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  Briefing Document  t    
Present Situation 
Previous accession generated great excitement – short of a gold rush mentality – namely in Poland and 
Lithuania. Considerable proportions of a whole generation of school leavers in these countries, before 
taking up university studies or employment, spent some time abroad, mainly in the UK. This had been 
facilitated by a significant Polish Diaspora in the UK, two decades of preceding irregular migration (thus 
some tradition in Polish migration to UK), and last, but not least, because most other EU countries 
suspended freedom of movement for A8 nationals. As a consequence, migrants from these countries 
had little choice other than moving to UK (and Ireland and Sweden), thus they were distributed 
unequally across 15 EU countries. It is too early to say whether this is of only temporary nature: It is 
not known for sure how many migrants came only once and then returned and how many reside for 
longer, and it is as yet unclear to what extent a growing Polish economy will bring about enough 
incentives for people either to stay or to return. 

With respect to the accession of Bulgaria and Romania, the most urgent question seems to be whether 
large scale migration from A8 countries is going to be repeated with these two new member states or 
whether they represent a different case. As yet, neither the UK, nor another northern European 
country, except Germany, has been a first choice for migrants from these countries. Instead, migrants 
from A2 countries concentrate in southern European countries. Only recently, small-scale on-migration 
from Spain and France (the main destination countries of Romanian migrants) to the north, namely 
Ireland, has been observed. 

Immigration in Numbers 
Bulgaria and Romania both display negative population growth and negative net migration and thus a 
decrease in total population. Up to three million Romanians (6 per cent of the total population, 21.7 mil. 
in 2006) and 800,000 Bulgarians (8 per cent of the total population, 7.9 mil. in 2006) have emigrated 
since 1989i, of which 500,000 to 2 million Romanians and 340,000 to 500,000 Bulgariansii moved to 
other European countriesiii. Ten per cent of all Romanian households had a member working abroad in 
2006, and one third had a household member working abroad since 1989iv. No increase has been 
reported by Romanian border police in 2007. The prime destinations for Bulgarians are Greece, Italy 
and Spain, whilst for Romanians they are Italy, Spain, Hungary, Germany, France, Greece and Austriav. 

Only a very small proportion legally resides in the UK; around 7,500 Romanians and 5,350 Bulgarians 
were recorded in the 2001 census. Meanwhile 2,965 Bulgarians and 2,470 Romanians have been granted 
settlement, additionally, around two hundred residence documentations annually were issuedvi. Besides, 
there were an unknown number of irregular migrants. Their figure, however, does not seem to be high; 
only rarely, research comes across irregular (labour) migrants from both countries. 

Conversely, each year around 400,000 British citizens visit Bulgariavii and another 75,000 Romaniaviii. The 
number of UK immigrants in both countries is impossible to establish due to a lack of data, but may 
comprise a few thousand individuals. One source mentions up to 10,000 Britons in Bulgariaix which also 
has become one of the top destinations for investments of British nationals in propertyx and the UK was 
the third largest foreign investor in 2005xi. [See addendum for figures.] 



 

 
 

Future Flows 
There is no reliable methodology for forecasting size of migration flows. Calculations are based on 
comparisons with previous EU8 accession countries, as for example, provided by Open Europexii, who 
come up with 450,000 expected Romanian and 170,000 Bulgarian migrants, or MigrationWatch who 
predict about 210,000 Romanian and 80,000 Bulgarian immigrantsxiii. These figures are anything but 
plausible. This is mainly because the cases of Poland, Lithuania and Latvia, and the cases of Bulgaria and 
Romania, are partially different. It is insufficient to compare them along economic characteristics only 
(purchase power, unemployment, GDP per capita). Instead, further aspects must be taken into account. 
A contrasting figure is presented by the Bulgarian Minister for Labour who believes that only around 
40,000 would move to the UKxiv. According to World Bank figures, the vast majority prefers temporary 
migration and soon returnxv. Another survey shows that average duration of stay of those Bulgarians 
who did eventually return was 15.6 monthsxvi. 

Economic modelling – popular and most frequently used –only reflects part of the picture. Simple 
economic differences, e.g. in wages, employment rates, etc., may be able to explain propensity but not 
actual migration outcome. Instead, migration research also refers to migration network effect, including 
social and human capital of prospective migrants, and to migration system effects, including the relevance 
of historical links, political and trade relations, transportation and migration industries. 

Some forecasting factors include the following: 

• Existing Bulgarian and Romanian communities could cause a migration network effect, hence chain 
migration. But these communities are very small and few sending regions are integrated in migration 
networks. Also, research has shown that (highly) skilled migrants – as is the case with Romanians and 
Bulgarians – cause less of a network effect than low-skilled migrants. In sum, network effect is expected 
to be diminutive. 

• In Romanian and Bulgarian media, the UK, and in particular migration to the UK, is a blind spot; 
there are also no advertisements of agencies for journeys or jobs and no reports on life in the UK. 
Instead, it is Italy which is on top of the agenda. 

• Language is another barrier. In Romania, French is the first foreign language, followed by German 
and English; in Bulgaria it is English and French. According to Romanian experts only post-graduates and 
English-speaking people would consider the UK a possible destination. 

• There are very few recruitment agencies for labour migrants, and these are mostly serving nurses 
and social workers. 

• As yet there is only one low-budget flight (Wizzair) from Bucharest to London and none from 
Sofia. However, this is going to change as Easyjet considers regular flights, not least to serve British 
customers. Meanwhile, economy flights to London are more than an average monthly salary. There are 
few alternatives, and whilst most Polish towns – even villages – have bus links to the UK this is not the 
case for Romania and Bulgaria. 

Considering that present numbers of Bulgarian and Romanian migrants are low; that language is a barrier 
and rather suggests migration to southern European countries; that there are specific regional migration 
systems, e.g. from Romania to Italy or Hungary; that there are no specific links between Bulgaria, 
Romania and the UK (thus no tradition of migration to the UK); that the overwhelming majority of 
Bulgarians and Romanians migrate to southern European countries where there are established 
migration systems and networks; and that there is an increasing demand for labour within the country, 
large scale migration to the UK is unlikely. 



 

 
 

Issues 
Research shows that Bulgarian and Romanian immigrants in the UK tend to be well educated, often have 
English language skills, and are often employed in skilled employment. It also shows significant 
engagement in self-employment under ECA agreements. The lower educated rather move to southern 
European countries. What one might see is a trickling-through process of the more ambitious and 
better educated to the north. 

Those who are already in the UK, namely those who are residing here, working or running a business 
without permission, have been frustrated in their hopes to see their employment situation regularised, 
as has been the case with A10 nationals. In order to get their affairs in order they have to return first 
and apply for appropriate status from abroad. But because success is not guaranteed most will abstain 
from this and remain working irregular. 

Border controls, including combating irregular (transit) migration, have improved coinciding with 
improved controls in non-EU neighbouring countries, namely Ukraine and Moldova, whose borders are 
considered by migrants and smugglers too risky to cross. On the other hand, increasing demand for 
(migrant) labour is likely to absorb some (irregular) immigration to Romania and Bulgaria. 

Finally, prioritisation of citizens of the new member states can have an adverse impact on would-be 
migrants from non-member states. Discontinuation of previous legal migration channels for third 
country nationals, as for example, the Seasonal Agricultural Workers Scheme (SAWS), might instead 
provoke extra irregular flows, namely from Ukraine or Moldova. 

Summary and Recommendations 
• Net balance of flows of visitors between the UK and Bulgaria is negative, between the UK and 
Romania it is zero, and even net migration between the UK and Bulgaria seems to be zero because of 
UK emigration to that country. Present immigration from Bulgaria and Romania to the UK is low – only 
around one per cent of all emigration from both countries, and no sudden influx from these two 
countries, can be predicted. Instead, future influx would rather reflect a trend toward a more equal 
distribution of Romanian and Bulgarian migrants across Europe. 

• In order to avoid concentration in only a few EU-15 countries and to enable equal distribution 
across all potential destination countries EU member states should simultaneously introduce the right to 
free movement to Bulgarians and Romanians. Free movement of workers is essential for a dynamic and 
competitive European Union. 

• Present suspension of free movement, which create more problems than it is aiming to solve 
should first be eased and as soon as possible be lifted. Because sudden influx is rather unlikely, it occurs 
as if Romania and Bulgaria are now punished for the influx related to the previous A 8 accession. 

• There are reasons to believe that Romanian and Bulgarian migration would be circular rather than 
permanent; suitable policy initiatives could provide according incentives for return. 

• Those who are already in the UK for a significant period, and who have employment or a business, 
should be offered opportunities for favourable and fast track in-country applications for legal 
employment or businesses. It needs to be noted, however, that with the latest EU accession another 
two countries can be taken off the list of countries sending illegal migrants. 

• The asylum panic of the 1990s, associated with Roma, and with welfare fraud, is definitely over. 

• Conditions for immigrants and refugees in other EU member states should be improved to remove 
push factors for secondary movements. 

Main contact: Franck Düvell 
franck.duvell@compas.ox.ac.uk 



 

Addendum 
 

Bulgariaxvii

• Passenger admittance 2005: 74,100 (19,700 business visa and 13,300 ordinary visitors; 805 students; 100 au pairs; 
2,040 Work Permit holders plus 390 dependants; 230 wives, husbands and fiancées; 25 refugees). 
• Leave to Remain and Residence: 2,460 extensions of LR (1,085 Work Permit holders, 780 business visa), 475 refusals. 
• Grant of settlement 1,225, up from 150 in 1995 and 625 in 2004 (575 dependants, 390 Work Permit and business 
visa holders). 
• Between 1990 and 2005 4,915 Bulgarians have been granted settlement. 

Romaniaxviii

• Passenger admittance 2005: 80,700 (up 22 per cent) (26,100 business visa and 17,200 ordinary visitors; 960 students; 
1,400 au pairs; 1,980 Work Permit holders plus 385 dependants; 665 wives, husbands and fiancées; 35 refugees, down from 
2,160 in 2000). 
• Leave to Remain and Residence: 1,836 extensions of LR (630 Work Permit holders, 425 business visa), 475 refusals. 
• Grant of settlement: 955, up from 190 in 1995 and 560 in 2004 (560 dependants, 180 Work Permit and business 
visa holders). 
• Between 1990 and 2005, 4.330 Romanians have been granted settlement. 

Both 
• Between 2005 and 2006, 886 ECAA business visa were granted but 5.929 either refused or withdrawn. 
 

Enforcement in Numbersxix

• Bulgaria: 145 refused entry, < 5 in detention 
• Romania: 890 refused entry, 5 in detention  
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