal insights into the problems and transformations contem-
porary Latvian society is facing, are a stepping stone to the broader understanding of emi-
gration as a particular and overarching phenomenon in the sending country. While emigra-
tion is not only a positive or negative phenomenon by itself (Markšaityte 2010: 6), only a 
multi-disciplinary approach to migration studies enables holistic comprehension and thus 
suitable policy-making in the future.

4 Pre-accession, post-accession and post-crisis stages of migration.

Research design and methodology

General

For conducting this research I used interdisciplinary approach with mixed method for 
addressing socio-demographic factors of post-enlargement emigration in Latvia. The aim 
was to understand a) what was the nature of emigration flows from Latvia after 2004 EU-en-
largement, b) how did emigration affect the staying population in terms of lifestyles and 
community development, c) how do socio-demographic and economic factors shape the 
current situation in Latvia.

The research contributes to better understanding of emigration effects on the sending 
country in general, addresses an underexplored topic of social impact of emigration on the 
staying community, furthers attempts to analyse post-enlargement migration flows and its 
consequences, and most importantly offers insight into the lives of the Latvian community 
through ethnographic narrative.

Interviews were conducted with 10 Latvian residents, 7 males and 3 females. The de-
mographic structure of interviewees is broad as the research focused mostly on people who 
are return migrants or whose family members migrated from Latvia. Research is designed 
to provide qualitative approach, with semi-structured interviews and ethnographic narrative 
as methods of analysis. Interviews were part of my 3-month research period in Latvia.

Research

Research took place in Riga and Daugavpils in Latvia between January and March 2014. 
At first I established a broader framework of research through selection of scientific literature, 
official data from Latvian and European authorities and certain media discourses. Secondly, I 
used some contacts I’ve made in my previous research in 2012 in Riga, mostly to generate new 
contacts for the current research. Throughout the three months I’ve met with participants and 
conducted interviews with them. All interviews were later transcribed and translated if neces-
sary. Each participant was given a consent form for the materials to be used for the purposes 
of the thesis. Interviews were analysed together with observations made in the field and sup-
plemented with theoretical background from the available literature.
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For the purpose of this research I used theoretical concepts from IOM’s Glossary on 
Migration (IOM 2004), as this publication is considered by most migration specialists as the 
core document for explaining migration-related concepts. Where new concepts and notions 
were introduced, I give my own definition to illustrate how the concept was seen in the light 
of this research. Therefore, in the end of this chapter I explain some theoretical concepts of 
migration that are inseparably connected with this research. 

In the second part I address scientific literature that deals with emigration and the send-
ing country and give an insight into the processes of EU enlargement, migration flows and 
specific context of Latvia. Expected effects of emigration are discussed in order to later 
compare them with research outcomes and either confirm or disprove those effects. Third 
chapter focuses solely on the social effects of emigration. Finally, the core of this research 
is given in a form of ethnographic narrative through excerpts from interviews with subse-
quent commentaries.

Methodological approach used for this research aims to be interdisciplinary, trying to 
use anthropological methods of participant observation and open-ended, semi-structured 
interviews with local people in order to address certain political and social problems. The 
qualitative part of the research is based on the whole body of interviews undertaken during 
my fieldwork in Latvia. Interviews were semi-structured, with topic and some questions se-
lected in advance, but quite flexible and subject to change as the interviews were develop-
ing. Interviewees were encouraged to speak freely and questions only served as the outline 
for the conversation, but were not strictly applied. Before the interview, each participant 
was informed of the nature of the research and was asked to sign informed consent form and 
give permission for recording the interview. Anonymity of participants is guaranteed by us-
ing only abbreviations throughout the paper. Quantitative element was used through coun-
try-level statistic data and demographic reports from Latvian and foreign authorities. Re-
search was slightly supplemented by personally designed additional questionnaire, but this 
was used mostly for the outline and not strictly applied and analysed during the research. 
Therefore I have omitted it from the analysis.

Participants

Interviews took place during my test trip to Riga in November 2013 and during my 
three-month stay in Latvia between January and March 2014. The three month period was 
assessed as the minimum time to conduct anthropological fieldwork by international anthro-
pological community and due to the nature of this research (topic-based, self-funded) I de-
cided this timeframe should allow for solid fieldwork. Participants were selected based on 
having a relative or a close friend abroad or not. Some participants were interviewed to sup-
plement the stories on Latvian emigration without having anyone migrating abroad. Partic-
ipants were moreover asked to define their ethnic status in order to observe potential differ-

ences between members of different sub-groups in Latvia. Other demographic data, such as 
gender, age, education or employment were taken into consideration, but did not play a role 
in choosing participants.

Participants were mostly acquired through my previous contacts in Latvia and a small 
part through different networks of people. Some social networks were also used, such as 
Facebook5 and Couchsurfing6, as they proved to be useful tools for contacting a broad vari-
ety of people. Each participant’s background and means of contact are available in a person-
al archive. If possible I met with the participants more than once for a detailed approach on 
the topic. Participant observation was also an important part of the research, which means 
spending time with participants outside of scheduled interviews and research activities.

All interviews were conducted at a location suggested by participants to ensure their 
maximum comfort. Before the beginning of the interviews I exhaustively explained the na-
ture and aim of the research and each participant was given a consent form to sign. Permis-
sion for recording was obtained in advance – all the collected materials are stored digital-
ly by the author and are available exclusively upon permission of each of the participants. 
Each participant was given the opportunity to have the interview in Russian (upon condition 
he or she was a Russian speaker), but all of them chose English. All interviews were later 
transcribed and, in places where mistakes were only minor, adjusted to grammatically more 
correct English. Otherwise the original sentences were kept and presented in grammatically 
correct form only in the thesis itself. Originals are kept by the author and are available ex-
clusively upon permission of each of the participants.

Factors potentially influencing the outcome

Participants were recruited with a snowball effect through few initial contacts. This 
might have led to a pattern of individuals with similar traits as they are effectively friends of 
my friends (or further friends of my friend’s friends, etc.). These people belonged to a simi-
lar professional group or social class, sometimes even minority group7. Where such patterns 
were obvious I took it into consideration while analysing results.

Moreover, none of the participants was an English native speaker. Even though a chance 
to conduct the entire interview in Russian was offered where applicable, none of them ex-
pressed this desire. As participants were not native speakers of English this must be taken 
into account. Sometimes it was difficult for them to express certain thoughts or to be very 
elaborate. In such cases only short answers were given and often it was difficult to have a 
lengthy discussion on the topic. However, I always offered participants to add something I 
might have forgotten or something they considered as very important.
5 https://www.facebook.com/.
6 https://www.couchsurfing.org.
7 Daugavpils was a case of quite narrow demographic pattern of participants, as they were mostly around 30 years old, 
Russophone and had similar profession.
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Finally, as participants chose the location of each interview themselves, it sometimes 
meant meeting in a bar where participants felt the most comfortable (before the interview 
we mostly hadn’t met before and were thus strangers). Bar setting was at times detracting 
from the quality of the recording and where the track was simply incomprehensible, I put 
“(unclear)” in the transcript to avoid making up certain parts of the interview. Some data 
might be missing on that account.

Analysis

As I focused mainly on a qualitative approach to the problem, I use ethnographic nar-
rative to illustrate social changes and effects migration had on Latvia. I aim to quote partici-
pants as veritably as possible to retain scientific integrity, however I do apply standard gram-
mar rules of English to their quotes which inevitably leads to indirect quotations. Where 
possible all translations were discussed with participants in order to maintain the legitimacy 
of statements used throughout the thesis.

Quotes are used as evidence of people’s sentiments on the topic of emigration. They rep-
resent a subjective view of each participant and are thus not meant to represent the majority 
opinion. However, each participant has his or her own valid point on the topic and their obser-
vations (should) matter in terms of observed social transformations. Moreover, these opinions 
can serve as a starting point for governments to address the needs of the population effectively.

Anonymity of participants is provided by the use of initials instead of full names. As 
the thesis does not touch sensitive topics (such as illegal activity or explicit political opin-
ion), I decided such measure should suffice to guarantee anonymity. Ethnical aspects were 
observed throughout the research and continuously discussed with my thesis consultant. All 
data are kept confidential and are only available with permission of participants.

In continuation, I will explain positive and negative effects on the sending country, but 
before I venture to do so a short conceptual clarification is needed.

Circular migration - The fluid movement of people between countries, including tempo-
rary or long-term movement which may be beneficial to all involved, if occurring voluntari-
ly and linked to the labour needs of countries of origin and destination.

Emigration - The act of departing or exiting from one State with a view to settling in another.

Push-pull factors - Migration is often analysed in terms of the “push-pull model”, which 
looks at the push factors, which drive people to leave their country (such as economic, so-
cial, or political problems) and the pull factors attracting them to the country of destination.

Receiving country - Country of destination or a third country. In the case of return or repatri-
ation, also the country of origin. Country that has accepted to receive a certain number of ref-
ugees and migrants on a yearly basis by presidential, ministerial or parliamentary decision.

Remittances - Monies earned or acquired by non-nationals that are transferred back to their 
country of origin.

(International Migration Organization 2011).

These definitions are taken from International Migration Organization’s glossary of 
terms, since they are the most widely used definitions in migration studies. I also use the 
term destination country for the receiving country, while the opposite would be either the 
country of origin or sending country. Circular migration is extremely important for Latvia 
since a lot of migration from the Baltic States was temporary and it usually encompassed 
seasonal work abroad. Sometimes circular migration is also referred to as liquid migration 
as taken by Engbergsen (2010), which is an even further step towards unpredictable, flu-
id and transnational nature of migrant flows. Engbergsen describes it as: “transitory, legal-
ly stratified and temporary patterns of transnational work and settlement” (see ibid. 2010), 
which is an evident trait in contemporary intra-European migration flows. Finally, certain 
authors use the term mobility instead of migration, due to the unstable nature of settlement 
patterns. More on this topic in relation to Latvia will be discussed below.
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Structural and Political Background to Post-Enlargement 
Emigration

Latvian transition and political debate on migration

Latvia’s migration policy is deeply connected with its historical background and politi-
cal transition from a Soviet republic to a democratic market-oriented country. Fear from mi-
gration stems already from the First Latvian Republic of 1918 and unsurprisingly migration 
discourse in Latvia remains deeply connected to ethnic issues.

In 1918 Latvia declared independence and made Karlis Ulmanis the head of provision-
al government. What started as Latvia’s first nationhood and with early attempts at democra-
cy the politics soon turned into a proto-nationalistic dictatorship under the previously men-
tioned Ulmanis. Latvia’s brief inter-war experience of political independence was not a par-
ticularly successful one in terms of establishing the foundations of an inclusionary concept 
of democratic citizenship and nationhood (Woolfson 2009: 4). The excessive stress on cul-
tural nationalism didn’t serve well the early democracy and certain traces of Ulmanis’ rhet-
oric are still evident in contemporary political discourse.

However, the most significant period for modern-day Latvia was the Soviet occupation 
in 1940. 50 years of Soviet regime left deep scars on Latvian national consciousness, most-
ly through memories of forced deportation to Siberia and the big influx of Soviet labour mi-
grants to the country. In only a few decades Latvian ethnic composition turned from major-
ity Latvian to only a bare majority with 52% Latvian population in 1989. Ever since “a fear 
of demographic extinction and a perceived need to protect the core nation from its unfavour-
able demographic situation has been a dominant theme in the nationalist discourse” (Aas-
land and Fløtten 2001: 1028). This was later evident also in the first legislation of the mod-
ern Republic of Latvia and contemporary political discourse on migration.

The brief period of ethnic reconciliation came with the formation of the Popular Front 
that worked against the Soviet regime and where both Latvian and Russian were united in 
a common struggle. While it is true that many ethnic Russians supported Latvian indepen-
dence, one of the basic ideas of PF was the defence of the national core. «Protecting the lan-
guage and culture of the “ethno-national” community in the face of Soviet Russification pol-
icies was one of the driving forces of protest. But the cultural concept of the Latvian nation 
both coexisted and competed with a civic or state-based formulation of nationalism and in-
dependence» (Lazda 2009: 519). Unfortunately Popular Front ceased to exist soon after Lat-
via regained independence and national politics took a rather ethno-nationalist turn.
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Apart from establishing a functioning market economy and aligning themselves with 
the Western countries, nation building was naturally the main goal of the early post-Soviet 
period, which involved clarifying the right to Latvian citizenship and the official standing 
of the Latvian language (Aslund and Dombrovskis 2011: 13). This debate is still pertinent 
in Latvian politics, which is evident in the 2012 language referendum and the persistent bi-
polarity of political parties. In 1991 the question of protecting the national core was an even 
more burning issue. Latvian politicians soon began juxtaposing ethnic Latvians with ethnic 
Russians, who were vilified as “occupants” and effectively immigrants. 

The growing tensions between the Latvian and non-Latvian populations were most 
polarizing in the drafting of two laws: the citizenship and the language laws (Lazda 2009: 
531). These were among the initial laws that the Latvian government elaborated, yet they 
were both highly criticised by the international community. Mostly they were reprimand-
ed for being exclusionary to the Russian minority, which Latvian politics had a hard time 
accepting as a de facto minority. Citizenship Law basically excluded all Soviet immigrants 
who came to Latvia after 1940, which left many people without a proper legal status. Lat-
er, Latvia, under pressures from the international community and especially the European 
Union, increasingly softened the law to include also children born in independent Latvia and 
to simplify the procedure for naturalization. While the Citizenship Law is becoming more 
inclusionary, the Language Law is becoming exclusionary. This is evident in the compulso-
ry use of Latvian in administration8, in mass media9 and in schools10.

The main problem here is to establish whether Latvian Russians are indeed a nation-
al minority or not. Most traditional European minorities have been resident on the territory 
of the country for centuries and have thus acquired a status of autochthonous people. Latvi-
an Russians on the other hand migrated to Latvia only recently (that is in the past decades), 
therefore Latvian government generally refuses to give them a status of a national minori-
ty. However, they are a de facto minority on the territory of Latvia and certain minority pro-
visions should doubtlessly apply to them as well. Latvian Russians «were now victims of a 
double legacy: viewed as representatives of the former occupying power and, at the same 
time, subject to exclusionary ethno-politics by Latvian nationalist forces.» (Woolfson 2009: 
5) Nevertheless, we must take into consideration that the efforts of Latvian Russians as a so-
cial group to integrate into Latvian society have recently been on a decline, which in evident 
in fewer applications for naturalization and unimproved language proficiency.

Already in the early period of Latvian independence many Soviet immigrants decided 
to leave Latvia and go back to their native republics. The reasons for emigration in the 1990s 
were varied: political reasons, including the requirement that military personnel of the for-
mer Soviet Union and their families should leave Latvia, Jewish minority emigration and 

8 According to State Language Law of 2000 only Latvian is allowed in the public sector. (Source: Ministry of Education 
and Science, Republic of Latvia. Available at: <http://izm.izm.gov.lv/9419.html>).
9 Electronic Mass Media Law commands the use of Latvian in all public mass media. (Source: National Electronic Mass 
Media Council, Republic of Latvia. Available at: <http://www.neplpadome.lv/en/assets/documents/anglu/Electronic_
Mass_Media_Law[1].pdf >).
10 The Education Law came into force in 2004. Initially it was designed to implement Latvian-only public secondary 
schools, but after several protests it permitted 40% use of minority languages in schools. (Source: Ministry of Education 
and Science, Republic of Latvia. Available at: <http://izm.izm.gov.lv/upload_file/en/laws/Education_Law.pdf>).

economically motivated emigration to European countries and the US (Lulle 2009: 292). 
Thus the departure began already in the ‘90s when Latvia started losing its population at the 
expense of both its Russian minority and its co-ethnics that escaped the collapsing economy. 
Latvia’s enthusiastic neo-liberal approach to market economy resulted in a tough transition 
that saw a big economic downturn and left people wondering about their future in the new 
Latvia. While the neo-liberals claimed that it is people’s responsibility to be free and to ex-
ercise their freedom, initially, instead of voicing their resistance, people chose a silent form 
of resistance or emigration (Kešane 1998: 67).

Additional problem was that the restrictive immigration policies prevented flows into 
Latvia, which basically means net migration rate was already negative in the post-Soviet pe-
riod. The fragile ethnic balance that was disturbed by the incoming Soviet migrants, made 
Latvia accept unwelcoming policies for immigrants and thus restrict any kind of potential 
immigration.

Much of the anti-immigrant discourse is still present today, despite the fact that the sit-
uation in terms of demography is quite worrying. Most governmental bodies are still not 
ready to take serious measures for addressing the issue of demographic decline and severe 
outmigration that causes labour crunch. The very celebrated EU provisions of free move-
ment of labour left Latvia depleted of some of its valuable human capital and shortages are 
becoming a real impediment to economic growth. Latvia is experiencing domestic labour 
shortages in key sectors, occasioned by outward migration following EU enlargement in 
2004, and by demographic imbalances, which, in turn, are creating pressure for recruitment 
of replacement labour, both from among near-neighbours in the territories of the Former So-
viet Union, and from even further afield (Woolfson 2009: 2). However, government is not 
quite willing to accept large inflows of Third Country Nationals because of the downward 
pressure of local wages and the negative perception of immigrants both among the politi-
cians as well as among the local population. LBAS (Free Trade Union Confederation of Lat-
via) for example was against a liberal immigration policy of allowing in unqualified labour, 
arguing that it might cause severe social and ethnic problems in the future (Lulle 2009: 303). 
Thus ethnic and identity issues are still at the centre of immigration discourse in the coun-
try, which is a definite post-Soviet remnant in contemporary politics.

Policies

Only in the past couple of years has the Latvian government realized the seriousness 
of the demographic problem. With the worsening of the demographic situation in Latvia, 
which was proven by the census results in 2011, employment became one of the top issues, 
and along with that also the related labour market forecasts, which demonstrated that con-
sidering the long-term economic development of Latvia, the labour market of Latvia shall 
be made more accessible to third-country nationals. (EMN 2012: 14). In the spirit of the new 
found interest in immigration Latvian government decided to draft an Immigration Policy 
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Plan until 31.7.2013 and indeed Saeima made amendments to the existing Immigration Law 
in December 2013 to facilitate easier immigration for TCN. Latvia is focusing mostly on 
attracting high-skilled labour where shortages are the most serious (medical personnel for 
example), while still permitting low-skilled labour into the country to fill the construction, 
transport, catering and other sectors.

In addition the government is also paying attention to its émigré communities. The 
need for a special programme to support the Latvian diasporas – both historic and newly es-
tablished – was raised as early as 1995, when the Latvian Parliament adopted the national 
foreign policy concept until 2005 (Foreign Policy Direction 1995). Today the Latvian align-
ment of foreign policy with the care for diaspora communities is stronger than ever. Sever-
al governmental institutions work on promoting investments of diaspora members into their 
country of origin, in helping them retain their Latvian language proficiency and facilitate 
their participation in the Latvian society11.

On the other hand the government aims to attract some of its co-nationals back to Lat-
via. The Return Migration Action Plan includes proposals to establish an effective monitor-
ing system of emigration and return migration, and for help to returnees seeking to reinte-
grate into society and the labour market. (Lulle 2009: 296). Effective policy on return mi-
gration could facilitate transmission of skills and human capital, increase local investment 
and support new businesses, something that Latvia desperately needs for economic growth. 

An additional incentive is the recent implementation of dual citizenship, which enables 
diaspora members to acquire Latvian citizenship while still retaining their other citizenship. 
For the recent emigrants this means easier coordination in instances of mixed marriages and 
the chance to retain their Latvian passport if only for symbolic reasons. While the dual cit-
izenship is still not permitted for Russian nationals, it is a welcome improvement from a 
point of view of recently departed Latvians.

All these measures are en evident step towards a better migration policy on both ends – 
the immigration and emigration. Even though the Latvian government still mostly works on 
provisions for its nationals abroad and facilitating links with its global diaspora, it is slow-
ly improving and loosening its strict immigration laws to make Latvia a more welcoming 
country to foreign workforce.

And although [promoting well-managed immigration] is clearly the rational course for 
the employers, who wish to access cheaper labour, it might not provide a long-term solution, 
either for migration or for overall economic development in Latvia, given the negative pub-
lic attitudes towards migrants and the lack of integration mechanisms both to promote tol-
erance among the general public and to help migrants integrate better into Latvian society. 
(Lulle 2009: 303). There are still ways to go before Latvia will manage to establish an open 
society for foreigners and at the same time address the loss of its own workforce properly.

11 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Latvia signed Memorandum of Cooperation with the World Federation of Free Latvi-
ans, Latvian Language Agency is supporting the language learning and «Latvians Abroad – Museum and research centre» 
functions as the main non-profit organisation for diaspora research.

EU enlargement and emigration

The 2004 EU enlargement was the biggest enlargement in the history of the EU and 
as new member states included mostly Eastern European countries, it symbolically meant a 
break with the communist past and a return to Europe.

However return to Europe was not only mental, but also physical. Most migration experts 
expected large migration flows from East to West and while looking at the entire East Central 
Europe, estimates were exaggerated, for Poland, the Baltic States and Slovakia they were actual-
ly underestimated. These five countries were the biggest users of free movement provisions and 
soon after the enlargement a significant labour migration flows occurred from these countries.

As emigration is generally tied to political and economic processes, and even though 
the initial magnitude may be small, emigration streams almost inevitably grow in time. 
(Cariño 1987: 408) Therefore we can expect further migration flows from the Baltic States 
due to their comparatively weaker economies, wage and unemployment disparities and the 
relative ease with which an individual can migrate within the EU. Kahanec et al. confirm the 
impact of enlargement and the expectations of further migration flows:

The latest available evidence shows that immigration from the new member states 
to the EU15 has risen after enlargement, in particular in Ireland and the UK, and 
these new networks may in turn trigger future migration. (Kahanec et al. 2009: 19).

As Ireland and the UK, along with Sweden, were the only three countries not to intro-
duce transitional limitations for the new member states, increased flows to those countries 
do not come as a surprise. The early post-enlargement flows from Latvia and Lithuania12 to 
these three destinations were unprecedented and both the UK and Ireland have emerging 
Baltic diasporas, which is another interesting phenomenon that calls for further research.

While the old member states, also known as the EU15, see immigration from the East 
as a threat, it is actually saving their labour markets, procuring economic growth and fi-
nally helping their poor demography. Demographic picture of the EU is due to low fertili-
ty and ever longer life expectancy and consequent ageing of the population quite worrying. 
(Balažič 2009: 114). Therefore such countries benefit from the influx of young working-age 
population, while sending countries in the East experience reverse trends – labour market 
shortages, dampening of economic growth and increasingly older and smaller population.

Luckily, post-accession migration from the EU1013 countries has been temporary for 
the most part (Hazans and Philips 2011: 5, also in Pollard et al. 2008: 39-40, European Com-
mission 2008: 121-122) and it took the form of circular or seasonal migration. However, as 
we will see, the 2008 crisis had a big impact on the nature of emigration flows, which have 
recently turned from temporary to more permanent (see Hazans 2013).

12 Estonia on the other hand has a different emigration pattern. Most migratory flows are directed at Finland, which is 
culturally and geographically the closest country to Estonia. Thus it is quite natural for Estonians to have a very specific 
migratory preference and a strong inclination to circular migration, as good ferry connections enable regular travels be-
tween the two countries.
13 Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia.
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The 2004 EU Enlargement

EU enlargement of 2004 was the fourth enlargement of the European Union and the 
biggest one so far. Based on the Article 49 of the Treaty on European Union, which allows 
membership application to any country that respects EU values, it included 10 new states in 
the Union (Conditions for membership 2013, Consilium 2013). First a country must com-
ply with the Copenhagen criteria of 1993 that were designed especially for further enlarge-
ment. These criteria include in brief a full-fledged democracy, respect for human rights, a 
functioning market economy and fulfilment of membership obligations.

Latvia worked very hard to comply with these criteria. After gaining independence 
from the Soviet Union in 1991 it began a series of economic reforms that aimed at trans-
forming centrally planned economy to a functioning market economy. After the initial shock 
Latvia soon recovered and began its road towards accession. Throughout the nineties join-
ing the European Union was a priority for Latvian government, so it was not a surprise when 
in 1997 the country was invited to begin accession negotiations. Finally, in 2004 the coun-
try joined the Union with the rest of the EU10.

Before the enlargement experts made many predictions and forecasts concerning the po-
tential for migration from East to West and most of them actually proved to be quite correct, 
predicting around 3 to 5 per cent of the population migrating (see Brücker et al. 2009). How-
ever, the old member states were way more worried about the threat of a “big wave of immi-
gration” and most of them decided to introduce transitional measures to soften the impact of 
such massive influx of labour migrants. Strangely, this massive wave never happened, but still 
there were some countries that experienced a significant outflow of population aimed at those 
three states that decided not to limit potential immigration14. The removal of restrictions on la-
bour mobility of those from the new member states by the UK and Ireland in 2004 triggered 
an almost immediate migration response. (Hazans and Philips 2011: 5).

Institutional regulations

Free movement of European citizens within the Union is declared to be one of the funda-
mental rights guaranteed by the Union as it purposefully connects all member states into one 
common territory and market. This right is based on Directive 2004/38/EC that guarantees the 
«right of citizens of the Union to move and reside freely within the Member States» (Summaries 
14 The UK, Ireland and Sweden.

of EU legislation 2013). This right is furthermore consolidated by the Schengen Agreement that 
included Latvia within its scope in 2007. Schengen Area eliminated internal border control, in-
troduced common visa policy and encouraged the free movement of people, goods, money and 
information. However, new member states’ citizens were not hesitant to use the right of the free 
movement right after the enlargement, since it was valid for them as of May 2004.

A very important aspect of EU enlargement is also EU’s Free Movement of Workers 
(FMOWs) policy which establishes the right for EU member-state nationals to reside and 
take up work in any other EU country (EU Commission 2006: 3). This was of even great-
er importance for Latvians and other NMS15 citizens, as most of them intended to move and 
later actually moved in order to pursue work in another EU member state. FMOW merged 
separate labour markets into one body, regulated by the European Union, as Article 39 of 
the Treaty establishing the European Community entitles nationals of one EU member state 
to work in another EU member state under the same conditions as that member state’s own 
citizens (Kahanec et al. 2009: 1). Certain concessions therefore had to be made by individ-
ual member states in order to comply with EU regulations concerning labour market. Even 
though there is a general framework of regulations and institutions in the Union, each mem-
ber state naturally has its own labour market specifics regarding sectoral development and 
demand, skill supply, working market coordination and so on.

Exactly due to these specifics many old member states decided to introduce transition-
al provisions16 regarding free movement of workers, in order to maintain control over immi-
gration and its labour markets. The only three states that decided to open their labour mar-
kets immediately after the accession were the UK, Ireland and Sweden. This curbed migration 
flows to most countries, as immigration would probably be dispersed among all the old mem-
ber states or aimed at traditional immigration countries17, and increased pressure on the three 
“no-provision” states. Almost 70% of the immigrants from the A8 have been absorbed by the 
UK and Ireland since 2003 (Kahanec et al. 2009), these two being the most popular also due to 
the use of English as a state language. Since 2011 transitional provisions ended for the EU10 
and now these countries can access freely all labour markets within the European Union. As 
transitional arrangements work by the 2+3+218 principle of loosening the limitations, most 
countries have been able to work freely for some time before 2011. The loosening of labour 
migration control is thus evident mostly in increased flows to Germany and Austria, two of 
the traditional immigration countries: “The end of the transitional arrangements will impact 
more on Germany and Austria, the two Member States that maintained substantial restrictions 
on free movement of workers during the entire seven year transitional period.» (EUbusiness 
2011). Thus some diversification of migration flows is expected.
15 New Member State.
16 «Transitional arrangements were first introduced during the Mediterranean enlargement of the EU in the 1980s, Greece 
joined the EU in 1981 and Spain and Portugal followed in 1986. Due to the geographical proximity and large differences in 
wage levels, old member states feared a massive influx of migrants to their labour markets. Even though these fears proved 
unjustified, the transitional arrangements were reapplied in the 2004 enlargement of the EU and later on in the 2007 en-
largement. They allow for a limited derogation from the principle of free movement of workers for a maximum of seven 
years».(Kraleva 2013: 9).
17 Traditional immigration countries are, based on observed historical migration flows, Austria, Germany, the Nether-
lands, Belgium, France, and Sweden. (Katseli 2004).
18 Time frames of heavy, looser and loosened provisional measures.
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Push-pull factors

When we talk about the propensity for an individual to emigrate, it is important to ob-
serve the returns to migration. This individual will migrate only if he or she expects high return 
to migration, which would render migration profitable. Costs to migration are the negative as-
pect of it, which impedes propensity for migration. Costs include “real” expenses in terms of 
transport to destination country, investment of time and money into finding work and settling 
down and last but not least a psychological burden of leaving the homeland and the loved ones 
behind. The distance between sending and receiving country raises the cost of migration (Asch 
1994: 2), but since Europe has become well connected in the past decade one can notice a so-
called “Ryanair effect” – migration has become easier and more affordable due to the increase 
of low-cost airlines (see Button and Vega 2008). Another factor that encourages emigration is 
the existence of established migrant networks in the receiving country (Asch 1994: 2), which 
lowers the cost of migration as national diaspora can facilitate finding work and offer tempo-
rary housing. Information flows between the staying community and the migrant community 
abroad encourage further migration exactly for the above mentioned reasons. Finally, a big in-
centive to move is the simplicity of labour migration provided by the European Union legisla-
tion, or as Ivlevs argues: «With increased possibilities to work freely in the EU, the option of 
out-migration becomes more feasible and attractive.» (2008: 4).

The most prominent migration theory that most experts use is the push-pull theory. It 
implies the existence of the so-called “push” factors, which encourage people to leave the 
country, and “pull” factors, which attract people to move into a country. Some of the most 
common “push” factors that concern the sending country are, according to Thaut, lower 
wages, higher unemployment, and the generally less developed economic conditions (2009: 
191), therefore “push” factors are usually measured in respect to the destination country as 
only the observed wage and unemployment differentials matter and not the generally low 
income per se. Among the “push” factors one can find also perceived discrimination in the 
country of origin, lower returns to education, and disillusionment with the political system 
(perception of a lack of influence on the current politics). On the other side, we have the 
“pull” factors, which are labour shortages, decline in the working age population, and de-
sire for cheaper labour in Western European countries (Thaut 2009: 191), but here too all 
these factors must be observed through an interplay with the “push” factors, especially in 
the context of the European Union. Both factors here encompass the country-level differen-
tials within the EU, as the more economically developed old member states need cheap la-
bour in order to maintain competitive prices in the global (or EU) markets. Even though it 
might sound pretentious to add the following to the “pull” factors, I argue that the myth of 
the “good life in the West” is still somewhat present in Eastern Europe, which does to some 
extent serve as a pull factor for migration. Moreover, the desire to improve one’s career or 
life in general must be taken into account. 

Transitional regimes greatly affected migration dynamics within Europe. As mentioned 
above, migration flows from traditional countries of immigration shifted to those countries 
that did not introduce transitional provisions right after the enlargement. Largest increase in 

the share of EU8 residents since the 2004 enlargement was in Ireland and the UK (Kahanec 
et al. 2009: 7). Therefore a “pull” factor towards the UK, Ireland and Sweden was quite ob-
vious in the first 7 years since the accession, but now, as the provisions have terminated for 
the EU10, new (or rather old, traditional) destination countries are emerging.

Referring to the above-mentioned desire for cheap labour in Western Europe, certain 
sectors have a much higher demand for labour from the East than others. This demand is 
mostly concentrated in the fields of information technologies, nursing, hotels and restau-
rants, simple manufacturing, construction, and seasonal work in the agricultural sector 
(Thaut 2009: 198). While the first two can be counted among the demand for the skilled la-
bour, as IT and medical care require a certain level of education, the rest are predominantly 
in the low-skilled part of the labour market. Most post-enlargement flows from Eastern Eu-
rope were heterogeneous in skill composition, yet there was a slight prevalence of medium- 
and low-skilled migrants emigrating from Latvia after the accession. In addition this this, a 
threat of brain waste was on the rise. High-skilled migrants took not only jobs appropriate to 
their level of education, but also low-skilled jobs to provide for the basic salary. Thus labour 
shortages are not only beneficial for attracting migrant labour, but can result in brain waste 
due to labour market pressure on new immigrants.

Latvian specifics

Most experts tend to talk about Polish emigration due to the fact that Poland had the 
largest number of emigrants in post-accession Europe. However, the Baltic States were 
among the most affected by emigration, as they had large proportions of their native popu-
lations leaving the country. According to Eurostat (Eurostat 2012) Latvia had the largest rel-
ative decrease in population in 2011 (-16/1000) and the second largest negative net migra-
tion rate in Europe (-11.2/1000). Experts in general underline the prominent role of post-en-
largement migration for the Baltic countries (Hazans and Philips 2011: 3). First part of this 
subchapter addresses the situation in Latvia before and after the enlargement, with reference 
to institutional regulations and processes behind migration flows. Second part applies the 
general findings on economic and social effects of emigration to the Latvian case. Finally a 
unique position of Latvia is specifically addressed with a dimension of post-crisis migration, 
which significantly changed the composition of migration flows from Latvia.

When talking about post-enlargement migration flows it is important to take into con-
sideration national specifics. Latvia’s history renders certain implications that are reflected 
also in governmental decisions and individual mobility of people. As a post-Soviet coun-
try, Latvia in 1991 faced a declining and rigid economy, damaged national psychology and 
a unique demographic composition, with a significant share of Russian and Russian-speak-
ing people living for decades on the territory of Latvia. This bares two implications as far 
as migration is concerned.
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Firstly, Latvia is, as many post-industrial countries, facing negative net population 
growth, low birth rates and an ageing population. Combined with the recent emigration, it 
is facing an unprecedented demographic catastrophe in the foreseeable future. One logical 
suggestion for improving the situation could be promoting greater immigration to the coun-
try in order to balance the labour market and improve the demographic image of the coun-
try. However, collective memory of events from the 1939 forced Soviet annexation onwards 
is still alive. Firstly, many ethnic Latvians were deported during the Second World War by 
being accused of collaboration with the Nazis and instigating anti-communist propaganda. 
In 1941 and during 1945-1949 mass deportations to Siberia removed over 30,000 Latvians 
from their territory, many of whom died during the transport to gulags in central Russia. Eth-
nic balance, disturbed by the deportations, was further altered by a massive influx of labour 
migrants to Latvia from all over the Soviet Union. At a certain point in time19 Latvians rep-
resented only 52% of the population. Both of these factors deeply affected Latvian national 
consciousness and resulted in strong anti-immigrant feelings among the Latvian population. 
Immigration is a politically sensitive issue, partly due to the perceived negative experience 
of massive immigration when Latvia was part of the USSR. (Mežs, Akule, Polatside 2010: 
179). The government therefore is not very keen on promoting further immigration into the 
country and such a stance finds strong support among the citizens. Therefore, there is very 
little chance for Latvia to establish replacement migration as a solution to its demographic 
crisis, even though immigration to the country is on the rise in recent years.

Secondly, also as a result of the Soviet occupation, some people in Latvia do not pos-
sess Latvian citizenship. Latvia and Estonia were the only two countries that, after the break-
up of the Soviet Union, decided not to introduce the “zero option”20 policy for acquiring cit-
izenship and consequently many people, mostly of Russian, Belorussian and Ukrainian or-
igin, could not get Latvian citizenship. Some of them later took Russian citizenship, which 
was available to all of them, some went through a process of naturalization and acquired 
Latvian citizenship and some were left without any legal status – they are the so-called 
“stateless people”. Implications for migration flows are again two-fold. Those people who 
opted for Russian citizenship (or any other non-EU citizenship) are treated as Third Country 
Nationals (TCN) and are basically foreigners with residence permits in Latvia. The “state-
less” people, or non-citizens, are a particular category. They do not possess citizenship of 
any country and have a harder time acquiring work and residence permits. Most of them 
possess Latvian residence permit and some are in the process of naturalization. Neverthe-
less, “non-citizens are not considered as EU citizens. [emphasis in original] They also can-
not work freely within the EU.” (Ivlevs 2008: 3) They can, however, travel visa-free with-
in the EU, just like Latvian citizens. Both Russian citizens and non-citizens are obviously 
not covered by free mobility provisions of the European Union and therefore the benefits 

19 Lowest percentage of ethnic Latvians living in Latvia was recorded in 1989 population census. (Всесоюзная перепись 
населения 1989 года).
20 The most widely accepted citizenship policy in the former Soviet Union countries was the “zero option” policy, which 
accorded citizenship to all people residing in a country at the time of the break-up. Latvia and Estonia, however, opted 
for exclusive citizenship, for Latvia with the 1991 Latvian resolution “On the renewal of Republic of Latvia citizens’ rights 
and fundamental principles of naturalization” giving the right to citizenship to people, who were citizens of Latvia before 
17.6.1940 and their descendants.

of a common labour market do not apply to them. Such obstacles decrease their propensity 
to emigrate from Latvia. However, there are still 10% of non-citizens among all emigrants 
from Latvia and around 10% of citizens of other countries (see Charts 1 and 2). This might 
mean that third country nationals are going back to their country of origin and that non-citi-
zens are potentially applying for Russian citizenship21 or it could mean that these people are 
trying their immigrant luck in other parts of Europe. Either way citizenship only curbs flows 
to EU member states, but does not generally decrease the propensity to migrate, especial-
ly if we consider the likelihood of ethnic tensions between nationals and non-nationals that 
serve as “push factors” for migration. 

Baltic populations are more mobile compared to their Central European counterparts 
(Hazans and Philips 2011: 4) and are more prone to migration. Latvians, just like Lithua-
nians, chose to migrate to Ireland and the UK, not only because of the lack of transitional 
provisions in those countries, but also since many immigrants have studied English at home 
and valued the opportunity to use, improve or study it in these countries (Anderson et al. 
2006). As much as Anglophone countries were attractive for Latvians and Lithuanians, Es-
tonians on the other hand tended to migrate to culturally and linguistically closer Finland. 
Baltic emigration obviously has regional specifics and cannot be treated as completely ho-
mogenous.

The last and probably the most important factor that influenced Latvia was the scope 
of global financial crisis in the country. Latvia as one of the Eastern European countries 
showed relatively fast economic growth since 2000. However, since the crisis most severely 
affected countries within the region were the three Baltic republics with small, highly liber-
alized, and externally oriented economies, depending on importing capital and energy sup-
plies. (Apsite et al. 2012: 136) Their economies being small and relatively open, the Baltic 
States were hit severely when exports and foreign capital inflows began to decline and when 
unemployment started to rise steeply. Latvia was dealt a heavy blow in 2008 and its recov-
ery was slow, but steady. Unemployment rates in the Baltic countries on the eve of 2009 
were returning to the pre-accession levels with embarrassing speed (Hazans and Philips 
2011: 25), but in the past two years Latvia has shown a big improvement, as it managed to 
reach positive economic growth and decrease unemployment.

That did however not encourage more people to stay as the recovery is still slow and 
the prospects for improvement look grim. After 2008 there was a big wave of the so-called 
“crisis migrants”, meaning those people who left as a result of a severe economic situation 
at home. Many crisis emigrants left because of mortgage payments or inability to pay their 
monthly payments most often in combination with unemployment or decrease in income 
level. (Apsite 2012: 134) While some left for targeted earnings, most migrants left Latvia 
permanently and moved with entire families. This additionally affected the already faltering 
Latvian economy, yet the country is currently on the road of stabilization and prospects for 
the future look much better than some years before.

21 In case of Latvian Russians Russian citizenship can be acquired through the citizenship of parents or through natural-
ization. Before 2009 special provisions were made for former Soviet residents to apply for Russian citizenship. Now it is 
still somewhat easier for non-citizens to acquire Russian citizenship due to high potential for naturalisation.
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a. Emigration flows

A superficial view on the Latvian situation might imply people are leaving Latvia be-
cause of high unemployment rates and general poverty. Yet a substantial body of literature 
and empirical data show that the main motive for people to leave Latvia is not the financial 
desperation and lack of jobs in Latvia but the difference in wages between Latvia and Great 
Britain. (Ponomarjovs 2009: 86) Such economic discrepancies are the main driving factors 
behind the increase in recent emigration. The chance to earn better wages and experience 
life abroad are particularly attractive to many of the country’s young people. (Gelzis 2011) 
They prefer to work abroad than settle for the low wages they would get in Latvia. This ad-
ditionally drives high unemployment rates as people are not keen to take low-paid jobs. As 
a result, there are skills shortages not only because of emigration per se, but also due to the 
very fact that certain jobs are unwanted by the local population. 

Emigration from Latvia was quite significant in size, as the country was losing more 
than 1% of its population annually (McGuinness 2010), a trend that continues to this day. 
Roughly from 2000 till today, 13% of Latvian population has emigrated, causing a dramat-
ic effect on its demography (see Future of Latvian Community 2013).

Chart A. Source: Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia, November 2013.

Even on the small-scale, month-to-month basis, we can notice a significant decrease in 
the population of Latvia. The number is slowly approaching the 2 million threshold, which, 
if passed, would sound off additional demographic alarms within Latvia. Moreover, emigra-
tion in the case of Latvia has a direct impact on the labour force (Indans 2010: 3), contrib-
uting to upward pressure on wages and a slight decrease in unemployment (Chart 3, years 
2008 and 2009 are an exception due to the global economic crisis).

Incidence of tertiary education among Baltic migrants is lower than among stayers 
(Hazans and Philips 2011: 10), which could potentially mean that returns to education in 
Latvia are higher than abroad and that it pays off for an educated Latvian to stay rather than 
to migrate. This is supported by the work of Badescu, D’Hombres and Villalba, who argue 
that the highest wage premia in Europe can actually be found in Eastern Europe (2011: 27). 

It is therefore not entirely true for Latvia that the educated part of the population in more 
prone to migration in terms of push-pull factors, however the incidence of high skilled emi-
gration was on the rise after the global economic crisis and it even exceeded the proportion 
of the staying population.

That said, Latvia receives 300 million each year in remittances, contributing to a sub-
stantial part of financial inflows. Despite the fact that these remittances are spent on consum-
er goods in Latvia (just as well as elsewhere in the world), local economy can be strength-
ened through these financial flows, as proven later in the subchapter 5.a.iv. Chain migration 
was quite strong not only in Latvia, but in the Baltic States in general as the overall flows to 
the UK and Ireland from the Baltic countries roughly doubled in 2005 (Hazans and Philips 
2011: 6). This can be attributed to both the well-established migrant networks abroad as well 
as to the sole fact of EU enlargement and its free movement provisions. The longer a coun-
try has been sending its inhabitants abroad, the easier it is for the subsequent migrants to 
move. Diaspora thus stimulates or at least simplifies migration, which is definitely the case 
with Latvia’s strong émigré communities abroad. Such chain migration, however, can sig-
nificantly affect only certain regions within the country and for Latvia rural depopulation is 
quite severe, making some villages similar to ghost towns since most of their population is 
gone. This is further addressed in the subchapter 5.c.vii.

Latvian emigrants did have a strong tendency towards circular migration, as most of Lat-
via’s migrant flows were either repeated (circular per se) or seasonal. Authors like Engbergsen 
et al. argue that migration is not even circulatory anymore, but is becoming liquid. Liquid mi-
gration is described as complex, transitory and temporary patterns of transnational work and 
settlement. (Engbergsen et al. 2010: 12) This implies migrants are almost in a permanent 
state of migration (or even mobility) as they adopt a transnational and fluid lifestyle. Europe-
an Union provisions of free movement of workers and the ease of modern travel additionally 
stimulate the new nature of migrant flows, encouraging migrants to circulate instead of settle.

Circular and liquid migration relieves the emigration pressure and brings benefits to the 
sending country. Such flows are particularly popular since the enlargement, but they cause 
also some administrative and statistic confusion. While undocumented migration, especial-
ly after 2004, is not a problem for Latvians, inconsistent administration procedures and defi-
nitional problems of migration are, therefore statistics offer only a schematic picture of mi-
gration flows between Latvia and other EEA members. Not every temporary migration is al-
ways temporary as certain individuals simply did not deregister in their homeland and are 
thus officially still residents of Latvia and counted in the national statistics. Moreover, chil-
dren born to Latvian nationals abroad will still hold Latvian passports despite never even 
being in Latvia. It is thus difficult to draw the big picture of Latvian emigration solely based 
on statistics, yet some overarching trends are doubtlessly evident.
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b. Pre- and Post-Enlargement

There is no doubt EU enlargement had a significant influence on migration processes in 
Latvia. Since joining the EU in May 2004, Latvians have been citizens of the poorest country 
in the Union. (Indans 2010: 3) Being in such an unfortunate relative position, it would be a sur-
prise if no Latvian used the right of free movement of workers. What happened is the exact op-
posite - many people did use this right and right after the enlargement there was a steep rise in 
emigration. The two most popular destinations were naturally the UK and Ireland, since they 
opted for a free labour market right after accession and Latvia became the 2nd country by size 
of migration to those two destinations (Poland being the first). Diasporas emerged soon after-
wards and Latvians are among the five most represented foreign nationals in the two countires. 
Enlargement also changed the skill composition of migrants: before enlargement, Latvian mi-
grants were more educated on average than stayers. Post-accession migrants, however, are sig-
nificantly less educated than stayers. (Hazans and Philips 2011: 10).

The data suggest that immediately before the enlargement, flows from the Baltic coun-
tries to the continental part of the “old” Europe were larger than flows to the UK and Ire-
land. (Hazans and Philips 2011: 7) This change is not surprising as the UK and Ireland along 
with Sweden were the only three countries that did not introduce transitional measures as a 
containment strategy of expected migration flows after the accession of A10. The two coun-
tries quickly became popular destinations due to lack of migration quotas and ease of ac-
quiring residence permit, while the common knowledge of the English language contribut-
ed to choosing Anglophone countries over Sweden. Moreover, before the enlargement also 
the former Soviet Union was a popular migration destination and it attracted on the average 
more skilled migrants than Western Europe.

Right after the accession, Latvia was actually in a favourable economic position. Over-
all real GDP growth during 2004-2007 was 48% (Hazans and Philips 2011: 3, see also Chart 
4) and the situation seemed prosperous. However, in 2005 emigration from the Baltic coun-
tries was a record high22. There was also very little homogeneity in the composition of these 
flows, as migrants were mixed gender-wise (in slight favour of women as mentioned before) 
and demographically diverse. The only evident trend was that post-enlargement migrants were 
significantly less educated than stayers, making the medium-educated workers most likely to 
move (Hazans and Philips 2011: 2). Consequently, a share of manual workers rose and there 
was a high share of agricultural employment, evidently implying the increase of low-skilled 
labour migrants. It is somewhat surprising that human capital has become less pro-migration 
after accession (Hazans and Philips 2011: 11), but people were probably optimistic about the 
future returns to education, since accession was combined with an economic upturn.

A sharp increase in the over-qualification rate of the highly educated migrants after EU 
accession is evident for Latvia. (Hazans and Philips 2011: 14) About 47% of highly educat-
ed workers took a job that was under their skill level, a phenomenon called “brain waste”. 
Such downward mobility is especially significant for Latvians among the Baltic migrants, 
as they are prepared to make bigger concessions for getting or retaining a job. It is not only 
about migrants’ lack of interest in highly skilled jobs, as we must consider also problems in 
22 Referring to the timeframe from 2004 to 2007.

obtaining recognition of foreign education. In order to avoid complicated and costly bureau-
cratic procedures, migrants often take the job that is instantly available to them. Over-qual-
ification depreciates human capital and pushes valuable workers in a less favourable posi-
tion, which is to the detriment of the receiving country as well.

If the first years after the enlargement a steep rise in emigration occurred, while the sit-
uation became more stable in 2007 (Chart 5 and Chart 6). This emigration wave was marked 
mostly by short-term emigration, with many people willing mostly to test the new provi-
sions and earn extra money abroad. Post-accession workers were mostly interested in un-
dertaking short-term mobility in order to acquire higher financial capital (Fihel and Kriš-
jane 2008). However, global financial crisis in 2008 changed the picture dramatically. Inter-
est in out-migration because of the crisis was even higher than just after accession to the EU 
(Apsite et al. 2012: 134), so a further analysis must be made of pre and post-crisis migration.

c. Pre- and Post-Crisis

The composition of migrant flows changed quite a bit after the crisis. Firstly, propensi-
ty to migrate became much higher as unemployment in Latvia and other new member states 
grew. Secondly, among those who migrated there were more males compared to the previ-
ous years, more young people and also more people over the age of 45, who had a hard time 
getting a job. This last category is particularly worrying as the most fragile part of the work 
force is almost pushed into migration due to the dire economic situation they’re in. Thirdly, 
a share of entire migrant families rose. If before the crisis only one person from the house-
hold left for work abroad then after the crisis, many have left with their families and have 
settled for permanent stay. (Apsite et al. 2012: 137) This argument is further confirmed by 
Berzina, who finds a 4% increase in the number of emigrants under the age of 19, which 
means that families choose to emigrate together more frequently, and not just individual 
family members, as it was previously [sic] (Berzina 2011: 11). 

Moreover, this emigration has turned slightly from temporary to permanent migration, 
while the inclination to return is getting lower by the time spent abroad. The percentage of 
migrants who would like to return to Latvia is decreasing since 2010 (Apsite 2010; Kriš-
jane and Bauls 2011) and the numbers are going down each year. Permanent out-migration 
can significantly alter the demographic structure of sending societies, as the entire regions 
are depopulated. Permanent migrants can also have a stronger influence on sending regions 
by weakening local productive systems, and changing the culture in the direction of out-mi-
gration as the sole normative path to upward mobility (Lungo 1999; Delgado-Wise 2007; 
Portes 2008). Thus it is important to look into the nature of migration flows and how they 
change with time, as each period brings different effects for the country of origin. For Lat-
via, this means that the length of stay of certain migrants and the severity of economic cri-
sis stipulated permanent emigration rather than circular mobility.

Region-wise there was a change in composition of migrants according to their region 
of origin. There were more migrants coming from Vidzeme and Latgale region before the 
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crisis, while after it there were more people migrating from Riga and Riga suburbs (see 
Apsite et al. 2012: 137, Chart 7). Rural depopulation has evidently shifted to more urban or 
even general depopulation. Furthermore, in the pre-crisis period more people used official 
recruitment agencies, while from 2008 to 2010 people turned to informal channels for help 
with their mobility (see Apsite et al. 2012: 137). Finally, Germany is becoming a new mi-
grant destination, since it had to remove transition limitations in 2011. With all those limita-
tions lifted, migrant flows will probably diversify in the future.

Effects of emigration

I roughly define two general fields of effects, namely economic and social. These two 
distinctions are very general and they are often interrelated, so some overlapping and in-
tertwining cannot be avoided. Therefore I also included a transitional part in this chapter 
where socio-economic effects are discussed in order to understand the connection between 
the two fields. Another very important observation has been made by Cariño, who argues 
that the effects of emigration can be measured at various levels: the individual, the house-
hold, the community, and the country as a whole (1987: 407). I mostly refer to the individu-
al and country level, but sometimes cross-level comparisons and observations are necessary. 
In Latvia in particular, we need to observe intra-regional differences as internal migration 
proved to be of great importance. The country has a mono-centric settlement structure with 
concentration of all types of resources in the metropolitan region of the capital city of Riga, 
and the effects of migration on the population are particularly important here (Krišjane and 
Lace 2012: 8), yet it is not only the capital that matters. This is why I observe the general re-
gional level to understand whether emigration has specific regional effects and how this is 
related to rural and regional development.

Emigration as a process can have both a positive or negative effect on the country: 
«The demographic, social, and economic effects of emigration are complex, and they can 
be both beneficial and detrimental to the sending nation.» (Cariño 1987: 420) Often this de-
pends on the level at which we observe the phenomenon. Individual migrants usually will 
not migrate unless the net migration benefits are larger than net migration costs. Therefore 
emigration is generally positive for the migrant as he or she can expect higher wages, im-
prove his or her social status, acquire new skills, and spread its social network across coun-
try borders. As far as the state is concerned, emigration bares both negative and positive con-
sequences, but unfortunately governments are mostly focused on economic effects rather 
than on social and tend to neglect negative social consequences that can have an impact on 
the entire population in the long run. Asch for example, states that emigration generally has 
a positive effect on the country of origin (1994: 205), but I tend to be more sceptic towards 
such statements, mostly because social impacts are highly underexplored and underestimat-
ed. Finally, when it comes to national governments, social effects of emigration and the im-
provement of demographic situation are rarely on the agenda as they provide only long-term 
results that are of little interest to bodies elected for a 4-year mandate. Thus this work aims 
to stress the importance of these effects and their interconnectedness with other social and 
economic processes which shape the nation’s future.
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Economic effects

Economic effects are significantly better analysed than the social ones. In the last years 
there were many studies on the topic of remittances and the effects of emigration on labour 
markets. Mihails Hazans (2013) has recently published a thorough overview of the situation 
in Latvia with his own estimates of emigration statistics, since the official data are often not 
representing the phenomenon correctly.

Economic implications of emigration concern predominantly the state and much less 
the individual. Emigration can have a wide variety of economic effects on the source coun-
try, ranging from changes in the wage and employment levels of the non-migrants to in-
creased production and economic growth. (Asch 1994: 1) Most of these effects are ambig-
uous, since they depend on whether we consider them in the short-term or the long-term. 
They also depend on the general length of emigration flows from the country. On the posi-
tive side migration has contributed to a decline in unemployment and real wage growth in 
general, as well as to improvement in the labour market position of ethnic minorities and the 
low-skilled. (Hazans and Philips 2011: 3) However, decline in unemployment and real wage 
growth can in the long run have an upward pressure on wages that makes labour expensive 
and the country’s economy uncompetitive. Further it can decrease labour productivity as the 
labour market has shrunk and employers don’t have a lot of workforce to choose from. On 
the individual and household economic level, migration is positive, as it offers higher wages 
abroad, higher returns to education, new skills for the individual and serves as a risk-sharing 
strategy of a household (Kahanec et al. 2009: 3). The main debate remains how to coordi-
nate governmental policies in order to convince people to stay in the country, with the most 
common solution being the implementation of favourable economic policies such as tax re-
liefs and active employment programmes.

a. Labour market

The greatest economic impact of emigration concerns the labour market of the sending 
country. Again, consequences can vary greatly and are often ambiguous. The first evident 
consequence of emigration is naturally the loss of workers for the country of origin. Lithua-
nia, Latvia and Poland lost the highest share of their workers (Elsner 2013: 5), so the impact 
on their workforce is also the most dramatic. After the enlargement and the liberalisation of 
worker movements, many decided to emigrate in search of better employment opportuni-
ties abroad. Net emigration represents a fall in the source country’s population and /.../ a fall 
in the country’s supply of labour. (Asch 1994: 8) In addition, emigration of the young, edu-
cated professionals for Latvia means losing its best labour force. (Ponomarjovs 2009: 119) 
First consequence of large-scale emigration is mostly demographic and will be described in 
the following subchapters, but the second one directly concerns the labour market.

Latvia has experienced a worrying decline of the working population from 1.5 million 
to 1.4 million since independence (Krišjane and Lace 2012: 3). As labour supply falls, em-
ployers have a much smaller pool of workers to choose from. This naturally leads to lower 
unemployment rates, but the problem that emerges is whether the remaining workforce can 
suitably substitute those who have left. Not every staying worker can replace every emigrant 
worker, especially if emigrants are highly skilled. The lack of possibility to substitute work-
ers correspondingly and inevitably leads to decrease in productivity.

Higher labour force participation of the staying community does not necessarily mean 
better or even the same quality of production. The sending country’s production falls due to 
emigration and the resulting fall in labour supply (Asch 1994: 10), usually because migrants 
are more skilled or educated than the average population and if a less productive part of the 
population remains then productivity and product quality will fall. Tight labour markets al-
ready forced employers to lower hiring standards (Hazans and Philips 2011: 19), so similar 
consequences can be expected not only in Latvia, but in all the countries affected by emi-
gration. Such migration-induced labour shortages are big obstacles to growth and thus can 
be considered as definitely negative. However in the past few years the problem of Latvia 
is different. Recent emigrants are less skilled than the stayers, so productivity shouldn’t fall 
dramatically as a result of that. The problem lies elsewhere – people refuse to work for low 
wages and rather not take the badly-paid positions. Thus, employers are having a hard time 
getting suitable employees and those that they hire are usually in the most precarious posi-
tions, forced to take a low-paid job and are easily replaceable.

The question of sectors is another important issue. Not only do in general the more skilled, 
highly educated and more productive people tend to migrate, but also certain professions are 
more prone to migration. Western European countries are in search of specific professions that 
their labour markets lack and consequently people employed in those sectors migrate more. 
Such sectors are retail, catering, construction and health, the last one being particularly detri-
mental to the sending country as it implies a loss of its qualified medical personnel. In Latvia 
for example service sector suffers a lot and vacancy rate in construction sectors increased as 
well. Such labour shortages lead to higher consumer prices in labour-intensive sectors, since 
labour is hard to find, which results in upward wage pressure, which even further renders la-
bour costly and prices have to increase. This again, as Karnite (2006) argues, affects the eco-
nomic success of a country: «In rapid economic growth conditions following EU accession, 
employers claimed that labour skills shortage had hampered business growth.» With some 
speculation included, one could argue that Latvia would experience much higher economic 
growth than it did, had it not experienced such intense level of emigration. To address the ris-
ing pressure stemming from labour shortages, employers are turning to the option described 
above – immigration. In sectors such as construction, IT, transport, and communications [em-
ployers] were concerned about labour shortages, and were attracting or planning to attract 
migrant workers from Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) countries. (Kazaks et al. 
2006) Much to the dismay of the locals, such measures are inevitable to sustain Latvia’s eco-
nomic growth. Alternative to this is only requalification of the existing labour supply: «Em-
ployers may encounter a labour market lacking in necessary skills, and, subsequently, may be 
required to invest much time and money into training new labour.» (Thaut 2009: 211) Such 
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measures are less efficient since they cannot address labour shortages immediately and are of-
ten costly both for the government and/or the employer.

I address the issue of remittances later, but at this point an important aspect of this type 
of money flows must be mentioned. When remittances flow back to the sending country, this 
raises the aggregate demand, since a large share of remittances is invested in consumer goods. 
With an increase in aggregate demand a chain effect is triggered that leads to an indirect in-
crease in intermediary output. This means that greater demand results not only in more output 
of the final product, but also in more output of intermediary products (semi-finished products). 
Since the economy is interlinked every change will lead to a wide web of effects.

A potentially positive consequence of international migration is that it can relieve 
pressure on the labour market of the sending country in the short term by reducing com-
petition and increasing employment opportunities for those who remain in the country. 
(Thaut 2009: 211) Wages and unemployment of the staying population will be addressed 
in the following two subchapters.

b. Wages

With changes in the labour market come also changes of wages. Emigration is a negative 
labour supply shock that leads to labour shortages, which results in upward pressure for real 
wages. (Elsner 2013: 5) That is essentially good for the staying population as the wage gap de-
creases and people get higher returns for the work they do, but if wages rise too fast, this can 
increase labour costs too much and make labour costly. Employer will consequently not hire 
more people, as he tries to cut down the production costs, but will instead invest in introduc-
ing newer technologies that can replace workers. Since certain professions cannot be replaced, 
because the remaining workers do not possess the adequate skills, this can again lead to the 
replacement of workers with technology or in the worst case shutting down the firm. Interest-
ingly enough, for the case of Lithuania, Elsner finds significant positive effect on the wages 
of men who stayed in the country, but no such effect for women (2013: 1). Speculating why 
that is, is rather futile, but perhaps women are less represented in the missing sectors, they can 
have fewer returns to unobserved characteristics, or there can simply be discrimination against 
women in the labour market. Gender differences apart, Baltic labour markets are definitely af-
fected by post-enlargement emigration. Hazans and Philips (2011) find a higher number of va-
cancies after 2004, lower unemployment and a higher wage growth for all three Baltic States.

c. Unemployment

There has been much said about the effects of emigration on unemployment in the sub-
chapter on the labour market as these two fields are highly intertwined. However, there are 
some aspects to it that need to be further investigated.

Work abroad has been an important coping strategy for the Baltic unemployed (Hazans 
and Philips 2011: 9), however not only unemployed people migrated. It is important to ex-
amine whether migrant flows are those from unemployment at home to employment abroad 
or they are job-to-job, meaning that people migrate from employment in Latvia to employ-
ment abroad. Evidence shows that a big share of migrants from Latvia had been employed 
before departure (see Asch 1994: 25, Hazans 2013: 97) and therefore their emigration did 
not help to directly relieve the burden of unemployment. On the other hand an indirect ef-
fect of job-to-job flows is conditioned by occupational mobility. This means that not all of 
the staying population can fill the posts left behind by migrants and sectoral labour deficit 
can easily occur. Therefore relieving unemployment depends on employment status of em-
igrants at the time of departure and the labour absorptive capacity of the sending country’s 
economy (Lucas 1981). One additional point has to be mentioned – emigration of the un-
employed can relieve the burden of social benefits, thus providing more social funds to be 
spent elsewhere. Even though Latvia did not experience such significant unemployment re-
lief, there was still a proportion of unemployed that did migrate and this must be taken into 
account, especially after the 2008 crisis.

During 2004 - 2007 unemployment rate declined by four and a half points in Latvia. 
(Hazans and Philips 2011: 19) However, we must not assume that migration was the only rea-
son for this decline. Much can be attributed to the EU accession itself as it eased access to the 
European markets and consequently boosted Latvian trade, enabled access to the European 
structural funds and finally increased foreign investment in Latvia. However in 2008 Latvia 
experienced a big economic downturn due to global crisis and this led to decrease in exports in 
FDI and an increase in emigration. The total employment rate in Latvia fell from 62.6 per cent 
in 2008 to 55.2 per cent in 2009 (Central Statistical Office), meaning this was a big push fac-
tor for Latvians, as the crisis affected other European countries to a lesser extent than Latvia.

In general, taking into account the net effects, emigration is not a powerful tool to re-
lieve unemployment (Straubhaar 1987), yet it is a coping strategy for the struggling house-
holds. This is conditioned by the complex labour market structures that are intertwined and 
simple one-to-one calculations in this sense don’t really work. As mentioned before, emigra-
tion might be a very useful tool for the individuals to escape unemployment and poverty, but 
it cannot be a primary tool for governments to relieve unemployment overall.

d. Remittances

Remittances are the financial and material gains of a staying family stemming from 
migration of a family member. Remittances are seen as a positive thing in general, but they 
bare different implication on the economy as a whole.

Such money flows firstly mean financial gain for the sending country. Secondly, in-
crease in household income means higher consumer demand as those households are able 
to afford more and also more savings that can strengthen the local financial sector. In addi-
tion, more income can lead to lower labour participation of those who receive remittances. 
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If emigration increased vacancies in the labour market and led to higher labour force partic-
ipation, this is not true for the entire population based on the role of remittances. For women 
the negative effect of remittances on labour force participation dominates the positive effect 
of emigration on participation. (Asch 1994: 41) Women evidently decide more frequently to 
get out of the labour force and stay at home, since remittances provide a stable income for 
the family. However, it is also culturally related whether women prefer to stay at home once 
they begin receiving remittances or go to work despite the new source of income.

In a different situation, remittances offset the family’s lost income due to the emigration 
of the family member (Asch 1994: 13). It is often the case that a family invests heavily into its 
family member’s migration. This can come in the form of investment in the education or help-
ing with the cost of mobility and housing in the first months of migration. Initial investment is 
therefore only balanced out by remittance flows of a migrant to his or her family.

Repatriated earnings represent tangible gains to the household involved. The impact of 
these earnings beyond the household, however, depends on the manner in which they pass into 
the local economy. (Cariño 1987: 416) Household can spend its remittance income on either 
consumption or investment / savings. This implies a two-level analysis. On the level of a sin-
gle household, remittances are positive additions to income that can alleviate poverty or in-
crease the quality of life for the staying family. However, this does not directly mean invest-
ment into the economy and is not usually seen as a productive way of spending the money (for 
example if remittances are spent only on consumer goods). If on the other hand remittances are 
invested in opening or improving local business, this would be considered productive. 

Remittances are usually spent directly, that is on consumer goods and education. Invest-
ment is rare, especially in the early years of migration, since staying households aim to repay 
the debts (even those emanating from migration) and improve their standard of living by in-
vesting in house renovation or better equipment. That does not mean however that remittanc-
es do not contribute to the economic growth of the country. It is true that consumption of con-
sumer goods is not an investment per se and does not contribute directly to economic growth, 
but it raises local aggregate demand and indirectly contributes to investment of local entrepre-
neurs in improving their businesses. In addition, such remittance flows strengthen local finan-
cial sector, increase money supply and contribute to easier availability of credit. Going even 
further, remittances can also be spent on education of the staying population and this is sure-
ly an investment, as a better educated workforce can boost economic growth in the future. It is 
proven that the percentage of children enrolled in schools is higher in the households that re-
ceive remittances than in those emigrant households that do not. (Asch 1994: 38).

Income stemming from migration can in general reduce absolute poverty levels, this 
being one of the most positive aspects of such financial flows. However, remittances rise 
on average with the migrant’s education (Asch 1994: 36), meaning an educated, skilled mi-
grant can send home more remittances than an unskilled, uneducated one. Furthermore, ed-
ucated people are more likely to migrate, since they can expect higher returns to education 
in the destination country. Consequently, if migrants come predominantly from the upper 
income groups, remittances actually increase inequality as they do not serve social mobili-
ty, but dampen it. Such effects are mostly country-specific and need to be analysed as such 
to avoid too many generalisations.

Finally, there is one factor that could potentially influence remittance flows specifical-
ly in Latvia. In January 2014 Latvia adopted the euro currency. It can be expected that the 
introduction of euro to Latvia will result in easier transfer of remittances (in the case of Ire-
land for example) and perhaps even stimulate further migration. Making Latvia a part of the 
Eurozone can definitely ease emigration to a certain extent, but only time will tell what kind 
of consequences will the new currency bring.

However, it has to be remarked that remittances do not seem to have strong effects on 
investment and entrepreneurship in the EU-10 economies as well as in Latvia. (Kaczmarczyk 
and Okolski 2008; Dietz 2009; Eglite and Krišjane 2009) In conclusion, it can be argued that 
remittances, in an overall perspective, bare ambiguous impact on the sending country. Most-
ly, they are beneficial on an individual level, negative or positive for migrant’s community, 
depending on the circumstances, and mostly neutral for the sending country’s government.

e. Taxes paid at home

The loss of labour force due to emigration does not only imply the impact on the labour 
market, but also on the state budget. Effect depends on the type of migration. If migration is 
temporary and the migrant does not deregister his or her permanent residence at home, then 
the migrant is still paying his taxes in the sending country, which strengthens the state bud-
get and has a positive effect on the local economy. But if migration is permanent and mi-
grant applies for the permanent residence in the destination country, then he or she will be 
paying taxes abroad and this will lead to the loss of potential tax revenue for the state. With 
the loss of the active labour force and ageing population in Latvia, there is the possibility 
that contributions into the social insurance budget will not cover budget spending in the fu-
ture (Latvian government 2013, see also McGuinness 2010) and will not be able to provide a 
sufficient pension fund for the future generations. Fiscal pressure proved to be increasing in 
the recent years as reports Latvian Institute (Latvia in Review 2013): “[In 2012] share of ex-
penditure on elderly population comprised more than a half (53.5%) of the total social pro-
tection expenditure.” This implies a large pool of elderly population that requires state-fi-
nanced pension funds. Interestingly enough in comparison with 2011, the most significant 
expenditure drop in 2012 was related to smaller support to unemployed persons (decrease 
of 21.6%) (ibid.), which is connected to a drop in unemployment due to emigration and eco-
nomic growth, or a drop in unemployment benefits. Here the effect of changing demogra-
phy on budget deficit is evident.

f. Loss of investment on education

Every country spends a certain amount of its budget on education – predominantly on 
primary and secondary one, but in the case of state universities also on tertiary education. 
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This means that for every educated emigrant the sending state lost some of its investment on 
education. These people [young Latvians] represent the future human capital of Latvia and 
their departure impacts the development of Latvia in a negative way. (Ponomarjovs 2009: 
56) Loss is counted both in subsidy in education (free tuitions, scholarships, student subsi-
dies) and the value of the forgone income, which was discussed above in the tax section. Re-
mittances somewhat balance this loss, but not in its entirety.

The scope of a loss is related again to the type of migration – long or short term, high-
skilled or low-skilled and the level of analysis. From a migrant’s point of view emigration 
may have positive results (Cariño 1987: 411), since he or she can get higher returns to edu-
cation abroad. With migrants being generally more educated than the sending country’s pop-
ulation, it means losses for the country might be greater in the same proportion as the gains 
for the migrants rise. People are also more likely to leave if they expect a higher return to 
education (or human capital) than in their home country. Differentials in the level of returns 
to education among countries are among the most important factors for highly educated mi-
grants and sending countries could pursue certain steps to increase local returns to education 
in the forms of scholarships and favourable laws.

Effects also depend on the length of stay of the migrant abroad. The source country 
loses any return on its investment in the human capital (Asch 1994: 12) in the case of long-
term or permanent migration, while if migration is cyclical human capital is only enhanced 
by work experiences gained abroad. This means return migrants bring back valuable expe-
riences and the prestige of working in another country, which can benefit both the sending 
country and the worker. In addition, emigration can raise the expected return on education 
in the case of short-term migration, it can induce additional investment in education, and re-
sult in a net brain gain that increases a sending country’s welfare and overall development 
(Thaut 2009: 207). Even low-skilled migrants that gain a valuable new skill abroad can im-
prove their employment potential at home. Short-term emigration is thus a desired phenom-
enon, while the long-term one is considered only a loss.

Finally, there is a danger that the youth simply stops even considering the life at home. 
Country’s youths become geared to out-migration, to the neglect of education and the search 
for occupational opportunities in their own society. (Portes 2008: 26) The prevalence of mi-
gration over staying might drain even those human resources that in general have good op-
portunities also in their country of origin. Having active employment policies, promoting 
local job market and most importantly reducing youth unemployment might therefore be of 
great benefit to the sending country in terms of preserving valuable human capital.

g. Brain gain, brain waste

While the loss of investment on education is linked more to the investment of a send-
ing country in the human capital of a migrant, brain waste and brain gain are more connect-
ed to the migrant’s working life and his or her potential for contributing to innovation and 
economic growth of a country. There is much talk about the loss for the country when ed-

ucated people start to migrate, but this brutally objectifies an individual and even the two 
terms, “brain gain” and “brain waste”, are somewhat inappropriate to use while referring to 
human beings. I use them, however, as the two established concepts, even though the terms 
“the loss of educated population” or “gain on human capital” would be much preferred.

I have mentioned before that circular migration is considered a positive phenomenon. 
If workers start returning to their home countries and circular migration emerges, the human 
capital they acquired while abroad would constitute brain gain for the source countries. (Ka-
hanec et al. 2009: 5) Returnees usually acquire greater human capital abroad and when re-
turning they contribute to an increase in net human capital of the sending country. However, 
as Cariño argues, emigrants who have acquired additional skills may be the ones least like-
ly to return (1987: 418). Such emigrants usually establish careers abroad and as new skills 
generate better wages in the destination country return to a worse-off source country is quite 
unlikely. Brain gain, therefore, is more of an exception than a rule.

But even those who emigrate permanently contribute to a sending country’s welfare. Es-
pecially in the case of the Baltic States well-connected diasporas have formed and in the spirit 
of a diaspora they maintain contacts with their country of origin. Migrants often act as agents 
of knowledge transfer and international trade, and pools of skilled immigrants may attract 
high-tech investment. (Bonin et al. 2008) There is a potential for permanent migrants to invest 
in local businesses at home, to establish trade links with their home countries (Cariño 1987: 
419), or simply to facilitate easier circular migration that can benefit the sending country.

On the other hand, there is a very negative phenomenon that is particularly evident 
among the Baltic migrants. I am talking about “brain waste”, when a highly skilled and ed-
ucated migrant takes up a job that is below his or her skill level. Such downgrading is a re-
sult of a dire state of the sending country’s economy, when a migrant is so desperate for a 
job that he or she would agree to “worse” jobs only to be employed. In other cases, down-
grading is a result of higher relative wages for low-paid jobs abroad compared to well-paid 
jobs in Latvia. In other words, this means that a migrant will prefer to work as an unskilled 
worker for a better pay abroad than as a poorly paid skilled worker in Latvia. 

In most host countries the skill level of NMS migrants is higher than that of other mi-
grants and/or the respective nationals. However, they tend to work in jobs for which they 
are overqualified. (Brücker et al. 2009: 168) Migrants from the new member states are more 
likely to be overrepresented in low and medium-skilled sectors and occupations in spite of 
the majority having a medium educational attainment and almost a quarter of EU8 immi-
grants possessing high education. (Kahanec et al. 2009: 17) Not only do these migrants take 
low-level jobs, but they also agree to lower wages, longer working hours and worse work-
ing conditions, with Latvians being especially notorious for their compliance with any kind 
of conditions employer wants. This has made them a desired workforce, but such downgrad-
ing negatively affects the potential brain gain of temporary migrants and is one of the worst 
incidents of a post-enlargement migration.
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Social effects related to economy

a. General

As I have shown, there is a wide variety of economic effects of emigration that have 
been relatively well researched in the past few years (especially if we take into consideration 
the broad governmental and EU interest in addressing the recent economic crisis). Yet apart 
from the economic effects of emigration there is also a broad variety of equally important 
social effects. They range from changes in family relations and structure to the overall de-
mography of a sending country. As they deeply relate to the economic ones, at this stage I 
will only address the very obvious connections between both. I will specifically describe the 
wide range of social effects in the following chapter.

Economy and society are naturally intertwined. People create economy and every econom-
ic change leads to changes in societal structure. The first very obvious link between economy and 
society in terms of emigration is the issue of an ageing population. The socio-economic develop-
ment of Latvia has been, to a considerable extent, influenced by demographic changes caused by 
low birth rates and ageing of the population. (Krišjane and Lace 2012: 3) Large pool of pension-
ers bares very important implications not only for the nation in general, but also for the nation-
al governments. There is a growing concern that the large-scale emigration and imminent pas-
sage of the “baby-boom” cohorts into old age will result in rising numbers of old people affect-
ed by poverty and social exclusion (Hoff 2008: 6). If the majority of society is old and especially 
out of the active working age, there won’t be sufficient governmental resources to provide pen-
sions. This results in lower pensions of the retirees, which leads to impoverishment of seniors, 
which even further leads to shrinking of the purchasing power, pressure on resources and addi-
tional costs for the government for providing health care (see Hoff 2008). Moreover, constrictive 
population pyramid means an increased pressure on the youth and working population to provide 
for the ever-growing pool of pensioners. Such pressure might cause the mental generational gap 
with the working population stigmatising pensioners as a social burden, especially if combined 
with raising the retirement age. Social stratification and exclusion of the elderly is therefore a se-
rious and very possible result of the ageing population and emigration if not balanced with ap-
propriate governmental and EU measures.

Circular migration was particularly strong in Latvia right after the accession. This might 
serve as a good safety valve for the household in the form of diversification of sources of in-
come and it is potentially beneficial for introducing new knowledge and experiences to the 
country. Entrenched elites may foster circular migration as a way of alleviating domestic in-
equalities and poverty, thus helping consolidate the status quo (Portes 2008: 24) mostly in 
the form of sending away the most dissatisfied people. In Latvia, however, this works in a 
slightly different way. Economic elites are just as attracted by the chance of higher earnings 
abroad as are the middle and lower class citizens. Moreover, as Latvian migration is becom-
ing more permanent, economic elites are losing cheap labour force and are threatened by 
labour shortages for specific sectors. Those who might actually profit are political elites as 
political pressure is diminished by out-migration of the most unsatisfied Latvian residents.

As far as the brain drain goes, it is still not quite clear what kind of consequences it 
bares for the sending country. It is identified that the short-run impact of brain drain on resi-
dent human capital is extremely crucial, because it not only determines the number of high-
skilled workers available to domestic production, but it also affects economy’s capacity to 
innovate or to adopt modern technologies, which acts to determine the production efficiency 
and greatly influences the volume of capital in- and out-flows (Marchiori et al. 2012: 1597). 
Therefore, if many high-skilled workers emigrate, many local businesses have a hard time 
hiring educated local workforce, which affects societal and economic capability for inno-
vating and updating society’s approach to tackling everyday or business tasks. It could even 
be said that if extreme emigration and drop in young population occur, society comes to a 
stalemate. This is not to say elderly people cannot contribute anything to the society, how-
ever a good balance between the young and the old is needed in every community to suc-
cessfully rejuvenate itself.

In addition, social expenditure in Latvia is rising. In 2012 the government spent 2.2 bil-
lion lats (approx. 3.9 billion euros) on social protection. This is more than it spent on social 
protection in 2011. Biggest expenditure rise was recorded in health care (4.2%), however a 
share of expenditure on elderly population comprised more than a half (53.5%) of the total 
social protection expenditure (Latvian Institute 2013). This is to prove pensioners are repre-
senting a large share of government expenditures and this share is effectively growing.

Finally, the impact of remittances on the staying population is big. As many argue, the 
predominant and overall impact of remittances is a positive one (Bettin et al. 2014, Mansoor 
and Quillin 2007). Normally, they augment household income of the migrant’s family, which 
reduces poverty rates and increases local development. However, as Hazans rightfully argues 
(ibid. 2013), remittances are not always positive. They can potentially not compensate for 
the lost tax income or investment on education, especially if migration becomes permanent. 
Moreover, there is a chance of social stratification, as some households receive remittances 
and others don’t. Households of skilled migrants normally receive higher remittances, which 
dampens social mobility and increases social stratification, especially on a local scale.

b. Return migration: Increased human and social capital

A very important aspect of emigration is the time frame. Migration can be either per-
manent or temporary, the latter one also implying return migration as one of the most de-
sired end products of migration. Latvia has basically three stages of emigration: pre-enlarge-
ment, post-enlargement and post-crisis. The second, post-enlargement period, was partic-
ularly known for higher return rates, thus raising the question whether we should call this 
form of human movement mobility rather than migration. An important aspect of this mi-
gration, both into and out of the country, has been the fact that rather than permanent one-
way migration (the dominant pattern until recently) there has been a predominance of short-
term, circulatory movements backwards and forwards across borders. This would be better 
termed mobility than migration. (Wallace 2002: 604) Migration normally denotes one-way 
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flows, while mobility is linked to fluid, repetitive and multi-directional types of movements. 
However, I prefer to use the term migration, mostly for better clarity and because the nature 
of migration flows is shifting so rapidly in Latvia that it is difficult to use a very specific term 
to cover the entire phenomenon of Latvia emigration. 

Certain authors, such as Engbergsen, Snel and De Boom (2013: 115) talk about liquid 
migration, which parallels Bauman’s23 work on “liquid modernity”, thus denoting movements 
that are deeply connected to the modern lifestyle. These migration movements are of tempo-
rary, fluid and uncertain nature (ibid. 2013: 137), making hard to draw definite conclusions 
on their nature, apart from the very fact that they are unpredictable. On a similar note Okolski 
talks about “incomplete migration” – a temporary migration abroad, of varying degrees of le-
gality, without any settlement that is mostly connected to work in a secondary segment of the 
labour market in a foreign country (Okolski 2001, see also Engbergsen et al. 2013).

In Latvia, this would apply mostly to the second period of migration, the post-acces-
sion one. If we follow the work of Hazans, then the second period was mostly marked by 
temporary movements abroad for short-term financial gain. As argues Ponomarjovs, in 2009 
Latvian emigration trend to Great Britain had all the conditions to be considered a transna-
tional trend (ibid. 2009: 77). The soft intra-European borders and increase in low-cost air-
lines triggered the so-called “Ryanair effect”, where migrants can effectively return home 
on a regular basis. This lowers the cost of migration and makes moving a lot easier finan-
cially and emotionally. Return migration is seen as quite beneficial for the sending country 
as migrants bring back higher human and social capital.

However, recent studies (such as the one from Hazans 2014) show that the trend is 
shifting and migrants tend to stay abroad more often. Also the length of the stay is crucial in 
predicting potential for return. Most post-accession migrants have now been living abroad 
for a long time and some have created families there, therefore their potential for return mi-
gration is very low. Migrants who invest heavily in migration and settlement in the coun-
try of destination are not likely to return to their countries of origin but to stay. (Apsite et al. 
2012: 136) This does not come as a surprise, since a higher investment in migration decreas-
es the chance of return. Also if migration is a result of family reunification, return is less 
likely. Gender-wise, men are less likely to return. Referring back to the fact that more wom-
en tend to migrate then men one could predict that women are predominantly temporary mi-
grants, while men are inclined to a permanent migration. Finally, some people migrate in 
order to reach target savings – to buy a car, afford education tuition or house improvement, 
thus making these migrants effectively very prone to return migration. 

Patterns of emigration change with the amount of time a country has been sending mi-
grants abroad (Asch 1994: 24) – longevity of migration renders chain migration more likely. If 
there are established and functioning diaspora communities in destination countries, then em-
igration becomes increasingly easier and people are encouraged to emigrate. Moreover, return 
migrants have a high “migration-specific capital” (Vertovec 2007: 5), which entails knowl-
edge of migratory process, acquisition of job and housing in the receiving country, bureaucra-
cy, etc. This facilitates further migration, be it circulatory or permanent. By having more mi-
gratory experience further migration become easier and more accessible as the risk reduces.
23 Zygmunt Bauman, 2000, Liquid Modernity.

Another issue is the reabsorption potential of returnees – can return migrants find a job 
upon their return? If the likelihood of finding a job in the country of origin is very low, then 
migrants will not return, but will continue to work abroad. However, if the disparity of send-
ing and destination country’s economy is big, then people might return to spend their pen-
sion at home, since it could offer better value for their savings.

Migrants will also return to the country of origin if they can expect better returns to 
their observed and unobserved characteristics, which would result in a higher wage. The 
earnings gain of the average return migrant is shown to be entirely caused by foreign expe-
rience (Hazans and Philips 2011: 18, see also Asch 1994: 45), thus making emigration very 
favourable for improving the human capital of an individual. Return migrants are generally 
more educated than their non-returning counterparts, meaning they expect a high return on 
their characteristics upon arrival.

Non-economic motives can play an important role in return migration (Hazans and 
Philips 2011: 16). Based on several reports that can be found online and based on my field-
work in Latvia, Latvian migrants in particular have a wish to return home – their attach-
ment to the homeland is quite strong. But patriotic feelings are probably not the only reason 
for return. Migrants return mostly for reuniting with their families and friends, for being in 
a familiar environment and being able to speak their native language. Actually, in post-en-
largement period more than half of Latvian movers returned to their home country within a 
year (Hazans and Philips 2011: 17), making return migration a very common phenomenon 
in Latvia. Yet this trend changed sharply due to the longevity of migration flows and severe 
post-crisis economic downturn. There are more migrants that decide to stay than to move 
only for a short time, a feature particularly important for the post-crisis emigration wave.

Social effects

With the ton of literature on economic effects of emigration on the sending country, there 
is still little written about the social effects. The main focus of this thesis is to analyse the full 
spectrum of the social effects of emigration as well as possible within the scope of this work. 

It is not all about the economy and labour market pressures when it comes to migra-
tion. If people start leaving the country on a large scale, social structure of the staying pop-
ulation inevitably changes. Hence it should be very obvious there is an abundance of conse-
quences when a significant share of the population leaves the country. At this stage it doesn’t 
even matter if those who leave are the best and the brightest or unskilled workers. The bare 
scale of the phenomenon leads to the reconfiguration of society, change in its overall human 
and social capital and the transformation of social networks on many levels. The range of 
social effects of emigration is surprisingly much broader than one might expect. Effects go 
from demographic changes and its consequences through more psychological and individu-
al problems to social and community issues.
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To estimate the scale of the phenomenon it would be useful to look into officially avail-
able statistics on migration. However, accurate predictions are often futile due to the lack of 
reliable data. As most migrants from the Baltic countries did not withdraw from population 
registers in their home countries (Hazans and Philips 2011: 5), a complete and elaborate sta-
tistical analysis is impossible. The only alternative is to accept officially available numerical 
frameworks, add estimated surplus and work within those frames or observe general trends. 
This goes particularly for demographic changes, as statistics is an insufficient source for ex-
plaining overall social impacts. Nevertheless if we observe the data we see a high propor-
tion of female, young and educated migrants in the general European migration flows, a fact 
that doubtlessly impacts the sending society. Moreover, incidents of delayed marriage, low-
er nuptiality, and a high incidence of celibacy (Cariño 1987: 409) are becoming more com-
mon, yet this is probably related to the general European-wide trends of late family forma-
tion. In addition, we need to mention the psychological impact on both the migrant and the 
family at home. Such perspective is largely understudied, so the following data are gathered 
mostly from the available scraps of literature and will be further analysed in the following 
chapters focusing on empirical data from fieldwork in Latvia.

a. Demography

Firstly I want to address a very hot topic in current media discourse in Latvia – de-
mography. Ever since Latvia regained independence the country’s population is shrinking. 
In the ‘90s it was because of a large outflow of Soviet-era migrants that went back to their 
native republics. In the early 2000s there was an increase in labour migration due to Lat-
via’s economic problems (see Hazans 2013: 75-76). However, only with the accession to 
the EU Latvia really experienced an efflux in population. This is combined with an ageing 
population, where the birth rate is lower than the death rate leading to a persistent nega-
tive population growth (Chart 8).

Negative demographic shock was very painful for the Baltic republics. (Hazans and 
Philips 2011: 3) While most of the developed world is facing severe demographic pressure 
from the ageing population, usually they compensate this with an increase in immigration. 
Latvia, along with other Baltic republics, is not a desired immigration country in the first 
place and secondly, it does not provide favourable incentives for even instigating immigra-
tion. Therefore emigration had a profound effect on the size, structure and growth patterns 
of populations (Macpherson 2000: 18).

If in the previous decades European population pyramids were expansive, with large(r) 
proportions of young people, now a general trend is towards a constrictive population pyra-
mid with large middle-aged and increasingly older population. This is particularly evident in 
Western European post-modern societies, however Latvia and other Eastern European coun-
tries with large emigration flows experience similar changes. The continuation of the [migra-
tion] process over time may remove the very demographic basis for development as fewer and 
fewer able-bodied adults are left behind. (Portes 2008: 24) Skewing population pyramids is 

not only an interesting statistical fact represented in nice graphs – it is a serious sign of societal 
changes as a result of the new migration trends, which affects society on many levels. 

Latvia’s population is decreasing (see Chart 9). If there were 2,377,383 people liv-
ing in Latvia in 200024, there were only 2,070,371 people left in 201125. This means a stag-
gering 13% decrease in total population in only 11 years. Prospects for the future are grim, 
since birth rates are lower than death rates, resulting in a negative population growth in the 
past decade. Even on the small-scale, month-to-month basis, we can notice a significant de-
crease in the population of Latvia. The central question is whether this decline is due to em-
igration or negative population growth. Zukula (2013) argues that since 2008 net migration 
comprises more than two thirds (77%) of the total population decrease (see also Chart 10). 
Therefore emigration is the very factor most responsible for shrinking and ageing popula-
tion and it is only supplemented by the negative birth rate. Migration further affects the age 
structure of any society, including Latvian one: «The predominance of the mortality rate 
over the birth rate and the migration deficit creates changes in the age structure of the Latvi-
an population.» (Berzina 2011: 13) Population turns from proportionately younger to older 
population, which is evident from the changing population pyramids that go from expansive 
to constrictive. Such demographic transition is typical of the Western countries with falling 
birth rates and longer life expectancy and Latvia is no exception. 

What additionally influences negative demographic trends is the structure of migration 
flows. In Latvia recent emigrants have been disproportionately young – 70% between the 
ages of 18 and 34 – and more educated than those who have remained (OECD 2013). What 
this effectively means is that predominantly young people emigrate and considering emigra-
tion has a big impact on Latvian population, as I have shown, such trends have long lasting 
consequences for national demography.

Table 1: Total number of emigrants by age group

0-19 20-34 35-64 65+ Total
2008 4,447 12,478 9,114 1,006 27,045
2009 7,001 19,488 10,838 881 38,208
2010 8,327 19,150 11,367 807 39,651
2011 5,527 13,103 10,666 1,015 30,311
2012 4,494 10,666 9,124 879 25,136

Source: Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia, see also Chart 11

This emigration trend is also evident from the Table 1 – most emigrants are young peo-
ple between the age of 20 and 34, followed shortly by the age group from 35 to 64, which 
is a general working population. This results in a loss of an active labour force and shift to-
wards the old demographic structure, which further means a loss of income tax for the coun-
try and increase in pension and health care demand. An additional problem concerning the 

24 2000 Population Census, Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia.
25 2011 Population Census, Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia.
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ageing of the population is the lowering of the number of children. In 2012 3,364 Latvi-
an children were born abroad. Not all of them will probably stay abroad, but such a conse-
quence worries both the government, who strives for a younger society and future active cit-
izens, and the general population that perceives this as a threat to ethnic balances and a det-
riment to the national pride. However, these children quite often retain their Latvian citizen-
ship as they are born to their Latvian parents. Most of them are thus still a part of national 
statistics, despite never actually living in Latvia.

Ageing population leads to the perennial question as to who will contribute to the pen-
sion fund for the future pensioners. With the loss of the active labour force and ageing pop-
ulation in Latvia, there is the possibility that contributions into the social insurance budget 
will not cover budget spending in the future (Latvian government 2013, see also McGuin-
ness 2010) and will not be able to provide a sufficient pension fund for the future gener-
ations. Pressure on the national pension fund is evident in the continual prolonging of the 
working age, which means older and older people will have to work in order to provide for 
the pension fund. The remaining working-age population is additionally burdened with pro-
viding pension funds for the country’s increasing pool of pensioners, which in the long run 
is becoming almost unviable. Despite an increasingly more efficient health care and longer 
life expectancy the elderly suffer more from stress at a workplace, they have a harder time 
following the current technology, and they are particularly vulnerable to occupational acci-
dent. Of course, all these factors depend on the sector where the elderly are employed and 
often times this part of the population can contribute valuable experience, yet it is still fairly 
inconvenient for older people to work past their expected retirement age. On the other hand 
pensions in the future (and in Latvia even now for certain professions) could be so low that 
pensioners will be forced to take additional employment in order to supplement their mea-
gre income, which is additionally stressful for them. 

The loss of its youngest working force also leads, on a societal level, to the lack of in-
novation that this generation could bring. Creativity thus becomes pinned to the staying 
community that with its older and mature population can hardly replace the lack of its most 
prosperous people. This topic is further discussed in the subchapter 5.c.iv.

Along with the age structure, gender balances change just the same. Interestingly 
enough, women migrate more26. A popular perception of a migrant is that of a young male 
individual, but statistics show that women are in the slight majority among migrants (see 
Mežs, Akule, Polatside 2010: 187, figure 4, refer also to Chart 12). Perhaps this is because 
women have a harder time getting employed at home, or they can get a job easily abroad 
(low-skilled vs. high-skilled, returns to education), or they migrate for marriage or family 
reunion. On the topic of marriages and female migration an interesting problem emerged 
in Ireland in the recent years. There is an increase in fictitious marriages of Latvian women 
with third-country nationals. These women get paid for a provisional marriage, so men from 
non-EU countries can come to Ireland and work there. It can occur that the actual marriage 
does not even happen, since a Third Country national is entitled to stay and work in Ireland 
during the time of engagement and arrangement of the papers, which can last up to a year 
(Sham marriage 2013). This is a serious problem for Latvian and foreign authorities as these 
26 Here I am referring specifically to Latvia and not to migration trends in general.

women are put in a very precarious situation, as fictitious marriages quite often lead to more 
serious forms of human trafficking and intra-marital violence.

Still under the issues of demography, there is also a threat of delayed married and gen-
erally lower nuptiality as a result of migration. One must, of course, keep in mind that de-
layed marriage is a general post-modern trend and decrease in nuptiality might come as a re-
sult of a different lifestyle and decision not to register the marriage. However, as most mi-
grants are young, there is an increased chance that those very migrants prefer to stay sin-
gle for better mobility and have loose amorous relationships instead of a traditional focused 
ones (see Charts 13a and 13b).

Finally, it is possible that more people from certain regions migrate more than from the 
other, which results in depopulation of entire villages. Rural depopulation will be addition-
ally discussed later. Interestingly enough, Latvia continues to allot the smallest amount of 
funds for demographic needs in the EU (Mežs in Demographer 2013), despite being heavi-
ly affected by the declining population.

b. Family separation

A very common pattern, found across the Baltic States, is that of an individual from a fami-
ly migrating, leaving behind either his/her partner with children or only his/her children with their 
grandparents. Family separation can last for a couple of months to several years, depending on the 
individual migrant. In case of only one parent or spouse migrating, there can be severe strains on 
marriage, possibly resulting even in divorce. According to research findings (SKDS 2005), 29% 
of the population believe that emigration is the cause for the breakdown of families; children are 
forced to grow up alone without one or both parents. (Krišjane and Lace 2012: 19) These children 
become effectively parentless and experience severe psychological pressure from the society.

There are also changes in the division of labour in the staying family, as the whole bur-
den of taking care of the family is now on only one parent or on grandparents. If only one 
parent is left behind with the children, this can result in a double burden of work for this 
parent, combining both work and child rearing as a de facto single parent. Because of mi-
gration, the nuclear family is no longer as common a household pattern in many parts of 
the world; split and extended households are becoming increasingly common (Cariño 1987: 
410), which inevitably leads to psychological impact on the staying family. 

Again one must be careful with observations made in 1987 as nuclear family in the 
21st century is even in general no longer a standard. Nevertheless, such «emigrant chil-
dren» experience alienation from their parents and begin seeking attention in many ways, 
which often results in aggressive behaviour and worsening of school performance. But 
these are only superficial effects, since the real psychological damage is much deeper. So-
cial workers express their concern that long separation from parents may have a negative 
impact on the socialisation of children in the family and the development of an adverse 
notion about the family model as well as obstruct the acquisition of the social role of the 
father or the mother in the future. (Krišjane and Lace 2012: 21).
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Moreover, medical experts and foster home specialists report that abandoned children are 
increasingly found to have behaviour disorders and other serious problems. (Thaut 2009: 213) 
This is a strain not only on the parents and an individual household, but also on the country as 
a whole, since such disorders in population lead to fall in production in the future, or simply as 
a cost of medical treatment of psychological diseases. Moreover, an increase in child abduc-
tion is being reported, which means one parent takes the child abroad with him or her without 
consulting with the spouse / partner. Officially this is an international abduction and must be 
treated in accordance with the law. Naturally, this takes a toll on partner relations and costs the 
state to find the missing child, and that is even before the case goes to court.

However, for the sake of portraying both sides of the coin, psychological cost of mov-
ing is much lower now than five years ago. (Hazans and Philips 2011: 26) There are many 
facilities that enable easy contact with the staying population. One such ubiquitous utility is 
Skype and other internet communication tools that provide daily cheap contact with one’s 
family. I have previously mentioned also a “Ryanair effect”, which means migrants can 
come back at low prices for most important holidays and longer vacation, providing a valu-
able time spent with one’s family.

Finally, we must keep in mind that family separation was more characteristic of the 
second, post-accession period of migration (see Hazans 2013). After the 2008 crisis, it was 
more common for families to migrate together.

c. Geriatrification of upbringing and effect on the children

Before the crisis, it was not uncommon for both parents to emigrate and leave the child 
at home with his or her grandparents. In the event of migration of one of the parents the ma-
jority of children stay with the mother, less frequently – with grandparents and a compara-
tively small proportion of children stay with more distant relatives, friends or acquaintances 
(Karičerta 2006; Broka 2009). This was a practical solution for migrant parents who want-
ed to raise children in Latvia and retain them in their cultural environment. Most migrant 
parents also intended to migrate only temporarily, therefore having children in their parents’ 
care seemed as a perfect solution. These are the so-called custodial grandparents - “adults 
who are caring for their grandchildren on a full-time basis” (Hayslip and Kaminski 2005: 
262). However, a phenomenon called the geriatrification27 of upbringing is known among 
experts to be a fairly negative one.

Markova, for example, warns of the changes in family composition and child outcomes 
in terms of health and education (2010: 15). Emigration puts a burden of upbringing on the 
older generation, which leads to many psychological and social changes. Studies show that 
becoming a custodial grandparent can have many negative personal, interpersonal, and eco-
nomic consequences, including poorer physical and mental health (Kaminski and Hayslip 
2004), role overload and role confusion (Emick and Hayslip 1999), and more isolation from 
age peers and noncustodial grandchildren (Jendrek 1994). It is important to keep in mind 
27 Geriatrification means “taken over by older generation”.

that these results are gathered from studies aimed at proper custodial grandparents, mean-
ing those children either don’t have living parents anymore or the parents were drug addicts, 
violent or incarcerated. In our case, these children still have living parents with normal life 
conditions, except for the fact they are living in a different country. Still, results might be 
fairly similar also for children of emigrant parents. Authorities have recognized that the au-
thority of parents is breaking down in some, but not all cases, leading to emerging psycho-
social and social problems within the family (Broka 2009: 40). As Krišjane and Lace note 
in their report, children encounter such problems as absence from school or failure to attend 
school, the deterioration of their academic success, behaviour problems, offences, and the 
development of addictions or their aggravation due to lack of attention (Krišjane and Lace 
2012: 32). Firstly, this is a severe strain on internal family relations and on society at large 
by having to cope with psychologically damaged children. Secondly, this means higher ex-
penditure for the state by providing health care and social services to those children.

In 2006 the Ministry of Welfare of Republic of Latvia prepared an encouraging docu-
ment called «The Plan for the improvement of the situation of those children whose parents 
have gone abroad». In theory, this was a quality document with several provisions for the 
left-behind children, such as support for staying families and ensuring education for chil-
dren. Sadly, this plan was not implemented due to poor cooperation between agencies and 
most importantly as a result of financial difficulties Latvia was facing in 2008. Yet it can 
serve as a guideline for future governmental policies for children of emigrant parents.

Finally, we must look at one more thing. Historically and culturally, geriatrification 
of upbringing is not a novelty, as older people often took care of the children while parents 
were working in the field or elsewhere. I would not even argue this is an entirely negative 
phenomenon. Older generation serves as a channel for transmission of valuable life expe-
rience to the younger generation. However, being effectively parentless in a modern soci-
ety puts a heavy social pressure on children. These children are sometimes called “the Irish 
kids” in Latvia (Hazans and Philips 2011: 22), a social stigma that can result in a regressive 
behaviour of children, demanding attention, eating problems, panic attacks, worsening of 
grades and aggression.

d. The elderly

As the Latvian population is getting older the pool of pensioners and state-dependent 
people is growing. Both internal and external migration have very direct effects on the elderly.

The first and most important problem these people encounter is the abandonment by 
the family. Elderly people are significantly less mobile than their young counterparts, there-
fore they are more likely to stay in Latvia. What happens is that their relatives and immedi-
ate family migrate abroad, leaving the aged in care of themselves. Sometimes families leave 
independently and other times the elderly simply do not wish to change their environment, 
thus resulting in elderly people living without support by their emigrated children (Krišjane 
and Lace 2012: 21).
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Such abandonment often results in deterioration of health of the elderly, as nobody 
can take care of them in situ, and an additional workload for municipal social services. Of-
ten pensioners in the rural areas live in fairly distant places, thus having difficult access to 
health services and to their imminent social circles. It is not only their physical health that 
suffers, but also their mental health as alienation and loneliness are often taking the highest 
toll on these people.

Finally, there is a problem of local services. As social assistance provided by local gov-
ernments is directly dependent on the available resources – the more affluent local govern-
ments – mostly the large cities in Latvia (in particular the capital – Riga) – provide a more 
extensive and diverse range of social services to groups of the population exposed to the so-
cial exclusion risk. (Krišjane and Lace 2012: 19, sic) Therefore if the elderly are residing in 
less affluent regions of Latvia or living in one of its rural areas, then the services available 
are scarce and quite limited. Due to budgetary constraints municipal provisions for the el-
derly are narrowed down to the very basic ones – mostly they aim to preserve the life and 
its bare minimum than improve on the situation. Elderly people with relatives that emigrat-
ed are thus marginalised and at high risk of social exclusion, deteriorating health, poverty 
and psychological problems.

e. Social remittances

Return migration is deeply connected to a phenomenon called social remittances, which 
merge in the transformed habitus of the migrant. Peggy Levitt was the first one to properly 
analyse the role of social remittances. She defined them as “ideas, behaviours, identities, and 
social capital that flow from receiving to sending country communities” (Levitt 1998: 928). 
Social remittances are of four types – norms, practices, identities and social capital, each of 
them implying a specific transformation of the receiving community and the habitus of the 
migrant. There is a certain level of the general diffusion of culture through the process of 
globalisation, yet social remittances – a local-level, migration-driven form of cultural diffu-
sion (Levitt 1998: 926) – play a vital role in the transformation of the sending country’s so-
ciety. And even though Latvia is, globally speaking, considered a part of the Western world, 
there are enough cultural differences between Eastern and Western Europe to consider the 
role of social remittances as vital. Latvian migrants therefore adopt certain practices abroad 
that they later transmit back to Latvia.

This process is relatively complex. Firstly, migrants filter ideas and behaviours of the 
receiving country through their own cultural lens and transmit only those ideas that they be-
lieve can improve their lives. Yet the impact of social remittances is both positive and neg-
ative as there is nothing to guarantee that what is learned in the host society is constructive 
or that it will have a positive effect on communities of origin. (Levitt 1998: 944) Secondly, 
social remittances do not travel only in one way. They normally circulate as migrants bring 
their know-how and certain successful practices to the receiving country. A very banal, but 
illustrative case is the popularity of curry in the UK that achieved almost the status of a na-

tional dish. Thirdly, remittances are both individual and collective. Migrants can transmit 
structure of family organisation, consumer patterns or household practices to their families, 
relatives and friends at home. However, if a migrant is involved in community institutions 
(cultural societies, committees, etc.) they can transmit practices on a community level. These 
kind of remittances can particularly influence political processes. «Emigration and return pro-
vide important means for introducing new ideas, beliefs, and organizations into the body pol-
itic.» (Moses 2011: 49) Thus through circular migration and flow of social remittances voting 
patterns, political participation and civil initiatives can be (trans)formed or enhanced.

Sustained contact with sending countries only facilitates the transmission of ideas, es-
pecially with the ease of modern-day communication. [Social remittances] can also be trans-
mitted when non-migrants visit migrants in receiving countries or through exchanges of let-
ters, videos, e-mails, and phone or internet calls. (Levitt 2001) Therefore social remittances 
circulate daily and bare increasing importance for both receiving and sending country.

In Latvia, one can see the emergence of transnationalism. Many behavioural patterns are 
influenced by return migrants or relatives and friends residing abroad. The culture of sending 
regions and even the entire nation may be thoroughly transnationalised. This implies that the 
value system and the pattern of normative expectations become increasingly affected by “im-
ports”, in particular those from expatriate communities. (Portes 2008: 25) Latvians are thus 
adopting certain patterns of behaviour and value systems that are introduced from abroad. Es-
pecially large metropolises like London serve as centres of culture dispersion with their mul-
titude of behavioural patterns and seemingly modern lifestyles. As mentioned, not anything 
goes, but only those values and modes of behaviour that Latvians see as improvements from 
their own are accepted and passed into Latvia. Most typical example is the introduction of new 
business models, entrepreneurial skills and techniques of innovation. Through this people are 
also accepting new patterns of consumption, as they are closely tied with local businesses and 
their marketing efforts. Cultural and social remittances are thus a fairly neutral result of trans-
mission of ideas, as they go through a strict national and collective sieve.

f. Ethnic balances

When talking about Latvia in particular, one cannot get past the obvious ethnic divide in the 
country. According to the 2011 Population Census there were 1,285,136 (62%) of ethnic Latvi-
ans living in Latvia in the respective year. Ethnic Russians accounted for 557,119 people (27%) 
and overall there were 671,119 (32%) Russian-speaking people living in Latvia in 2011. 

Ethnic make-up of Latvia is an issue since the country regained independence in 1991, 
when Latvia ended up with a large Russophone minority after decades of the Soviet labour 
transfers regime. This pushed the government to adopt a fairly ethno-centric policy28 and 
base the future Latvian state on the ethnic Latvian core nation. Nationalistic policies are re-

28 Ethno-centrism denotes governmental policies that are favourable first and foremost to the core ethnic nation. Such 
policies draw explicit parallels between an ethnic group (Latvians in this case) and the state as a political body. (see Laz-
da 2009, Dreifelds 1996).
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flected in the legal frameworks for acquisition of citizenship, state education, language and 
employment policy, etc. Strict measures for citizenship acquisition after the independence 
left quite many Latvian residents without proper legal status and made them non-citizens29, 
which divided the society along ethnic lines. Furthermore, the argument over language poli-
cy is still unresolved as many Latvian residents are Russophones30 and have a hard time get-
ting education in their own language.

The cumulative result of such policies was the perceived sense of alienation from the 
state among ethnic Russians and societal marginalisation through employment practices and 
bureaucratic procedures. Thus the inclusion of Latvia within the framework of the European 
Union offered ethnic Russians in Latvia the chance to move and work abroad and escape the 
perceived discrimination. The possibility to work freely within the EU has certainly benefit-
ed the most disadvantaged individuals of the “new” member states or those people who for 
any reason feel discriminated in their home country (Ivlevs 2008). On the other hand Latvia 
improved its economic performance, which could be an important factor in keeping the Rus-
sophones in the country. One would reasonably assume that the rapid growth of the econo-
mies of Estonia and Latvia (5.8% and 8.5% respectively in 2004), and the prospect of con-
tinued growth as new EU member states, with falling unemployment and rising living stan-
dards, would be an incentive for Russophones to remain in situ. (Hughes 2005: 12)

However Latvian Russophones did not hesitate to take the chance European Union was 
offering. The “exit” option has been actually given a new impetus by the accession of Lat-
via to membership of the EU. (Hughes 2005: 1) In addition, Artjoms Ivlevs shows that Rus-
sian speakers are indeed more likely to emigrate than Latvians (Ivlevs 2008: 1), thus indi-
cating the conclusion that Russian speakers are not as (emotionally) tied to Latvia as eth-
nic Latvians and that the societal and institutional marginalisation provided the incentive to 
leave. However, one should not forget the non-citizen Russophones who, unlike their “na-
tionalized” counterparts, cannot freely access EU labour market. Non-citizens are not con-
sidered as EU citizens and thus cannot work freely within the EU (Ivlevs 2008: 3). All those 
attractive benefits of being part of the EU do not apply to non-citizens, which marginalises 
them even further. Yet there is one thing that improved not long ago – since 2007 non-citi-
zens can travel visa-free within the Schengen Area. This provision of course does not apply 
to free access to common labour market, which inevitably means non-citizens have a harder 
time migrating. Overall, this does not mean non-citizens do no migrate at all - in 2012, for 
example, 10% of all the emigrants were non-citizens (see Charts 1a and 1b).

What is interesting to see here are the proportions of Russian speakers in the pool of 
emigrants and in the general population. If we look at only the raw data from the Central 
Statistical Bureau of Latvia, we see that in 2012 35% of all emigrants were ethnic Russians, 
while 44% were ethnic Latvian (Charts 14a and 14b). These numbers aren’t so dramatic, un-
less one sees the big picture. If we consider the proportion of ethnic Russian emigrants to 
the entire population, we see that Russians on average migrate twice as much as Latvians. 
In 2012 2% of the entire ethnic Russian population of Latvia emigrated abroad while ethnic 

29 There are 290,660 (14.2%) non-citizens living in Latvia according to the 2011 Population Census.
30 In February 2012 Latvia held a referendum on whether Russian language should become the second state language. 
The initiative failed by result being 75% of votes against the proposal.

Latvians stayed at only 1% (see Chart 15). If we then consider also ethnic Belarusians and 
ethnic Ukrainians who are also predominantly Russian speakers and belong to the Latvian 
Russophone minority, the pool of minority emigrants grows even bigger (however, the cu-
mulative percentage of minority emigrants remains at 2%).

The numbers show that Russians speakers in Latvia are more prone to migration than 
ethnic Latvians, which clearly leads to shifting ethnic balances. If more Russian speakers 
migrate from Latvia, less minority members will remain in Latvia. Thus the core ethnic Lat-
vian population is strengthened at the expense of a minority group. The percentage of ethnic 
Latvians in the entire country will grow, while the percentage of minority population will 
fall. This of course is a rough illustration of events, as population fluctuations are not ever 
dependent only on the net migration rate (as we have seen), but also on birth and death rate 
and in ethnic terms on the level of naturalisation and integration of minority members into 
the core society. Nevertheless, ethnic balances are shifting31, which is evident from the offi-
cial statistics illustrating the relative growth of the pool of ethnic Latvians since the regain-
ing of independence.

I have made a little experiment by opening a Facebook conversation with Russian 
speaking mums in London32. I asked the ladies whether any of them are from Latvia and if 
they plan or would like to come back. This is not a major material for analysis and the ex-
periment was mostly incidental, but I wish to mention some finding as the response was re-
ally surprising. I got 37 responses to my question from 19 ladies. A big majority of them re-
fused any option of ever going back to Latvia and some of them exposed the issue of dis-
crimination and language policy:

Women 1: I already left 9 years ago. I was often thinking of (trying to) return. The 
country of idiots (figuratively everybody). I am not thinking of it anymore. Also why would I 
force my child to speak super Latvian, without which he cannot do in school?

However, the biggest reason why they would not come back is the perceived higher 
quality of life in the UK (in particular health care and education). Moreover, most ladies are 
married and all of them have children. The length of their stay abroad, marital status, chil-
dren and individual integration are also among the most important factors why those ladies 
do not consider coming back, even if some of them would like to.

g. Rural depopulation

A combination of internal and external migration is detrimental to preserving the life of 
the country, in particular in its rural areas. Internal migration is essentially a one-way move-
ment, originating mainly from peripheral regions traditionally characterized by low popula-
tion density towards heavily populated zones (Bernard 1968). The most characteristic form 
31 According to the CSB’s Population Census there was 52% of ethnic Latvians in Latvia in 1989, 58% in 2000, 60% in 
2011 and 61% in 2012 and 2013. (see Chart 19).
32 This conversation was conducted in a Facebook group “Russian moms in London”, which is dedicated to Russian-speak-
ing mothers living in the broad London area. Conversation was held in Russian on the 30th of March 2014, translation 
was provided by the author herself.
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of internal migration of the past century is the rural-urban migration. With the rise of large 
industrial centres urbanization became the predominant form of contemporary settlement 
patterns. Rural areas experienced intense outflows as people were attracted away by job op-
portunities in new economic activities, which were preferentially located in the cities. This 
entailed either low demographic growth in country districts or, in many cases, significant 
depopulation resulting in a decline in demographic numbers in absolute terms. (Pinilla et 
al. 2008: 19) And even though recently also urban-rural migration has become popular and 
the suburbanization is on the rise, cities are still the focal point of modern migration flows.

If urbanization is becoming the predominant form of current human settlement, this 
inevitably leads to certain shifts in the relationship between the rural and the urban areas. 
The later stages of urbanization have been accompanied by an absolute decline in the agri-
cultural production (Williams and Griffin 1978: 29), where farmers quit their profession for 
a chance to work in the city. This is evident also for Latvia. Since 1935 when the majority 
of the population (62%) lived in rural areas, the population has continuously moved to cit-
ies, and only 32% lived in rural areas in the beginning of 2012 (Central Statistical Bureau in 
Bulderberga and Pilvere 2012: 182). Latvia as initially a fairly rural country felt the impact 
of internal emigration very seriously. Farms are either being abandoned or sold to the large 
farming corporations. While abandoned farms are a sad sign of rural exodus, large-scale 
farming that is being encouraged mostly by international investors is destroying the tradi-
tional farming patterns of Latvia. Remaining rural settlers are dissatisfied with the changes 
they are experiencing for the past few years and they are desperately trying to preserve the 
countryside as they know it (see Dzenovska 2011).

Rural depopulation may be also understood as a process affecting regions where the 
rural exodus outstripped natural growth, thereby reducing the total number of inhabitants to 
a critical level, particularly in terms of population density and aging of demographic struc-
tures. (Pinilla et al. 2008: 2). Demographic shift is evident as mostly older population is stay-
ing in the countryside while young people go to urban centres to study and later stay there 
to work. This is particularly clear in Chart 16 showing economically active statistical units 
by statistical region33, where Riga is outperforming any other statistical region by a 100%. 

Spatial redistribution has evidently shifted from the rural areas mostly to the metro-
politan capital. In Latvia, approximately 40% of internal migration flows involve the city of 
Riga. Riga’s size and economic dominance over a wide territory have a strong influence on 
the development of settlements, population density, migration, and economically function-
al interactions, both directly and indirectly. (Krišjane and Lace 2012: 9) Wage disparities 
between Riga and other regions encourage people to migrate to the capital where they can 
expect much higher wages. In terms of average earnings per city, the two best performers 
are Riga and Ventspils, which are the only two cities above the national average (see Chart 
17). Unsurprisingly, the worst performing cities are Rezekne and Daugavpils, both of which 
are part of the economically worst performing region of Latvia, Latgale. The registered un-
employment rate in the Latgale region by the State Employment Agency is two times high-
er than the national average and was 21.8% on 31 January 2010. (Krišjane and Lace 2012: 

33 Number of self-employed persons, individual merchants, commercial companies, farms, funds, associations, state 
budgetary institutions and local government budgetary institutions.

17) Therefore one can expect for people to migrate more from Latgale region and for peo-
ple in general to migrate more into the city of Riga and its surroundings. However, the city 
of Riga has a high negative net migration rate, while it is true that the Riga district (Pieriga) 
is the only one constantly experiencing positive net migration rate (Chart 7). The reason for 
this probably lies in the fact that Riga serves as an intermediate station for international mi-
grants. People are coming to the capital to try their luck first in their own country and if still 
dissatisfied they move onwards to international destinations.

Despite the large efflux from Riga, depopulation has affected rural areas almost exclu-
sively and it may unquestionably be regarded as the most severe threat to local economies, 
not only because it limits growth opportunities, causes important environmental problems 
and complicates the provision of public services, but because it may jeopardize the very ex-
istence of small towns and villages as inhabited settlements (Marini and Mooney 2006: 94). 
People are leaving their villages and small towns in search of higher wages and more cul-
turally diverse lifestyle. One of the main motivations to change the place of residence is the 
ability to find a better job in the capital city. This means that district centres lose fairly well 
qualified professionals (Krišjane and Lace 2012: 9), thus even further exacerbating the dire 
economic and social problems of migration loss regions.

Finally, migration loss regions face particular problems in maintaining the level of liv-
ing. There is a tendency for the most affected regions to simply stop trying to develop as 
there are too few inhabitants to make use of the municipal provisions. Therefore, these re-
gions aim to only maintain the status quo, yet in the worst cases some downsizing is re-
quired. With schools having less and less children, many educational institutions are forced 
to merge together and restructure, while the most unlucky have to simply stop operating. 
This means also the loss of jobs for teachers and additional stress for those remaining par-
ents to send their children to more distant schools.

On another note, Dace Dzenovska talks about a rural emptiness as a problem of migra-
tion and a problem of demography (Dzenovska 2011: 229), which really affected Latvia and 
will be evident from the ethnographic narratives in the following section. At this stage it is 
important to emphasize that internal migration, like international migration, does not mean 
only changes in economic performance of the country (or its regions), but also changes in 
overall population structure of the country and the perception of rural life. Rural emptiness 
is crucial for understanding the potential for rural development in Latvia, as the people who 
stay aim only to preserve the bare existence of a country life and are disillusioned with the 
prospect of future development. Without the presence and contributions of young, educat-
ed and versatile people, rural development efforts will be abortive (Twumasi-Ankrah 1995: 
20), mostly because there will be no one there to support the development and to carry the 
initiative from the start to its implementation.
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Ethnography

I conducted interviews with 10 individuals – 3 women and 7 men of Latvian national-
ity. All of them were between 18 and 35 years old. Mostly these people had either relatives 
abroad or have been abroad themselves, but not exclusively. Interviews were taken over a 
three month period in Riga and Daugavpils. All participants signed informed consent agree-
ment and were offered an interview either in English or Russian. As all of them chose En-
glish, however, their ability to express themselves might be limited and this was taken into 
consideration throughout the research. Interviews were semi-structured with certain key 
questions that everybody was asked. I try to quote people directly where possible; however 
some grammatical touch-up had to be done for better clarity.

In order to really understand the current situation in Latvia I asked participants to explain 
why they or their relatives / friends had left the country. Most of them underscored the prob-
lem of wage discrepancies between Latvia and other European countries (mostly the UK).

J. B.: [My friend] told me they [the government] are unable to find new employees. If someone comes in 
for an interview he asks too much. And the government is not paying them as much as potential employ-
ees would like to.
M. L.: So I went to work in the shop and the funny thing is that they couldn’t find a person to work. I had 
a friend who wanted to work and I said: “Here, I’m giving you the job, I’m leaving”. You know what he 
said? “Too low salary”.
S. S.: I see that a lot of my friends have gone out to try to find work and a life better than in Latvia. They 
want to have more than they have here. Because we have low salaries here. Very low.

Effectively, this is a structural problem relating to global economic power. As in the UK 
you can earn a comparatively much better wage than in Latvia, especially as a non-skilled 
workforce, this is a definite pull factor for most Latvian migrants. Enlargement made this dif-
ference even more evident and striking with the common market, where comparison was much 
easier to draw. In Latvia even highly-skilled workforce receives low wages, while in London 
you can afford a decent living already by working as an unskilled worker. Easiest economic 
indice to draw from is the PPP34, where the UK’s purchasing power on a global scale is 2,29035 
(in billion dollars), while Latvia’s is only 35.37 – a staggering 65x lower than the UK’s.

Others, mostly from Latgale region, emphasised a feeling of being left behind by the 
government. As I’ve mentioned before, Latgale is economically and socially most unpriv-
ileged region in Latvia and its inhabitants don’t have a feeling that the situation is about to 
improve or that the government is doing anything about it.
34 Purchasing Pover Parity.
35 Index Mundi, 2012.

I. S.: It’s the worst problem of Daugavpils, the first problem, because people would like to earn more mon-
ey. But the other problem is that here in Daugavpils it doesn’t feel that somebody cares about them. Why 
here in Daugavpils things are like from the Soviet Union?

Finally, people leave because they cannot realize their career aspirations and pursue 
their particular interests. Most residents of smaller towns or rural areas experienced difficul-
ties when faced with the declining purchasing power of their region. It is important to em-
phasize again that this in most cases doesn’t apply to Riga.

I. S.: My mother migrated for personal reasons and the will to earn much more money and to be more so-
cially protected. She spent one and a half years getting education in floristic, but here in Daugavpils no-
body needs that.
J. K.: When we were in crisis, [my sister-in-law] just couldn’t get as many clients as she expected. So even 
though she’s a good lawyer and even though she had her office in the very centre of the town, she couldn’t 
manage to raise money for the office and living.

This does not of course mean people see life in Latvia as bad. Most of them are proud of 
their country and optimistic about the future. Respondents did point out that such economic 
disparities are expected and that life in Latvia still offers opportunities and good quality of life.

M. K.: There are opportunities also in Latvia, you just need to put in some effort and do some work. You can 
pack your bags, buy the tickets to the plane and leave. But that’s the easiest way. I don’t want that.
M. K.: It’s not hard to live in Latvia. It’s hard to get a good job with a good salary. Jobs are around every 
corner and you have the opportunity to work.
V. K.: For me personally the quality of living is good, there is no doubt. Because I like hiking, nature and I 
like spending time with my friends and some other stuff. I can do this here.
A. I.: I have always felt a strong sense of duty towards my country, I plan to return and establish a business 
in Latvia after my studies.

In this place it is evident that “the beauty is in the eyes of the beholder”. Latvia is defi-
nitely much more prosperous than some migrants try to portray, especially looking at the 
persistent economic growth despite the big downturn in 2008. A lot of foreign companies 
saw this as an opportunity to come to Latvia and established their business, which opened 
a few new job vacancies in the country. However, Eurofond’s Quality of Life Survey still 
shows that Latvia ranks quite low in the overall satisfaction with life among European coun-
tries. While Latvia scored 6.2 points on a scale from 1 to 10 in 2012 (still a slight increase 
from 2007), the UK scored 7.3 points (Eurofond 2012: 31). These shows that migration ten-
dencies have a real base in the life people decide to live.

Interestingly enough, many people are returning to Latvia. Some return temporarily, 
some permanently, but all have in common a very specific reason for return – social networks.

J. B.: I really enjoyed living [in the UK], I enjoyed the life there, but the one thing I didn’t like was that it 
was hard for me to find friends.
J. K.: The most important reason was that I was like detached from my social surroundings. I had some 
friends in there, I had some people I met, but here I really feel that I have help from my friends.
M. K.: My friend came back because of friends. Because he’s alone in the UK. He has some friends from 
other countries like Lithuania and so on, but you’re alone over there.
M. L.: [My friend] went [to America] for studies and then she came back. I was extremely surprised, I didn’t 
know why actually. She told me that she was very lonely there, because the culture is very different.



Changing Communities: Socio-Demographic Effects of Post-Enlargement Emigration From Latvia on the Staying Population62 Changing Communities: Socio-Demographic Effects of Post-Enlargement Emigration From Latvia on the Staying Population 63

www.pecob.eu | PECOB’s volumes              | (CC BY-NC-ND 3.0) | http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/

These were very common answers among my participants, which point to the impor-
tance of social networks and human relationships in life. While the economy might be a 
pull factor to leave, society is a pull factor to come back. All of my interviewees that mi-
grated abroad came back because of a sense of loneliness and because they couldn’t estab-
lish meaningful relationships abroad. Consequently what brings people back to Latvia is the 
people who stay, sometimes in combination with patriotic feelings towards the country.

However, some are not so hesitant to migrate (again). Studies indicate that there is an 
increasing probability of making repeat moves the more an individual has already moved 
(Vertovec 2007: 5). Others are simply curious to see what migrant experience holds for them 
and also to improve their human capital.

J. B.: It’s a good decision to go back and get more experience, work experience.
D. G.: I would like to try to leave for some months, to go abroad, just for experience.
J. B.: Yeah, one more reason why I’m going back, why I don’t have any second thoughts about it is that I 
have some friends that are still living in the UK and he’s moving to London as well so we are planning to 
live together. This will be a big plus for me, to make my life there a lot easier.
J. K.: It would be easier to emigrate again. At least I will have a community, I have some support, so if I 
don’t have a job at least I know where to stay. And it’s not just one place, I can name like three or four plac-
es where I can stay.

Transfer of human capital

When these people came back, mostly they found it easy to cash in their foreign ex-
perience and get a job. The human capital they’ve gained abroad came in very handy when 
looking for a job in Latvia and, interestingly, there were also instances of social remittanc-
es and skill transfer.

A. M.: When I came to the employment centre, they were looking at me like I’m God. “Oh my god, British 
education, wow, you could do this, you could do that”.
J. K.: I had my experience, I had my education and when I needed a job I just called few people I know, I 
just asked for a job and they hired me and that’s it.
J. B.: When I came back to Latvia I knew that my new experience will allow me to get a bigger salary.
J. B.: It was a really good experience for me. In that way I managed to get more experience on new tech-
nologies. Because the companies can afford that and they do implement them in their work environment.

In the highly-skilled return migration skill transfer is quite common as people bring 
back the knowledge they’ve gained abroad. This loosely relates to social remittances, 
which are basically behavioural patterns that migrants transfer to the country of origin. On 
social remittances J. B. reports:

I improved my customer service. I feel the difference, how Latvians do it and 
how I do it. As I’ve learnt being polite to your clients will you get better feed-
back. Moreover, I got more used to paying for someone’s service rather than do-
ing it myself. If I would think about my mum, she’s doing everything, everything.

Social remittances are thus a big part of circular migration that is currently prevalent 
in Latvia. As mentioned before, social remittances are complex processes that involve both 
sending and receiving country. Migrants bring certain lifestyles and experiences with them 
to the receiving country, while upon return, they bring some of the culture of the host coun-
try back to their country of origin. J. B. described well how his personal experiences at work 
helped to improve their business in the UK, yet this is an isolated example. Because Lon-
don is so multicultural it is difficult to transfer parts of Latvian culture into the national cul-
ture and what happens mostly is the migrant taking back certain favourable36 life practices 
of the UK back to Latvia. Another interesting example of social remittances is a celebration 
of New Year’s Eve in Daugavpils37:

J. K.: And even when I was a kid, I remember on New Year’s Eve people started celebrating first and start-
ing fireworks an hour before. At eleven o’clock they already started fireworks because it was like New Year, 
Moscow Time. And then it was huge fireworks just on midnight and... It started few years ago, not very long 
ago, but they also started fireworks at two o’clock at night when it’s New Year in London. They also had 
New Year, Greenwich Time. So now we have three fireworks.

Cultural deficit and levelling effect

Social remittances are evidently a very important aspect that changes the habits of the 
sending nation. Migrants usually come back for holidays to visit their relatives in Latvia and 
this is a perfect time to share new practices with those in their homeland. To delve deeper 
into the real effects of emigration, I asked the participants what kind of changes they are see-
ing in their home towns in the past couple of years. It is important to note all these respons-
es come from inhabitants of Daugavpils. They have exposed three main problems:

a.	decrease in population and quantity of young people:

A. M.: It’s clear that we have less population. You see ten people on the roads, in the streets and you think: 
«Cool! It’s holiday in England.»
S. S.: I see that there are not enough young people here. I think that this is a problem, because we need 
young people. Young, creative...

b.	cultural deficit

V. K.: If there are no culture consumers, there are no culture producers. Obviously more young people are 
interested in this and they’re the ones that are leaving.
J. K.: Latvia has suffered from a lot of talented people leaving. A lot of rubbish people have left as well, it’s 
true, but also a lot of talented people. I can name like three or four bands, also some painters, some great 
painters I know and just some people who could do more, who could help Daugavpils in terms of econom-
ical development, but also in terms of some spiritual or cultural advancement.
I. S.: There’s nothing to do. Nothing to do in this city. No opportunities, no alternatives. Nothing.
36 Favourable from the point of view of the migrant.
37 Daugavpils is the second biggest city in Latvia and has a majority Russian-speaking population (62,7%).
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c.	general levelling effect

V. K.: One thing is the quantity of shops that sell specialized merchandize, like for me, it’s bicycle shops. 
We had several and now we only have actually one good bicycle shop, one good non-specialized bicycle 
shop and few not very good bicycle shops, one of two. So it’s less than ten, even five years ago. And even 
these shops consider closing, because there are very few people that buy stuff. Also around shops commu-
nity is built like to connect people, micro shops like hobby shops, but here it’s not like that, because there 
are too few people to make it meaningful, for shops to exist.

Decrease in population is a very evident trait of smaller Latvian towns. Rural depopu-
lation is very strong in Latvia and internal migration is very strong (Chart 7). Most people 
move to Riga first to study and then they stay there. In addition to people leaving for the cap-
ital, they also move abroad. A typical migrant (internal and external) is thus a young person, 
mostly between 18 to 35 years of age. Young people are generally the drivers of change and 
innovation, therefore with their departure potential for advancement and development (ei-
ther cultural or economic) decreases.

The second point is cultural deficit, which is a decrease and a lack of cultural produc-
tion in a certain locality and relates to the decrease in young population in smaller cities. At 
this point it is important to explain in detail what is meant by “culture”.

Anthropology, as the field of sciences that is most intimately connected to human cul-
ture, offers many definitions of culture, yet one seems to be particularly important and per-
sistent throughout the ages. In 1871 Edward B. Taylor set the following definition: 

Culture, or civilization, taken in its wide [comparative] ethnographic sense, is that 
complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, law, morals, custom, and any other 
capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society. (1871)

Taylor thus envelopes a whole range of subfields (knowledge, custom, art, etc…) into 
one larger concept of culture. And all the while culture in the broader sense is indeed a com-
plex whole of these subfields, for the purpose of this research it need to be narrowed down 
to certain smaller entities. Here Chris Jenks (1993: 11-12) suggests four main domains in 
which culture can used:
1.		Culture as a cognitive category: a state of mind.
2.		Culture as a collective category: intellectual and moral development of society.
3.		Culture as a concrete category: the collective body of arts and intellectual work within 

any society.
4.		Culture as a social category: a whole way of life.

In these terms cultural deficit relates to the third domain, that is “culture as the collec-
tive body of arts and intellectual work within any society”. Cultural deficit thus means a 
shortage, inadequacy or insufficiency of the intellectual and artistic activity in a certain so-
ciety. For better clarity I use the terms “cultural production” and “high culture” for this spe-
cific phenomenon. In parts where culture is meant as “a whole way of life” and relates to the 
before-mentioned Bourdieu’s habitus, I simply use the word “culture”.

Youth is the driver of high culture, in particular alternative and avant-garde type of cul-

ture that every society needs for cultural advancement. When a significant part of painters, 
musicians and other artistic people leave, the country is left with a more generic cultural 
production that satisfies the general taste. Also, there is a drop in cultural production, which 
means fewer activities for the ones that stay. High culture is thus depleted of alternatives and 
more unique approaches, because, as V. K. aptly points out, if there are no cultural consum-
ers, there are no cultural producers.

I wanted to check whether the official data support the local perception of severe de-
pletion of cultural production. I have contacted Latvian Tourism Development Agency, Riga 
Tourism Development Office and Department of Culture at Daugavpils Regional Council. 
The data were quite confusing to say the least. Latvian Tourism Development Agency re-
ports on its page 9 events for April in Riga and 0 events for the Latgale region. The trend 
continues through the summer – Riga has 14 (May), 10 (June), 16 (July) and 12 (August) 
events per month throughout the summer, while the Latgale region consistently scores 0. 
The data from both local agencies were however quite different. Live Riga lists 89 events for 
April and 87 for May in Riga, while Daugavpils lists 130 events for April and 193 for May. 
This could be a tiny bit strange if Daugavpils didn’t list very attentively every single event 
that goes on in the city, while Riga reports only those events that are interesting for foreign-
ers. This was confirmed by Mrs Laura Efeja, Partnership Programme and Culture Project 
Manager of Riga Tourism Development Bureau, who told me Live Riga only list selected 
events that appeal to foreigners. Mrs Efeja also provided her view on the topic of cultural 
depletion:

My personal opinion is that the emigration has no large impact on the cultur-
al events, because the Latvians are used to visit cultural events a lot, so there 
will always be a large amount of cultural offer in Riga. The real impact made 
the financial crisis and the amount of money that the population is ready to 
spend for culture. But as probably more than a half is subsidized from the state 
or municipalities, there will always be good events taking place in Riga.[sic]

(Efeja, e-mail correspondence, 26.3.2014)
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Picture 1: big dispersion of cultural interest followed by a levelling effect.

It is therefore important to understand that high culture is subsidised by the state and 
can therefore exist almost independently of supply and demand mechanisms. However, re-
gional disparities must be taken into account. It might be true that Riga gets subsidies for 
high culture as it is Latvia’s largest and most populous city. Therefore government’s invest-
ment in culture production “pays off”. But is this true also for other regions in Latvia, es-
pecially for the most underprivileged Latgale region? Probably no. The very fact that offi-
cial Latvian tourist portal lists no events whatsoever in the entire Latgale region implies dis-
interest and potentially lack of government investment into bigger cultural projects. Dau-
gavpils did have quite many events on the official tourist website, but a lot of them were ren-
ovations, concourses, senior music concerts and small local sports events, probably many 
of them not much of an interest to the local youth. In the end, I would like to emphasise that 
this thesis is about qualitative approach and personal ethnographies and predominantly not 
so much about statistics. If people believe there is a lack of cultural production in their town, 
this must be taken as a valid and important point. It implies that events on offer are not what 
these people are used to or what they want to see in their city.

Now we come to the levelling effect, which is a general depletion and disappearance 
of cultural and societal deviations. If before there have been many unique cultural produc-
tions, many different tastes to satisfy, and many peculiar hobbies pursued, emigration leads 
to a more generic, unified and popular culture38. Imagine the average society having a cultur-
al curve with many peaks and drops (see Picture 1). These peaks and drops represent all de-
viations from the standard, generally accepted culture. Such deviations39 can be avant-garde 
art installations, flash mobs, horror movies, retro festivals, eco markets or specialized bike 
shops that focus on providing high quality gear for mountain bikes. All these deviations in-
evitably become obsolete as they cannot find enough enthusiasts to justify their existence. 

38 This time I’m referring to culture not in the sense of arts, but in the sense of community lifestyle.
39 I use the word deviation in a neutral sense, meaning that it generally refers to a niche culture that is not usually 
consumed by the majority of population. These goes for subcultures, niche hobbies and other types of non-standard 
lifestyle choices.

That leads to the narrowing of the cultural dispersion into a flatter pattern. This is what I 
call the levelling effect as most deviations are eliminated in favour of a standardized cul-
ture. Levelling leads to societal stagnation, lack of innovation and delayed cultural evolu-
tion. Thus not only is there a drop in quality and quantity of cultural production, but also a 
transfiguration and depletion of culture as a way of life.

By becoming independent from the Soviet Union and later by joining the EU Latvia 
clearly showed its willingness to join Europe and the Western world. By increasing contact 
with the West Latvia, like other Eastern Bloc countries, soon experienced rapid globaliza-
tion and the invasion of a new habitus – a transnational, global, connected one. Modernising 
factors related to globalization normally stimulate enhanced and diversified consumption. 
However, this doesn’t entirely apply to Latvia. While Riga already serves as the cosmo-
politan centre of Latvia with diversified consumption opportunities, the depletion of local 
purchasing power in other regions of Latvia actually diminished the diversification of con-
sumption and forced entrepreneurs to enhance standard rather than unusual / unique prod-
ucts. Daugavpils represents a solid case of trend against diversification and towards medioc-
rity40. Due to the lack of diversified buyers living in Daugavpils, entrepreneurs are forced to 
offer increasingly standardized products with broad appeal. Thus, diversity and subculture 
are dying out with too few people to support such entrepreneurial and cultural endeavours.

Regional disparities

Regional differences come in stark contrasts in Latvia. Although the population age 
structure is relatively similar across Latvian regions, there are substantial differences in edu-
cation levels, wage level, employment rates, and, thus, total income flows. (Swedbank anal-
ysis 2013) The two biggest laggers are Latgale and Vidzeme regions. Both are much behind 
the national average in terms of household disposable income, Latgale for example being at 
75% of national average and Riga being at 118%. Therefore, it doesn’t come as a surprise 
that the most challenging situation with respect to household income is in Latgale. This re-
gion’s population declined the most during the last decade. It has one of the smallest shares 
of young and highly educated people, and the lowest employment rate, and, consequently, 
the highest proportion of pensions in total incomes. (ibid.) However, Vidzeme is in this re-
spect not doing much better.

Regional disparities were mentioned also in the interviews. Mostly my interviewees 
contrasted life in Riga with life in other parts of Latvia, something that doesn’t come as a 
surprise if we consider the data mentioned before.

A. I.: In Riga things are slowly improving. Outside of Riga, the further you go, the worse things seem to be.
M. K.: From 20 people 3 stay in that village. Others move to other cities to work, to study. And I stayed in 
the city and go to the village in the weekends maybe, for the summer vacation maybe.

40 Interpreted here as mediocrity: ordinariness as a consequence of being average and not outstanding.
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Rural exodus is very prevalent in Latvia as noted also by their inhabitants. But the prob-
lem lies not only in a shrinking population of villages and small towns. One of my respon-
dents aptly noted the problem of regional differences and wage disparities also within Latvia.

D. G.: I want to get one person more in my work and if you get young students or young people... and they 
came and “I have my Master degree, so I want my salary like 4- or 500 lats”. But salaries in Riga and other 
cities are different. And of course you were living in Riga and you got some good education and then there 
is some confusion.

It is interesting that regions within Latvia face similar problems as Latvia does on Eu-
ropean and/or global scale. If people leave Latvia for higher wages and better life abroad, 
then people also on internal level leave less developed regions for life in the capital. Migra-
tion flows within Latvia are thus of two kinds: internal to Riga and external to other Euro-
pean countries.

J. K.: Just a lot of people left Daugavpils and a lot of people moved to Riga. So we have two passes of mi-
gration. From Daugavpils to Riga and from Latvia to England.
D. G.: There are two trains, one train going to Riga and one train going abroad.

The Latvian government is trying to address regional differences with the help of Eu-
ropean structural funds, yet the road to success is long and effectively hampered by inter-
nal and external migration. Emigration has depleted human capital of the worst performing 
regions, thus making development strategies somewhat futile in the sense that they are ad-
dressing less and less people. Nevertheless, serious steps have been made towards regional 
development. In Latgale, for example, Latgale Planning Region (LPR) Development Coun-
cil was created in order to directly address the issues this region is dealing with. Develop-
ment Council (DC) aims to implement LPR as a long-term development plan, with particu-
lar focus on economic development and stimulation of regional income per capita. Econom-
ic section of the programme is set to last between 2010 and 2017, while the entire strategy 
will be implemented by 2030. The strategy is designed to fit EU regional development strat-
egy timeframe as this year (2014) a new programming period is starting both for the EU and 
LPR. Main aim for this period is to integrate LPR with the National development strategy.

Despite the fact that Latvia is by the most part not an immigration country, with its 
strict rules for third-country nationals, there has been an influx of people in the past few 
years. FDI has grown quite impressively since Latvia’s accession to the EU. From 2004 it 
has increased almost two-fold (see Chart 18), meaning foreign countries have been drawn to 
Latvia for expanding or establishing their business, which created additional job openings 
for the local population. However, it wasn’t only foreign companies coming to Latvia – also 
many foreigners have found their way to the country. In 2011 and 2012 there were 10,234 
and 13,303 immigrants coming to Latvia respectively. The numbers aren’t particularly high, 
yet it does come in contrast with 2010’s 4,011 incoming migrants (source Central Statistical 
Bureau of Latvia). This was noted also by my respondents:

J. B.: Not only Latvians have moved out, there are some foreigners that have moved to Latvia. You could 
see more black people now in the street, then you used to, you can even see Chinese...

M. L.: Then I found out how many foreigners are actually living here [in Latvia]. They’re not here like you 
usually think for some months, but also for 4, 6 years. And there are many more people like that. Do I like 
it? Honestly, yes. Because I like something new. Fresh culture.

Evidently, they don’t see immigration was something bad, probably because at a cer-
tain point in life they have been migrants themselves. And even those who weren’t are fair-
ly eager to have a new perspective on their country. Of course, these are mostly young, ed-
ucated and cosmopolitan41 people.

D. G.: Now I have my opinions that people, who are coming here, foreigners, they may be more open-mind-
ed than Latvian mind. Some people don’t want to open borders, but other people are coming here and they 
are really seeing the other side.

Governmental efforts

Finally, I would like to address the view on potential changes Latvian government 
should make in regard to emigration. I’ve asked my interviewees what they would like to 
see the government do in respect to emigration or what they think the government should 
be doing. These answers are naturally not meant as explicit policy suggestions, but they do 
serve as an insight into the desires of the local population.

The acquiescence of homeland government is linked to views that emigration relieves unem-
ployment and underemployment, generates remittances that improves the lives of disfavoured pop-
ulations and promotes development. (Castles and Miller: 279) Governments of migrant-sending 
societies now increasingly nurture a relationship with citizens or subjects abroad. Such policies of-
ten are driven by economic concerns such as facilitating the sending of remittances. (Castles and 
Miller: 278) However, as we have seen, it is not only economy that matters. There are also import-
ant social issues that need to be addressed in every country of emigration. People are usually good 
observers and they immediately recognize the most burning issues in their locality which govern-
ments might find irrelevant at a first glance. When people have a sense of being heard and when 
they see their wishes being fulfilled, their civil allegiance and life satisfaction increase and there just 
might be one more person deciding to stay in the country rather than leave.

Interestingly enough, most of my respondents are fairly optimistic about the future of 
Latvia. They admit that elsewhere in the world things might be slightly better, but life in Lat-
via for them seems to be quite prosperous.

J. B.: I don’t think that Latvia is in big trouble, you know. If Latvians are unable to improve their economic 
situation by creating more companies or creating more jobs, then there will be some companies from some 
other countries that will come here and do it.
J. K.: And the conditions we now have here are good, but abroad are the conditions people are looking for. 
Actually I don’t think Latvia is that bad as it looks like. Sometimes I think people are exaggerating. It’s not 
really that bad as people claim it to be.

41 Cosmopolitanism is showing in their frequent travels and acceptance of non-Latvian cultures.
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It is true that in the past years Latvia attracted a lot of foreign investment and foreign 
companies were opening their subsidiaries in the country due to cheap workforce. While the 
UK might offer bigger chances to succeed, Latvia, in the opinion of my respondents, offers 
a decent life to their inhabitants. A. M. confirms this with a profound observation:

A. M.: The problem is not migration, the problem is in people’s minds, in people’s brains. At first, came 
the problem, then migration and now migration – we use it as a problem. I don’t see any point for Latvia to 
change their policies.

This basically implies Latvia is caught in a structural problem of global disparities. It 
is not that the country itself is unworthy of living in; other countries simply seem to offer 
more opportunities for a successful career and realisation of personal interest. Quite many 
respondents believe that the Latvian government is not to blame for this and that they can-
not by themselves adequately address this global structural issue.

However, some interviewees did expose areas, where the government could or should 
do more for its people.

A. I.: Latvian government should create even more business friendly environment, focus on bringing inves-
tors to Latvian regions.

Boosting the Latvian economy could be potentially the big encouragement for people 
to stay (or come back). This is effectively what the government is trying to do with its strat-
egy for increased cooperation with Latvian diaspora. In 2013 the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs complied a 29-page document “Par Ārlietu ministrijas sadarbību ar Latvijas diaspo-
ru 2013.-2015. gadā” (The Foreign Ministry’s Cooperation with Latvia’s Diaspora, 2013-
2015), which serves as an outline for future work with Latvia’s growing diaspora. The main 
aim of this document is to maintain Latvian identity and links with the homeland for diaspo-
ra members, to encourage their political and civic participation in Latvian affairs, to coop-
erate with them in a broad variety of fields, and to design suitable policies for their potential 
re-emigration. It is encouraging for the government to recognize the growing issue of emi-
gration and to try and create valuable contacts with its diaspora, but what is worrying is that 
there is still no strategy to address the root of the problem and to encourage those living in 
Latvia to continue to do so.

My respondents point out crucial issues of demographic decline and negative birth rate, 
which also in my opinion is one of the biggest societal issues in Latvia.

M. L.: The woman doesn’t have the feeling that she is protected to actually make the baby. Kindergartens 
are all full. Also here you get 9 lats. My mum has 9 lats for two children. It’s impossible! Per month!
V. K.: First of all some help for people having children. It looks like people who live now will get very small 
pensions. You need to make opportunities to work for people. Also government should get rid of privileges 
and spend more money on development.

Encouraging fertility rates is probably a very difficult task for any government to tack-
le, as one cannot force people into having children. Current trends go in the direction of one 
child per family, which inevitably leads to shrinking of the population. It is not the point of 

this work to debate whether people decide to have one child due to them choosing career 
over family or because governments fail to provide adequate incentives. However, stimulat-
ing people with additional childcare and tax reliefs for young families could probably prove 
to be a good popular measure for boosting national demography.
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Conclusion

This thesis aimed to show the wide scope of effects that large-scale emigration has 
on the country of origin. Whether positive or negative, migration-induced social change in 
sending countries and regions tends to be more far-reaching than in host societies. (Portes 
2008: 29) Thus it is important to understand and properly address the changing sending so-
cieties on economic and social level. I wanted to understand a) what was the nature of emi-
gration flows from Latvia after 2004 EU-enlargement, b) how did emigration affect the stay-
ing population in terms of lifestyles and community development, c) how do socio-demo-
graphic and economic factors shape the current situation in Latvia.

Latvia has a history of in- and out-migration that deeply influenced contemporary migra-
tion discourse and governmental policies. Large influx of Soviet immigrants left the country 
fairly sceptical to accepting new migrants, despite the fact that the country is now facing sharp 
population decline. The departure began already in the ‘90s when Latvia started losing its pop-
ulation at the expense of both its Russian minority and its co-ethnics that escaped the collaps-
ing economy. Later accession to the EU opened new possibilities for Latvians to earn higher 
wages abroad and improve their lifestyles. There is no doubt EU enlargement had a significant 
influence on migration processes in Latvia and while this is not so evident in the early years 
of Latvia’s EU membership due to the country’s economic growth, there was a big increase in 
emigration after the 2008 crisis. Now Latvia has comparatively large émigré communities in 
the UK, Ireland and Sweden, with Norway and traditional immigration countries like Germa-
ny and the Netherlands also gaining prominence. In recent years (mostly after the crisis) emi-
gration turned slightly from temporary to permanent, while the inclination to return is getting 
lower by the time spent abroad. We can expect further migration flows from the Baltic States 
due to their comparatively weaker economy, wage and unemployment disparities and the rel-
ative ease with which an individual can migrate within the EU.

Looking at the effects of emigration on the sending country, I roughly distinguish three 
types: economic, socio-economic and social. However, most of them are interrelated and to-
gether form a web of effects that transform the sending country.

In terms of economy, Latvia (as well as many other emigration countries) experienced 
big changes in its labour market. Loss of workers leads to a decline in working age popu-
lation, skill shortages and a fall in productivity, which impedes economic development of 
the country. As there are less skilled workers to choose from, wages are forced to increase, 
which is beneficial for the staying population and not so much for the local economy. While 
unemployment in Latvia decreased, also partially due to emigration, this is not a particular-
ly successful coping strategy in the long term as it impedes economic growth. Remittances 
are, in a similar manner, beneficial mostly on a household level, while they rarely contrib-
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uted to the local development in the case of Eastern European countries. Finally, loss of tax 
income and loss of investment on education are an additional burden for the future national 
budget. With most emigrants being mostly young people, the fiscal pressure is bound to in-
crease in the future should these migration patterns not change.

There is a big impact of the increasingly older population on both the economy and 
society. As the population is ageing, the bigger pool of pensioners requires bigger pension 
fund that the shrinking working age population simply cannot provide. Thus pensions be-
come lower, which leads to senior poverty and increased pressure on the pension fund. So-
cial expenditure increases together with an increase in the senior population, also as this part 
of society requires more health care than its younger counterparts.

Apart from economic there is a broad spectrum of social effects of emigration. The 
most evident one is changes in demography that directly impact the sending country. Lat-
via’s population is getting smaller and older, which means the government will have to re-
consider its national strategy. As Hidenori beautifully portrays in the case of Japan, the op-
tion for Latvia would be to modify its outlook on life to fit a contracting society. In order to 
maintain its social welfare system, it will have to bear higher tax levels and accept lower lev-
els of pension and other benefits. (Hidenori 2005) Unless of course Latvia decides to admit 
larger numbers of foreign national to help boost its economy and population.

As return migration is in decline, the chance of receiving beneficial social remittances is 
getting lower for Latvia. Furthermore, Latvia is not attracting back as much human capital as 
it wants, which means the loss of educated workforce is becoming a real impediment to eco-
nomic growth and social development. However, in the early stages of post-enlargement emi-
gration Latvia did come in contact with social remittances from the host countries, which con-
tributed to changed consumption patterns, values and lifestyles. Latvian society is becoming 
increasingly transnational, with mobility and global outlook as its main driving forces.

Another issue for Latvia are instances of family separation, when one or both parents 
migrate abroad, leaving the child behind in the care of his or her relatives. This puts a heavy 
strain on marriage and parent-child relationship, leading to increase in divorce rates and 
psychological problems of the child. When the child is raised by the grandparents, he or she 
often lacks parental authority, while the grandparents are put under additional stress, which 
leads to declining health as studies show.

Yet quite often the elderly have a different kind of problem. With families increasingly em-
igrating together (especially after the crisis), pensioners are left behind in Latvia, with no one to 
take care of them. They experience abandonment which is particularly evident in the countryside 
with dispersed settlement patterns. Their social life deteriorates and social services are becoming 
increasingly burdened by senior care, which is fairly costly for the government.

Ethnic balances shift slightly, as there are proportionately more ethnic Russian emi-
grants from Latvia than ethnic Latvians. With migration discourse being so closely connect-
ed to the ethnic question in Latvia, this might be seen as a favourable solution for pacifying 
the staying population, however Latvia’s non-citizens (14% of the population) are not cov-
ered by the free movement provisions and cannot migrate freely within the EU. Thus ethnic 
balances shift mostly within the pool of Latvian citizens.

Latvia as initially a fairly rural country felt the impact of internal emigration very seri-
ously. While abandoned farms are a sad sign of rural exodus, large-scale farming that is being 
encouraged mostly by international investors is destroying the traditional farming patterns of 
Latvia. Local economies feel the pressure from the decreasing purchasing power and on a so-
cial level the countryside is becoming an empty space robbed of perspectives for the future.

Through ethnographic narratives I have shown the importance of certain aspects of 
emigration. Respondents emphasise the problem of rural exodus and regional disparities, 
which is evident is abandoned countryside and lack of opportunities in the most affected 
regions (Latgale for example). They notice a decrease in population on an everyday lev-
el, with less people in the streets, shrunken social networks and decline in a variety of local 
businesses. Cultural deficit impacts mostly the younger population as the alternative culture 
doesn’t have enough consumers. The same goes for local businesses and thus the local so-
ciety is pushed into a more generic (cultural and economic) consumption patterns. Level-
ling effect, which is a societal transformation toward a more general culture, is mostly evi-
dent in smaller cities and less developed regions in Latvia, as Riga still serves as the metro-
politan capital of the country. Thus not only is there a drop in quality and quantity of cultur-
al production (cultural deficit), but also a transfiguration and depletion of culture as a way 
of life (levelling effect).

Finally, my respondents noted that it is not so much up to the government to address the 
problem of emigration. There are two reasons for this: a) freedom of movement of every human 
being and b) little chance of improving Latvia’s economy overnight. However, they believe the 
country should aim to support new small and medium-sized businesses and mostly to provide 
opportunities for young people to have a family through tax relief and additional childcare.

And while most governmental bodies are still not ready to take serious measures for 
addressing the issue of demographic decline and severe outmigration, there has been some 
progress made is the last couple of years. Re-emigration plan, amendments to the Immigra-
tion Act and support for diaspora communities should be seen only as a stepping stone to-
wards an overall improvement of the quality of life in Latvia.
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Appendix – Charts and tables

Chart 1a: International long-term emigration by citizenship in 2011, source Central Statisti-
cal Bureau of Latvia (CSB).

Chart 1b: International long-term emigration by citizenship in 2012, source Central Statis-
tical Bureau of Latvia (CSB).
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Chart 2: Unemployment in Latvia between 2001 and 2012, source Index Mundi (* marks 
estimates).

Chart 3: Real GDP growth in Latvia from 2001 to 2012, source IMF (*value for 2012 is an 
estimate).

Chart 4: Total number of long-term emigrants from Latvia during the year of reference, 
source Eurostat 2013.

Chart 5: Registered National Insurance numbers and registered immigrants from Latvia in 
the UK with Workers Registration Scheme from 2002 to 2010, source: UK’s Home Office 
and Apsite et al. 2012
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Chart 6: Net migration by statistical regions (1996-2012), source CSB.

Chart 7: Population growth rate in Latvia between 2001 and 2012, source Index Mundi.

Chart 8: Population of Latvia (2012-2013), source CSB.

Chart 9: Percentage of population change as a result of migration in Latvia, source CSB.
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Chart 10: International long-term emigration per age group from 2000 to 2013 in Latvia, 
source CSB.

Chart 11: International long-term emigration by sex in Latvia, source CSB.

Chart 12a: International long-term emigration by marital status in 2011 in Latvia, source 
CSB.

Chart 12b: International long-term emigration by marital status in 2012 in Latvia, source 
CSB.
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Chart 13a: International long-term emigration by ethnicity in 2011 in Latvia, source CSB.

Chart 13b: International long-term emigration by ethnicity in 2012 in Latvia, source CSB.

Chart 14: 2011 Population Census in Latvia, source CSB.

2011 POPULATION CENSUS
Population % Emigration %

% of Rus-
sian-speaking 

emigrants: 
2%

Total 2,070,371 100 30,311 1.4
Latvians 1,285,136 62 11,823 0.9

Belorusians 68,202 3 810 1.1
Russians 557,119 27 11,087 2

Ukrainians 45,798 2 1,320 2.9

Chart 15: Economically active statistical units by statistical region in Latvia, source CSB.

Chart 16: Average monthly wages and salaries in cities under state jurisdiction in Latvia, 
source CSB.
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Chart 17: Foreign direct investment in million euros per year in Lativa, source CSB.

Chart 18: Population Censuses in Latvia, source CBS.

1935 1989 2000 2011 2012 2013 2014
Total 1,905,936 2,666,567 2,377,383 2,074,605 2,044,813 2,023,825 2,001,468

Latvians 1,467,035 1,387,757 1,370,703 1,255,785 1,245,246 1,237,463 1,229,067
Percentage 
of Latvians 77% 52% 57.7% 60.5% 61% 61.1% 61.4%
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