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In Focus: An Update on Labor Migration from
Poland

Following a large wave of post-accession labor migration, in particular from Poland and the Baltic countries
to the EU15, labor outflows seem to be weakening recently. This weakening, and in some cases reversal,
reflects the increases in wages of countries where the migrants originated, which is making the incomes they
earn in the EU15 less attractive. At the same time, the main destination countries are undergoing an economic
slowdown, which is weakening demand for migrant workers. These forces work together to help slow migration
and perhaps reverse flows in the near term, at least for some categories of workers. But a return to the regular
labor market from a temporary, below-potential, lower-skill job abroad may not necessarily be easy. It is
unclear how fit these migrants are to reintegrate into labor markets back home. Some of these workers,
moreover, have suggested that they may go abroad again. We may be witnessing the formation of a highly
mobile segment of the labor market.

Following the post-enlargement opening of selected EU15 labor markets, labor outflows from Poland and
the Baltic countries intensified. Workers headed largely to Ireland and the U.K., which, together with
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accession migrants may have already left the U.K., with the pace of return accelerating during 2007 and 2008.¢

' For a more detailed analysis see World Bank Quarterly Economic Report, Labor Migration from the New EU Member States.
September 2006.
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Ministry of Labour and Social Policy, April 2008.
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Figure 35. Inflow of EU8 Workers to the UK, New Figure 36. Inflow of EU8 Workers to Ireland,
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Source: UK Home Office (2008). Source: Department of Social and Family Affairs.

Post-accession migration has been primarily work-related. The factors driving migration have changed
significantly since 2004, however. The important drivers of post-accession migratory flows include labor market
disequilibria, employment opportunities and wage differentials. In this respect, labor markets in Poland and
the Baltic countries have tightened significantly since EU accession.” These trends have been pushing up wages,
which have risen by 80 percent in Estonia and Lithuania and more than doubled in Latvia. While growth wage
has been slower in Poland, overall wage differentials with the EU15 have diminished significantly given the
substantial appreciation of the zloty against both the euro and the pound (Figure 37- Figure 38).
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Source: Statistical offices, World Bank staff calculations. Source: Department of Social and Family Affairs.

7 For more details see: World Bank EU8+2 Regular Economic Report. Special Topic: Labor Markets in the EU8+2: From the
Shortage of Jobs to the Shortage of Skilled Workers, September 2007.
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Figure 39. GDP and Private Consumption (in
percent, yoy)
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Figure 40. GVA Growth in the UK, Selected Figure 41. GVA growth in Ireland, Selected
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With both supply and demand easing, EU8 migrants may be less eager to extend their stay abroad. Post-
accession labor flows have been mainly short-term often undertaken to accumulate savings or support relatives
in the home countries. Moreover, migrants have been generally overqualified for the jobs performed abroad:
they have been relatively well-educated but performing simple jobs in typically migrant sectors such as
construction, agriculture, cleaning and catering. After several years, the social aspects of the phenomenon
may also be increasingly disturbing, including the “temporariness” of perspectives, low profile of performed
jobs and the high cost of living. All in all, migrants may be less eager to extend their temporary stay abroad.

However, return to the regular labor market in the home countries from a temporary low-skill job abroad
may not necessarily be easy. Experience abroad, useful in terms of language, culture and broadening
horizons, is often not related to their professional background and does not always improve skills and job
perspectives. As anecdotal evidence from Poland suggests that migrants’ potential may have not improved
enough to successfully apply for higher-skills jobs in line with their education, what they seem to expect. The
key question is whether these who return are to fit back into their home labor markets. The ongoing slowdown
in the Baltics and other countries will complicate this adjustment.

The weakening of labor flows into the U.K. or Ireland does not necessarily mean that migrants return
home for long. Restrictions are being eased in other European countries and most recently some of them, as
the Netherlands and Norway, have recorded intensified inflow of EU8 nationals. A survey of returned Polish
migrants from the U.K. found that a third of them intend to live outside Poland again in the future. This
suggests that a new segment of the labor market may be emerging, one composed of highly mobile workers
ready to supplement EU15 domestic labor where demand arises.
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