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THEMATIC ARTICLES ς PATTERNS OF ROMANIANSΩ 

MIGRATION 

 

 

Transnational Labor Mobility of Romanians: Empirical 

Findings on Recent Migratory T rends  

 

Viviana ANDREESCU and Violeta ALEXANDRU 

 

Abstract. Over the past seventeen years, the level of out-migration from Romania 
has been constantly examined by national and international researchers. In particular, a 
growing interest has been noted following the accession of Romania to the European Union 
in January 2007. Drawing on IPP data collected in January 2007 on a representative sample 
(N = 1014) of the Romanian adult population, the present paper intends to assess the 
current level of potential temporary out-migration and compare it to international 
migratory tendencies registered in the country in the early 1990s.  Multivariate analyses will 
be used to identify the factors more likely to predict short-term labor migration of 
Romanians. 

 

1. European Migration: Brief Overview 

 

Globalization and migration are two interconnected phenomena that 

ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΣ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ 

corporate activities and trade liberalization, significant developments in transport 

and communication, the free and rapid flow of information all favored an increase 

in human mobility over the past two decades. A recent report of the Global 

Commission on International Migration (2005)   showed that from 1970 to 2005 the 

number of international migrants increased rapidly from 82 million people to 200 

million people, counting only those who have lived outside their country for more 

than one year and including 9.2 million refugees. However, international migrants 

represent today only 3% oŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ  

At the beginning of this century there were 56.1 million migrants in Europe 

(including the European part of the former USSR), compared to approximately 41 

million migrants in North America. From 1990 to 2000, immigration accounted for 
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уф҈ ƻŦ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΤ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ 

would have declined by 4.4 million people (GCIM 2005). 

The 27-state EU has now a population of more than 490 million. The 

9¦Ωǎ D5t ƻŦ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ Ϸмп ǘǊƛƭƭƛƻƴ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƛǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩs largest economic bloc τ 

and a magnet for job-seekers. Based on recent trends, it appears that most 

European countries will continue to recruit migrants to fill out the labor and 

skills shortages that are more likely to raise in the near future (Boswell 2005). 

Over the past decade, some countries have actively recruited at the higher end 

of the job market and also at the lower end, hiring, usually on a short-term or 

seasonal basis, unskilled workers in agriculture, construction, manufacturing, 

and in services. The majority of these short-term labor migrants came from 

Eastern Europe and Africa (Stalker 2002, 161).  

While since the 1990s, the annual number of asylum and family 

reunification approved applications remained fairly constant in Europe, the 

composition of migration flows has changed due to a steady increase in labor 

migration (OECD 2004). Also, most recent UN figures indicate a significant 

change in the gender composition of migrant populations. In 2000, the number 

of migrant women exceeded the number of men not only in Latin America and 

the Caribbean, North America, and Oceania, but in Europe as well (GCIM 2005).  

Another important change that characterizes recent migratory 

phenomena, especially in Europe is the emergence of a new form of 

immigration ς transnational migration- that no longer can use the nation-state 

as a reference frame.  The recognition that some migrants maintain strong, 

enduring ties to their homelands even as they are incorporated into countries 

of resettlement called into question conventional assumptions about the 

direction and impacts of international migration. Transnational theorizing 

started in the early 1990s, when the traditional migration theory that treated 

ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ŀǎ άŜƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎέ ƻǊ άƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎέ ƻƴƭȅΣ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴŎƻƳǇƭŜte. 

Proponents of a transnational perspective argue that migrants often interact 

and identify with multiple nation-states and/or communities, and that their 

practices contribute to the development of transnational communities or new 

types of social formations within a transnational social space (Lewitt and 

Nyberg-Sørensen 2004). It is documented the ability of some immigrant 

communities in Europe to maintain connections and attachments to their 

country of origin. Developed transportation and communication technologies, a 
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more permissive legal framework, and an internationalized economy provide 

new opportunities for immigrants to move from one country to another and to 

live and work in a multitude of national contexts (Schmidtke 2001). The 

observed increase in short-ǘŜǊƳΣ ŎƛǊŎǳƭŀǊ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘΩǎ 

strategy for supplementing the income of families at home (Boswell 2005; 

Sandu 2005).  

Analysts of human mobility within the European space also noted an 

increase in irregular migration, which can take the form of illegal entry or 

overstay, often organized by smugglers or people traffickers. Although data 

should be cautiously treated, some 500,000 irregular migrants appear to enter 

EU states annually. The stock of irregular migrants in Italy is estimated at 

800,000, in Germany at 500,000, in France at 300,000, and in the UK at 200,000 

(Boswell 2005). 

The Commission of the European Communities (COM 2005) described 

ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ 9¦ ƭŀōƻǊ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ŀǎ ŀ άƴŜŜŘέ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻΣ 

stressing the labor and skills shortages that affect certain sectors of the 

economy in many EU countries and cannot be filled with national workers. Also, 

ǘƘŜ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǳƴŘŜǊƭƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ 

demographic trends (falling birth rates and an ageing population) on labor-force 

composition. Although economic migration and immigration in general are not 

considered long-term solutions to the problems experienced by most developed 

European countries, they appear to be available policy tools that have been 

successfully used in the past.  

More recently an OECD (2007, 11) report also acknowledged that the 

European workforce is not mobile enough and that greater labor mobility is 

needed to strengthen the Union. Despite the fact that most policy obstacles to 

labor migration have been removed, cultural differences, language barriers, 

costs of migration, limited recognition of qualifications, relatively high 

transaction costs on housing sales, labor shortages, inappropriate job matching, 

and fluctuating demand for migrant labor in destination countries continue to 

undercut mobility. Currently, only 4% of the EU workforce has ever lived and 

worked in another member state (OECD 2007, 11). In particular, due to 

transitional restrictions on migrants from the new member states, the labor 

mobility of Romanians and Bulgarians will continue to be negatively affected for 
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an important period of time. Only in 2014, seven years after accession there will 

be complete freedom of movement for Bulgarian and Romanian workers.   

 

2. Migratory trends in Romania over the past seventeen years 

 

In the early 1990s, Romanians' inclination toward temporary migration 

was not different from that expressed by other countries in Central and Eastern 

Europe (IOM 1993; IOM 1994). Most of the former communist countries 

committed themselves to live up to the human rights standards of Western 

democracies and, except for some newly formed countries carved out of the 

former Yugoslavia and some of the Soviet successor states, they were 

considered "safe countries." As a consequence, in the majority of cases, asylum 

seekers from such countries were no longer eligible for refugee status 

(Kussbach 1992, 655). Also, the number of those who could receive approval to 

emigrate claiming "family reunification" was decreasing, because most of the 

persons, who had relatives abroad and wanted to join them, had already done 

so.  

In the early 1990s, beside refugees, the majority of emigrants from 

Central and Eastern Europe, and the Commonwealth of Independent States 

were "ethnic migrants," most of them ethnic Germans and Jews. In the mid-

1990s, in Romania, for instance (IOM 1994), the ethnic structure of migratory 

flows indicated a decrease in the number of emigrants belonging to minority 

ethnic groups, because most of those who wanted to emigrate for ethnic 

considerations had already left the country.  Consequently, temporary 

migration seemed to be the most likely alternative for the majority of those 

who intended to emigrate legally. 

During the communist regime, only a small number of Romanians were 

allowed to work abroad, and their short-term work contracts were mainly in 

African and Arab countries. Unlike Yugoslavs or Poles, Romanians did not have a 

tradition of temporarily migrating to Western developed countries. They 

therefore could not count on prior links with the receiving countries, or on 

social networks based on kinship or common area of origin that might have 

encouraged emigration and would have facilitated integration in the receiving 

country.  
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Only in the early 1990s, Romanian skilled workers, mostly employed in 

construction trades, signed temporary work contracts in Germany and Israel. In 

1993, for instance, the number of placements for Romanian seasonal workers in 

Germany was 3,853. The number of Romanian occupational trainees in 

Germany in the same year was 562, and the quota established in June, 1994, 

between Germany and Romania concerning project workers was 4,360 (Werner 

1995). This quota was only one fifth of the quota for Poland and a third of the 

quota for Hungary, a country whose population equals less than half of 

Romania's population. Romanians and workers from Thailand accounted for the 

majority of 72,000 foreign workers who have flooded Israel in the early 1990s 

to take low-paying jobs that Palestinians used to do before a rise in violence 

persuaded the Government to restrict the number of Arabs from occupied 

territories allowed to work in Israel (Andreescu, 1995).    

Empirical research conducted in Romania showed that in 1993, 3.4% of 

the population intended to migrate permanently and 12% expressed a desire to 

migrate temporarily; in 1994, only a small percentage (0.8%) of the total 

population intended to resettle abroad and approximately 8.6% of the 

population expressed a willingness to migrate temporarily for work (Andreescu 

1995). In the early 1990s, Romanians' willingness to migrate to another country 

was mainly motivated by economic pressures (IOM 1993). 

Despite a much higher mobility of people from CEE countries in the 

early years of the present decade, the legal immigrants from the region 

represented only a small proportion of foreign-born residents in Western 

European countries. In 2000, citizens from eight countries that accessed EU in 

2004 represented in most of EU15 countries less than 5% of the immigrant 

stock (Okolski 2007, 4). Based on 1999-2003 census data, it can be observed 

ǘƘŀǘ wƻƳŀƴƛŀƴǎΩ ǎƘŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ-born stock was no higher than 4% in any 

of the EU15 countries and was equally low in all CEE countries that recorded 

Romanian residents, except Hungary. The proportion of Romanian 

immigrants/non-naturalized citizens as percentage of total noncitizens in major 

destination countries is equally low. Only in Hungary, the Romanian immigrant 

community appears to be significantly higher than other immigrant 

communities in this country, but not so large in absolute figures. The total 

foreign-born population in this country represents less than 3% and non-
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naturalized citizens account for less than one percent of the total population of 

approximately seven million residents (Table 1). 

 
Table 1. Romanian communities in EU countries 
EU country 
of 
resettlemen
t 

Romania
-born 
pop. as % 
of foreign 
born 
populati
on  
 

Romanian 
noncitizens 
as % of 
total 
noncitizens 
 

Low skilled 
Romanians 
as % of 
total low 
skilled 
foreign-
born 
population 

High skilled 
Romanians 
as % of 
total high 
skilled 
foreign-
born 
population 

Foreign-
born as 
% of 
total 
populat
ion 
 

Non-
citizens 
as % of 

total 
populat
ion 

Hungary 49.1 39.4 47.2 41.7 2.9 0.9 
Italy 3.9 6.0 2.4 3.0 .. .. 
Austria 3.9 2.7 3.1 3.9 12.5 8.8 
Spain 2.8 3.8 3.1 1.7 5.3 3.8 
Czech Rep. 2.7 1.9 4.5 0.7 4.5 1.2 
Slovakia 2.7 4.2 4.3 1.3 2.5 0.5 
Greece 2.4 3.1 1.9 2.2 10.3 7.0 
Ireland 1.5 2.3 1.3 0.8 10.4 5.9 
Portugal .. 1.3 .. .. 6.3 2.2 
Germany 0.9 .. 0.6 1.1 12.5 .. 
Belgium 0.7 .. .. 1.3 10.7 8.2 
Luxemburg 0.5 0.4 .. 0.7 .. .. 
Poland 0.5 .. 0.6 0.4 2.1 0.1 

Source: OECD 2004; Dumont, JC & G. Lemaître (forthcoming) 

 

In 2002, the stock of all CEE authorized migrant workers accounted for a 

small fraction of the labor force in major Western European receiving countries. 

Documented migrant workers from Eastern European countries and Albania were 

about 450,000 in Germany, 320,000 in Greece, 200,000 in Switzerland, 160,000 in 

Austria, and 150,000 in Italy (mainly Albanians, Poles, Romanians, and Ukrainians). 

In 2002, Spain signed temporary foreign worker agreements with Romania and 

Poland. However, the annual quota for the admission of all temporary foreign 

workers set up by Spanish authorities does not exceed 30,000 (Plewa 2007, 20-21).  

In 2004, OECD countries received about 750,000 persons from CEE 

countries and Russia. About 196,000 Romanians have been admitted mainly in Italy 

and Spain. Romania ranked among the top five sending countries in Austria and 

Germany, and has sent the most documented temporary workers to Hungary, Italy, 

and Spain (Okolski 2007, 7). With respect to OECD destinations, in 2006, Romania 
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was considered the leader on the list of top world sending countries, surpassing 

China and Mexico (OECD 2006). 

National survey data and qualitative research conducted in six Romanian 

communities from Italy, Spain, and Serbia showed that from 1990 to 2006, 

approximately 10% of the Romanian adult population worked abroad and 1/3 of 

the Romanian households have at least one person who is/was living in a foreign 

country. If from 1990 to 1995, the annual emigration rate was 5 per 1000 

inhabitants and did not significantly increase until 2001 (i.e. the emigration rate 

was 6 per 1000 inhabitants from 1996 to 2001), starting with 2002, when 

Romanians gained free access to the Schengen space, annual temporary emigration 

rate constantly increased from 10 to 28 persons per 1000 residents (Sandu 2006).  

In 1999, Borjas predicted fairly small post-enlargement migration flows 

from CEE countries to EU15 countries. Relatively small income differentials 

between the two blocs, cultural differences, and convergent economies as a result 

of increased amounts of capital, goods, and services CEE countries would receive 

after ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ƛƴ .ƻǊƧŀǎΩ ǾƛŜǿ ƭƻǿ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ 

author also noted that it would be useful to identify the main characteristics of the 

potential migrants and in particular the skill composition of the potential foreign-

labor because the skill content of the economic migrant population can have 

important consequences for both sending and receiving countries (Borjas 1999). 

The following analysis will identify the individual characteristics of Romanian 

potential temporary migrants and will also explore the socioeconomic macro-level 

factors more likely to induce out-migration.  

 

3. Data and Methods 

 

The source of the data is a survey carried out between December 2006 and 

January 2007 by the Institute for Public Policy in Bucharest, Romania. A three-stage 

probability sample comprising 1,014 individuals was designed to ensure maximum 

representativeeness for the 18+ year old population of Romania along the 

following dimensions: gender, age, education, ethnic origin, urban-rural 

distribution, and historical region. The sample has been validated by 1992 and 2002 

Census data. The margin of error is +3.1%.  

It is the general thesis that the levels of external temporary migration from 

Romania are likely to be a function of conditions at the point of origin and a 
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function of conditions at the point of destination. The focus in this study is on 

individual and macro-level factors at the point of origin. In general, we expect that 

the pattern among potential temporary migrants in Romania will be consistent with 

the pattern already exhibited by Romanians in the 1990s.   

In particular, we hypothesize that external temporary labor migration from 

Romania will be more prevalent among people who have a direct and indirect 

(through family ties) migratory experience. Also it is expected a negative 

relationship between age and labor migration tendencies. Although some studies 

(Sassen 1988; Boyd 1990) showed that migrant women tend to relocate abroad to 

reunite with their families rather than to become temporary workers and even if in 

the 1990s the proportion of Romanian male potential temporary migrants was 

significantly higher than the proportion of women who expressed an intention to 

work in a foreign country, based on recent research (Sandu 2006) that noted an 

increase in the female migrant population, we hypothesize that gender will not be 

a significant predictor of migratory flows in Romania. 

The migrant profile outlined by surveys and studies of the 1990s revealed a 

high degree of potential mobility of the urban, the highly skilled, professionals, and 

young people (Majava and Penttinen 1991; Muus 1991; Okolski 1991; Salt 1992). 

Pacini (1992) also observed that temporary or permanent emigration seems to be 

induced primarily by push factors related to economic conditions, specifically by 

unemployment. The Romanian potential migrant of the past decade was not different 

from the "typical" international migrant (e.g., a young male, economically active, 

resident of an urban area). Among the individual level variables, three predictors (age, 

gender, and working class occupation) were consistently found significant predictors 

of migratory tendencies in Romania in a 1994 research analysis. The study also found 

that persons satisfied with their occupation and housing were less likely to intend to 

migrate (Andreescu 1995). A national survey conducted in Romania in 1993 for the 

International Organization for Migration, also described the typical Romanian 

potential migrant as a young male, usually urban, with an above-average 

education, professionally successful or unemployed, and residing in the southeast 

or in the northwest regions of the country (IOM 1994). 

According to a recent study (see Sandu 2006), the Romanian potential 

migrants were described as predominantly males, married, with ages below 40, 

with a high-school or vocational school education. The study found that 40% of 

those who worked abroad wanted to repeat the experience. Approximately 20% of 
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the households had at least one family member who worked in a foreign country. 

Although significant differences regarding migration intentions were not found 

when rural and urban residents were compared, within particular historical regions 

of the country rural-urban differences in potential migratory behavior were 

identified. The research also noted a significant increase from the 1990s to 2006 in 

the labor migration rate  in three regions of the country (Moldova, Muntenia, and 

Transylvania) and very small increases in migration rates in Bucharest and 

Dobrogea regions. 

The present research anticipates that education, employment status, 

marital status, religious denomination, and the self-assessed level of well-being will 

ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƛƴ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ǊŜƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ 

abroad. Also, it is expected that migratory tendencies will vary as a function of 

ƻƴŜΩǎ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴŎŜΦ Lƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ 

counties/regions that had a higher degree of urbanization and were more 

successful in socioeconomic terms (i.e., higher GDP per capita, higher proportion of 

active population in the labor force, higher percentage of people employed in the 

service sector, lower unemployment rates, positive internal migration outcome, 

and higher direct foreign investment) will be less likely to look for jobs in a foreign 

country.  

Data for this study were analyzed by means of binary logistic regression. 

Table 2 presents the description and summary statistics for the variables used in 

multivariate analyses as possible predictors of potential labor migration in 

Romania. 

 
Table 2. Variables Included in the Analysis: Definitions and Summary Statistics 
Variable  Definition Mean 

(N=1014) 

Std. 

Deviation 

 

Potential labor 

migration 

 

Coded 1 for respondents indicating 

their willingness to work abroad in 

2007, zero otherwise. 

 

.2022 

 

.4018 

Migration 

experience 

(personal) 

Coded 1 if the responded worked 

abroad during the past 12 months, 

zero otherwise. 

.1000 .2971 

Migration 

experience 

Coded 1 if a family member 

currently works abroad, zero 

.1193 .3243 
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(family 

member) 

otherwise. 

Age Categorical variable coded 1 for 

respondents age 18-29; 2 for 

respondents age 30-39; 3 for 

respondents age 40-49; 4 for 

respondents age 50-59; 5 for 

respondents age 60 and older. 

3.0878 1.4999 

Gender Coded 1 for males, zero for 

females. 

.4704 .4993 

Education 1 

(Vocational 

school) 

Coded 1 if vocational school 

graduate, zero otherwise. 

.2101 .4075 

Education 2 

(High-School) 

Coded 1 if high-school graduate, 

zero otherwise. 

.2515 .4340 

Education 3 

(Post High-

School) 

Coded 1 for respondents with 

more than high-school education, 

zero otherwise. 

.1972 .3981 

Employment 

status 

Coded 1 for respondents with 

non- regular jobs, unemployed, or 

housewives, and zero otherwise. 

.1785 .3831 

Family income 

 

Self-assessed household income, 

coded 1 if insufficient, zero 

otherwise. 

.2959 .4566 

Marital status 

1 (Single) 

Coded 1 for respondents single or 

divorced, zero otherwise. 

.2357 .4246 

Marital status 

2 (Married 

with children)  

Coded 1 for respondents married 

who have children, zero otherwise. 

.5740 .4947 

Religion 

(Non 

Christian 

Orthodox) 

Coded 1 for those who do not 

belong to the Christian Orthodox 

denomination, zero otherwise. 

.1183 .3231 

Life 

dissatisfaction 

Coded 1 for those (very) 

dissatisfied with their life in 

general, zero otherwise. 

.2465 .4312 

Job Coded 1 for those (very) .1805 .3847 
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dissatisfaction dissatisfied with their job, zero 

otherwise. 

Dissatisfaction 

with friends  

Coded 1 for those (very) 

dissatisfied with their friends, zero 

otherwise. 

.0828 .2757 

Satisfaction 

with health 

Coded 1 for those (very) satisfied 

with their health, zero otherwise. 

.7170 .4507 

Development 

region 

(Bucharest) 

Coded 1 for residents of 

Bucharest and Ilfov, zero 

otherwise. 

.0917 .2887 

Local 

Economic 

Growth 

This continuous variable is a 

composite measure created using 

PCA (one component extracted 

with Eigenvalue = 5.674; variance 

explained = 81.06%; Standardized 

Cronbachôs Alpha = .833); it 

includes seven 2005 county-level 

indicators (% urban, % labor 

force, % occupied in tertiary 

sector, GDP per capita, 2005 

unemployment rate, migration 

outcome,  and direct foreign 

investment in euros)*.  

.0000 1.000 

    

Data source: Ministry of Development, Public Works, and Housing, 2007. 

 

4. Empirical Analysis 

 

Recent migratory experience 

 

The majority of Romanians (56%) did not travel abroad in 2006. If 65% of 

rural residents did not cross the border, the proportion of urban residents who did 

not have any recent migratory experience is lower (49%). One third of the families 

(33%) had at least one member who worked in a foreign country, 12% of the 

respondents had a family member who was working abroad at the time of the 

interview, and 10% of the respondents declared they worked in another country 

themselves during the twelve-month period preceding the survey. In 2006, a 
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relatively low percentage of the population went to a foreign country for tourism 

and less than 3% of the population migrated temporarily to study, for business, or 

health-related reasons. 

 

Potential migration 

 

The migratory prospects of the population appear to remain unchanged in 

2007 compared to 2006. More than half of the population (55%) did not express 

any intention to leave the country in the near future. If the number of potential 

migrants is slightly higher in urban areas than the actual migration in 2006, in rural 

areas over 65% of the residents did not manifest any migratory intention.  A closer 

examination of the results shows that the proportion of those who intend to work 

abroad in 2007 (20.2%) is twice higher than the 2006 labor migration. Also, the 

number of those who intend to travel abroad for other reasons than work is two 

(e.g. 24% for tourism) and three (e.g. 3% to study) times higher than the 

corresponding figures for 2006 migration. However, this increase in migratory 

tendencies is relative. The percentage of those who do not express any intention to 

relocate abroad, temporarily or permanently, remains unchanged. Approximately 

29% of those who did not travel abroad in 2006 intend to do so in 2007, but 35% of 

those who left the country temporarily  in 2006 do not intend to cross the border in 

2007. Only 4.1% of the respondents who expressed a clear opinion declared 

themselves potential permanent migrants. 

Asked in what country they would rather live, if they would have a choice, a 

large majority of Romanians (81%) declared they would prefer to live in Romania. 

Although men and women appear to have similar attitudes regarding their 

άŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ƻŦ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΣέ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŀǊŜŀΣ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ 

migratory experience had an impact on opinions. Those who would definitely 

choose to live in Romania if they would have alternative options are 

preponderantly residents of rural areas (85.1%), people over 60 years old (91.4%), 

persons who did not travel abroad recently or at all (85.5%), and persons with no 

more than a high-school education (82%). Based on the frequency of selection, the 

countries where some Romanians would prefer to live are Italy, Spain, Canada, 

Germany, and France.  

Further analyses (Table 3) were conducted to determine which variables 

are more likely to predict membership to the potential labor-migrant group. 



                    
Transnational Labor Mobility of Romanians 

JIMS - Volume 1, number 2, 2007 

 

15 
 

Results show that personal migratory experience appears to be the strongest 

predictor of potential labor migration for the overall sample (Models 1 and 2) and 

also for the male and female subsamples (Models 3 and 4). Persons from families 

with workers abroad are also more willing to work in a foreign country than those 

who do not have close relatives currently working in other country. 

As hypothesized, there is a significant decrease in the desire to migrate as 

age increases. Although the proportion of men willing to work abroad is higher 

than the proportion of female potential migrants, gender is not a significant 

predictor of migration tendencies. In the overall sample, those more likely to 

migrate are vocational school graduates. Also, persons with no religious affiliation 

and those belonging to religious denominations other than Christian-Orthodoxy 

manifest a significantly higher propensity to move than the Christian-Orthodox 

residents. While persons who are single are more likely to want to migrate and 

those who are married and have children are less likely to want to migrate when 

compared to people who are married but do not have children, marital status does 

not appear to influence migration intentions. Additional analyses (not included) 

found no significant differences between urban and rural residents in terms of their 

intention to look for work in another country. In general, the proportion of 

potential labor migrants was higher in smaller urban areas and in peripheral 

villages, places with reduced job opportunities. 

Significant positive relationships were identified for the overall sample 

between life dissatisfaction, job dissatisfaction, dissatisfaction with friends, 

ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƭŀōƻǊ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΦ  

Residents of Bucharest are significantly less likely to want to work in a 

foreign country than people in other regions of the country. A separate model 

(Model 2)1 shows a direct negative relatiƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 

ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ŀōǊƻŀŘΦ ²ƘŜƴ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ 

variables in the model, additional analyses (not included) showed no significant 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ Ŏƻǳƴtry when their 

region of residence was taken into account.2  

                                                           
1 Variable ñRegion (Bucharest)ò was highly correlated with variable ñEconomic growthò (Pearsonôs R 
= .84) and the two variables were introduced in separate models. 
2 The propensity to move was the highest (28.6%) in the North-Eastern region of the country (North 

Moldova) and was also higher (23.1%) in the Central region (Transylvania). The other development 

regions of the country, except Bucharest (9.4%), had potential temporary migration rates with little 
variation (e.g. 17.6% in South-Oltenia; 17.8% in South-East region; 17.9% in Western region; 19.0% in 

South- Muntenia; 19.6% in North-Western region). Comparisons were made using the eight 
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Models 3 & 4 illustrate the potential migration correlates separately for 

ƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΦ CƻǊ ōƻǘƘ ǎǳōǎŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƻǊȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ όŘƛǊŜŎǘ 

and indirect) are significant predictors of potential labor migration. Also, measures 

of well-being have a similar effect on potential migration in both subsamples. The 

profile of the Romanian female migrant is however somewhat different from the 

profile of the Romanian male migrant. Romanian women who intend to work in 

another country are more likely to be vocational school graduates, who live in 

families with insufficient income.  Also, they are preponderantly members of other 

denominations than the Christian-Orthodox church. The Romanian man who 

intends to relocate abroad is more likely to be a person who does not have a 

regular employment status (i.e. unemployed, jobless, or has irregular jobs). For 

men, the socioeconomic performance of their county of residence appears to be a 

more important decisional factor than it is for women.  

 
Table 3. Logit Estimates for Labor Migration Predictors in Romania 
 Model 1 

(N=1014) 

Model 2 

(N=1014) 

Model 3 

(n1=477) 

(Males)  

Model 4 

(n2=537) 

(Females)  

Migratory experience     

Personal 2.476*** 

[.286] 

2.408*** 

[.289] 

2.077*** 

[.356] 

3.070*** 

[.531] 

Family member .785***  

[.203] 

.769***  

[.204] 

.673***  

[.278] 

.944** 

[.318] 

Socioeconomic & 

demographic  

    

Age -.527*** 

[094] 

-.524*** 

[094] 

-.419*** 

[123] 

-.668*** 

[153] 

Gender (Male) .321 

[.204] 

.319 

[.203] 

  

Education 1 (Vocational 

school) 

.795** 

[.288] 

.730** 

[.292] 

.515 

[.396] 

1.127** 

[.444] 

Education 2 (High-

school) 

.429 

[.294] 

.465 

[.296] 

.561 

[.417] 

.187 

[.448] 

Education 3 (Post-High- .055 .052 .325 -.632 

                                                                                                                                                      
development regions in the country as described by the Romanian Ministry of Development, Public 
Works, and Housing. 
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school) [.356] [.355] [.459] [.604] 

Employment status 

(Jobless) 

.329 

[.251] 

.356 

[.253] 

.754* 

[.378] 

-.097 

[.381] 

Family income (Very 

Low) 

.509 

[.244] 

.457 

[.247] 

.129 

[.351] 

.734* 

[.371] 

Marital status 1 (Single) .274 

[.354] 

.219 

[.354] 

.320 

[.488] 

.103 

[.545] 

Marital status 2 (Married 

with children) 

-.077 

[.313] 

-.097 

[.314] 

-.149 

[.445] 

.023 

[.475] 

Religion (Non-Christian-

Orthodox) 

.606* 

[.283] 

.662** 

[.280] 

.349 

[.409] 

.911* 

[.412] 

Subjective well-being     

Life dissatisfaction .651** 

[.252] 

.672** 

[.253] 

.780* 

[.354] 

.608* 

[.380] 

Job dissatisfaction 1.030*** 

[.229] 

1.030*** 

[.230] 

.768** 

[.329] 

1.390*** 

[.342] 

Dissatisfaction with 

friends 

.739* 

[.350] 

.737* 

[.349] 

.868 

[.501] 

.374 

[.507] 

Health satisfaction .926** 

[.295] 

.914** 

[.297] 

1.199*** 

[.466] 

.785* 

[.407] 

Macro-level indicators     

Region (Bucharest) -.862* 

[.430] 

   

Economic growth (county 

level index) 

 -.271** 

[.116] 

-.283* 

[.146] 

-.312 

[.204] 

Constant -2.492***  

[.562] 

-2.686*** 

[.568] 

-2.706*** 

[.829] 

-2.706*** 

[.829] 

Model Summary & 

Classification results 

    

   

% Correct predictions 

 

85.6 

 

86.2 

 

83.2 

 

87.7 

  Log likelihood 680.531 677.147 361.988 300.518 

  Cox & Snell R2 .285 .288 .292 .291 

  Nagelkerke R2 .449 .453 .437 .490 

 

*p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001 (2-tail tests) 
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5. Conclusion 

 

Although the current out-migration phenomenon in Romania shares a 

number of general traits with the migratory processes of the past decade, its 

intensity is notably higher. This research analysis showed that conventional 

individual variables continue to explain migratory tendencies in Romania. Variables 

such as education, occupation, income, satisfaction with life, job satisfaction, etc., 

should be, however, perceived as mediating factors of human mobility. Macro-level 

conditions appear to strongly influence migration tendencies in the country. 

Resǳƭǘǎ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ .ǳŎƘŀǊŜǎǘΩǎ 

residents, can successfully act as a deterrence to labor out-migration. In the 1990s, 

propensity to temporarily move abroad was significantly higher in Bucharest 

compared to other regions in the country and now it is the lowest.  

To some extent, the levels of out-migration and potential migration in a 

country tend to be considered a reflection of the inner nature of the society, an 

indicator of how successfully political and socioeconomic problems have been solved. 

However, the higher propensity toward temporary emigration recently manifested 

by an increasing number of Romanians should not be exclusively regarded as a 

ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ŘƛǎŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ wƻƳŀƴƛŀΩǎ ǳƴŜǾŜƴ ŜŎonomic 

performances, political unsteadiness, deterioration of the safety net, or as an 

ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ wƻƳŀƴƛŀƴǎΩ ǎƪŜǇǘƛŎƛǎƳ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΦ  

wƻƳŀƴƛŀƴǎΩ ǇǊƻǇŜƴǎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŀƭǎƻ 

be perceived as a result of the reorganization of the European economy in general, 

ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊΣ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ 9¦ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎΦ  {ǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ wƻƳŀƴƛŀƴǎΩ 

higher mobility is undoubtedly influenced by the relatively recent formation of a 

transnational European space within which the circulation of workers is becoming 

as natural as the circulation of capital, goods, services, and information.  

Romanians have only recently started to become users of the European 

transitional space and several studies have already documented the beneficial 

effects of the new form of immigration. Based on recent research (Grigoras 2006, 

43), 7% of Romanian households were in 2006 the recipients of private transfers 

from abroad. Although over the past decade Romanians seemed to be more 

concerned with spending their money, remittances included, on housing 

renovation or acquisition of long-term goods and less with investments (e.g. 

purchasing a house/land or opening a business), Romanian transmigrants are 
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becoming more and more potential sources of positive social change and 

development at both family and community levels (Bobîrsc 2006, 83).  

Lǘ ƛǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǘǊǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ άŀ ƳƻōƛƭŜ ǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊŎŜ Ŏŀƴ ŀŎǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ǾŀƭǾŜ ŦƻǊ 

ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǎȅƴŎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊǎ όh9/5 нллтΣ ммύΦέ .ȅ 

combining the potential knowledge and skills of transnational and returning 

migrants with institutional and government backing, migrants can positively 

influence the development of the country, at both social and economic levels. But 

unplanned and excessive out-migration can negatively affect the structure of the 

work force in the sending country. With relatively low birth-rates, a steady 

population decrease, and low employment rates of the active-age population, 

Romania is in a particularly vulnerable position that policy makers in the country 

should carefully consider.   
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The Changing Patterns of Romanian Im migration to Canada  
 

Theodor TUDOROIU 

 

Abstract. This article examines the largely neglected post-1990 Romanian 
immigration to Canada. During the 1990s, most Romanians selected by Canadian 
immigration offices were highly skilled, university-educated professionals. As they ignored 
important details of the Canadian labor market, about three quarters of them became kind 
of lumpen-intellectuals. In recent years, however, Internet-based networks have improved 
the quality of information available to potential migrants. This and structural changes in the 
home country are preparing a major shift of Romanians' migratory flow to Canada. In the 
years to come, it will progressively take the form of circulatory migration currently 
characterizing Romanian immigration to Western Europe. 

 
Keywords: Romanian migrants, Canada, skilled migration, immigration patterns. 
 

1. Introducing an ignored phenomenon 

 

The Romanian immigration to Canada is an almost unstudied subject. Both 

academic and general public literatures are quite rich with regard to the overall 

Romanian migratory phenomenon. Still, with minor exceptions, they elude its 

Canadian component. It should be added that we are currently witnessing a 

fundamental change of Romanian-Canadian migration patterns. In my opinion, 

stable, nineteenth century-type immigration will be replaced in the years to come 

by some kind of post-modern, circulatory migration, characterized by important 

flows of return and secondary immigration. 

The main goal of this article is to provide a comprehensive analysis of post-

1990 migratory flows linking Romania to Canada. Detailed information concerning 

little known characteristics of Romanian immigrant communities in this country is 

provided. As the analysis would be incomplete without paying attention to the 

above-mentioned change, the final section tries to extrapolate recent trends in 

order to picture future, fundamentally different, immigration patterns. 

The next section describes the Romanian migratory flow to Canada; section 

3 depicts widely ignored details of Romanian immigrants' social status. Finally, 
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section 4 analyses the consequences of this situation and of important structural 

changes in the country of origin for the future of the migration patterns.  

From a methodological point of view, research for this article was rather 

difficult. Statistics are often incomplete, and secondary sources are extremely poor. 

Therefore, my work is mainly based on interviews conducted between 2002 and 

2005. Out of the 52 respondents, 30 are male and 22 female. Forty-nine earned 

university degrees before leaving Romania; 42 of those were in engineering. Forty-

seven respondents immigrated as skilled workers, two as family. The others 

entered Canada as foreign workers (2) or illegally (1) before being accepted as 

immigrants. Most of the interviews (48) were conducted in Montreal. The 

respondents were chosen in order to be as representative as possible for the post-

1990 Romanian migrants to Canada; all left Romania after the fall of Communism. 

While interviews were informal, they included the same set of questions. In most 

cases their duration was longer than one hour. 

 

2. The Canadian connection. Romanian immigrants to Canada 

 

Every year, no less than 220,000-230,000 immigrants enter Canada (see 

Table 1). Their admission is the result of a careful selection process. For English 

speaking provinces, the selection is conducted by the federal "Citizenship and 

Immigration Canada". The French-speaking province of Quebec has its own 

immigration policy. In both cases, immigration procedures are similar. Selection is 

based on a points system. Each applicant is awarded points on a range of 

characteristics including education, professional experience, proficiency in English 

and French, age, and adaptability. Selection criteria and procedure are detailed in 

guides posted on Internet (see Citoyenneté et Immigration Canada 2005d; 

Publications Quebec 2005). Most Romanian immigrants selected in the 1990s 

belong to the category of "skilled workers". This is illustrated by 1996 statistics (in 

fact, documents published by Citoyenneté et Immigration Canada ceased to 

provide this kind of information after 1996). Skilled workers ς who represent most 

of the "other immigrants" class ς make more than two thirds of the total number of 

migrants. The "family" class represents about 18 per cent, refugees and assisted 

relatives about 12 per cent, while entrepreneurs, self-employed and investors 

numbers are insignificant (Citoyenneté et Immigration Canada 1996). 
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A useful insight is given by immigrants' intended occupation. Out of 2,386 

persons "destined to the labor force", 1,044 (44%) have qualifications in "natural 

sciences, engineering, and mathematics" (ibid.). Interviews suggest that most of 

them are in fact engineers. As, until 2000, only 3,000-4,000 Romanian immigrants 

were admitted each year out of a huge number of candidates, selection was very 

strict. One respondent remembers that he and his wife were one of the only two 

married couples selected during an entire day of interviews in 1996. There were 

no unmarried successful candidates that day. This led to a very high quality of 

selected immigrants. Almost all were university educated (this concerns both 

members of married couples). Many had distinguished professional careers. One 

should not forget that Romania used to have a very developed industrial sector, 

producing everything from cars to ships to airplanes, both civilian and military. In 

the 1980s, Bucharest alone had nine faculties of chemistry and one of the only 

four aircraft engineering faculties in all Europe. But in the 1990s, most of the 

industry went bankrupt. That explains why many of the successful candidates to 

immigration were highly skilled engineers.  

Romania was the country of origin of the most important number of 

immigrant engineers to Canada in 1992 and 1993 and the third most important in 

1994 and 1995 (Slade 2004: 109). This is despite the fact that total number of 

Romanian immigrants was maybe ten times smaller in comparison to other 

countries of origin. It was logical for all these university-educated persons to 

expect finding decent work in Canada. After all, an important reason of their 

applications' positive assessment was Canada's need of people with their specific 

professional skills. The only question was raised right before receiving the 

immigration visa in the Canadian consulate in Bucharest. Immigrants with certain 

professions were asked to sign a declaration acknowledging the possibility they 

will not find a job according to their qualifications. However, this did not concern 

engineers. Furthermore, the formulation of the statement seemed to take into 

consideration just a remote and unlikely probability. This subject will be 

developed in section 3. 

As Table 1 shows, Romanian annual immigration to Canada is not 

impressive. It represents only about 2 per cent of the total. Still, between 1995 

and 2004 Romanians were the first or the second most important group of 

immigrants from Europe. 
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Table 1. Permanent Residents of Canada with Romania as country of origin 

 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 

Permanent 

Residents-

Total  

212,86

9 

226,0

73 

216,03

8 

174,20

0 

189,96

6 

227,46

5 

250,6

38 

229,0

40 

221,3

55 

235,82

4 

Romanian 

Permanent 

Residents-

Number 

3,851 3,670 3,916 2,976 3,467 4,431 5,588 5,688 5,465 5,655 

Romanian 

Permanent 

Residents-

Percentage 

1.8 1.6 1.8 1.7 1.8 2.0 2.2 2.5 2.5 2.4 

Romanian 

Permanent 

Residents-

Rank 

14 12 12 15 14 11 8 7 8 8 

Rank 

Among 

European 

Countries 

of Origin  

2 1 1 2 1 2 2 2 2 1 

Source: Citoyenneté et Immigration Canada 2004a; 2004b. 

 

The 2001 Canada census reports about 60,000 Romanian immigrants in 

Canada (see Table 2), out of whom more than half had come after 1990. More than 

half were located in Ontario and a quarter in Quebec. 

 

Table 2. Immigrants and non-permanent residents of Canada born in Romania 
and period of immigration (2001 Census) 
 

Total  Immigrants 
Before 
1961 

1961-

1970 

1971-

1980 

1981-

1990 

1991-

2001 

1991-

1995 

1996-

2001 

Non-

permanent 

residents  

Canada 61,330 60,165 7,155 2,305 3,645 11,890 35,170 15,135 20,040 1,160 

Ontario 34,360 33,725 3,450 1,335 2,145 6,715 20,075 8,140 11,935 635 

Quebec 14,805 14,505 1,270 675 950 2,770 8,840 4,195 4,645 300 
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B.Columbia 6,215 6,135 1,005 150 315 1,250 3,410 1,565 1,850 80 

Toronto 21,140 20,805 1,225 810 1,550 3,900 13,315 5,050 8,265 340 

Montreal 13,310 13,100 1,225 670 840 2,365 7,995 3,760 4,235 215 

Vancouver 4,850 4,795 390 95 235 1,035 3,035 1,340 1,695 50 

Source: Statistique Canada 2005. 

 

Asked about their choice between, mainly, Ontario/Toronto and 

Quebec/Montreal, many respondents identified the language they speak better 

(English or French) as an important factor. Besides that, some had believed Toronto 

offers better employment opportunities while others wanted to take advantage of 

the faster procedures of Quebec's immigration services (less than two years in 

comparison to three years or even more for the federal immigration office). In 

general, respondents consider Quebec's immigration policy more permissive than 

that of the federal authorities. This is presumably a consequence of the fact that 

Romania is one of the few countries of emigration where French language is 

widely, if not very well, taught at school and French culture is traditionally very 

influential. During interviews, a certain pattern of immigration related to regions of 

origin could be identified. It seems the bulk of Romanians in Montreal come, in 

relatively equal proportions, from Bucharest and from Transylvania. Ontario, on 

another hand, seems to attract immigrants from all over Romania. 

It is interesting to compare the perceived image of Romanian immigration 

to Montreal and Toronto. In the French-speaking city, Romanians represented the 

fifth to eighth immigrant flow for most of the 1997-2002 period. In 2002, they 

provided almost 8 per cent of the total number of newcomers (Citoyenneté et 

Immigration Canada 1999; 2002a). In Toronto, the usually more numerous 

Romanian immigrants were submerged by other groups. 2001 is the only year 

when they got the tenth rank. Each year, Romania was the origin of less than 2 per 

cent of the total number of Toronto immigrants (Citoyenneté et Immigration 

Canada 2002b). The obvious consequence of this distribution is the uneven visibility 

of Romanian communities in the two cities. The smaller group of montréalais 

Romanians already represents an important and well-known component of their 

city's mosaïque ethnique. In Toronto, the more numerous Romanians tend to play a 

marginal role in comparison to other massive minority groups.  
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Speaking about visibility, the spectacular but secondary aspect of 

Romanian illegal immigration to Canada has to be addressed. Geographical 

conditions protect the country against undesired visitors. Except illegal border 

crossing from the US (which few migrants choose), the other only way into Canada 

is through the risky crossing of the Atlantic in a container shipped to a Canadian 

port. Each year, 25 to 30 such clandestine passengers (some of them Romanians) 

are identified in Halifax (Métro 2001). It seems most Romanians desperate enough 

to take this chance use the Livorno-Montreal route (Cristea 2002). But there is a 

real danger of death, mainly by suffocation and starvation. The only respondent 

who lived through this experience had friends who died during the voyage. This is 

discouraging enough to keep the flow at an extremely low level. 

The other end of the visibility spectrum is represented by Romanians 

coming to Canada with a work permit. There are very few of them, as Canadian law 

gives priority to hiring of Canadian citizens and residents. However, they do exist. 

One of the respondents earned a Ph.D. (in engineering) in the Netherlands and 

obtained a work permit allowing him to become a professor in a Canadian 

university. A small number of IT experts were recruited by companies in Ontario 

(see Nedelcu 2003). Another category is represented by female "exotic dancers" 

working in the Toronto area. If the total number of Romanian foreign workers in 

Canada is not available, on December 1, 2004 there were 367 female foreign 

workers of Romanian origin (Citoyenneté et Immigration Canada 2004d: 71). 

However, such temporary residents usually apply for permanent residence and join 

the legal status of regular immigrants. 

As a general conclusion, Romanian migration to Canada is the opposite of 

that directed to Western Europe. The overall flow is much smaller. Today, there are 

about 80,000 Romanians in Canada, in comparison to a million in Italy and half a 

million in Spain. There is a very strict selection. In Canada, most Romanian migrants 

are university educated, which is by no mean the case in Western Europe. The legal 

status is completely different. On one hand, specific conditions make illegal 

immigration insignificant. On another, immigrants become permanent residents 

from the very moment they land. Three years later, they can apply for citizenship. 

Combined with geographical isolation, this favors the settlement of migrants and 

their integration in the Canadian labor market and society. There is no circulatory 

phenomenon similar to that dominating Romanian immigration to Western Europe. 
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Nevertheless, this general picture neglects some major aspects of the day-to-day 

life of Canadian Romanians. They are analyzed in the next section. 

 

3. Promised land's dark side. Canada's Romanian lumpen-intellectuals 

 

The absence of scientific work related to the Romanian-Canadian migratory 

phenomenon is surprising. On the contrary, there is a good reason for lack of more 

general texts. Such narratives (travel books, mémoires) can only be produced by 

immigrants. Or, as this section will show, most of them are not at all proud of their 

new transatlantic life. It is wiser, they think, to keep for themselves certain 

unpleasant details. Hence the silence.  

As I have shown in the previous section, in the 1990s, most of the 

Romanian immigrants to Canada were university educated; a majority were 

engineers. Once in Montreal, Toronto or Vancouver, their main preoccupation was 

to find a job. In principle, most Romanian university degrees are recognized. This 

does not mean there is no problem. A very grim picture of the subject can be found 

in the article La grande moquerie de la reconnaissance de diplômes, published, in 

French, by a Romanian newspaper of Quebec City (Cristea 2005). But engineering 

degrees earned in best Romanian universities are in better position. In fact, 

respondent engineers accepted as immigrants to Quebec had their diplomas 

positively evaluated by the Quebecois Order of Engineers while still being in 

Romania (they paid a fee for this individual evaluation). On the basis of a scale of 

equivalence, such diplomas allow their owners to continue their studies in 

Canadian universities. To these recognized degrees, immigrants were adding seven 

or eight years of professional experience required by immigration services when 

selecting candidates. 

Still, only five to ten percent of university-educated Romanian immigrants 

(mostly computer programmers or engineers specialized in computer-related 

fields) find a job in accordance to their qualifications. Of course, this is an 

approximate value. There are no available statistics on the subject and I did not 

have the means for a large-scale survey. However, my interviews suggest 5-10 per 

cent is a realistic figure, even if some respondents considered it too high. The main 

obstacle in finding an appropriate job is lack of Canadian professional experience. 

University-educated immigrants entering the country are caught in a cercle vicieux: 

in order to become Canadian engineers, they are asked to prove they have already 
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been, for one year, Canadian engineers. This is how the huge majority of university-

educated Romanian immigrants became low skilled workers or shop assistants. 

Interviews show that an engineer is easily hired as a low skilled industrial worker in 

the field in which he earned a university degree. Sometimes, if he is lucky, he might 

be promoted and become a technician. But he will never be able to work as an 

engineer. In Montreal, many interviewed former engineers became concierges. This 

has very little in common with the signification of the same word in other parts of 

the world. It is a mix of building manager, janitor and plumber whose wage is lower 

than that of a low skilled industrial worker. 

Obviously, immigrants trapped in such jobs are desperate to recover their 

previous social status. Basically, there are two strategies they can choose. The first 

is to continue their studies at graduate level. This is difficult enough for persons 

having finished their studies seven or even ten years earlier. Furthermore, it 

requires a minimum of two years (and usually more) during which their only source 

of income is a very modest scholarship. If they have children, this is an impossible 

choice. The other solution is to work as a bénévole (that is, unpaid) for one year. In 

Quebec, an immigrant engineer typically takes courses and passes exams in order 

to become a member of the Order of the Engineers. Than, he asks the Order to 

help him find a bénévole engineer job. One year later, he finally has the required 

Canadian experience and can search a normal, paid job. In certain provinces, the 

very admission into the order is conditional, under a form or another, by this one 

year Canadian experience. Therefore, the immigrant has to find himself the unpaid 

job. However, in both cases, the problem is to live on social security for one year or 

more. For a married couple, the solution is to have the other member of the family 

working in an unskilled, low-paid job. But if they have children, it is doubtful they 

will make it for one year. 

On the basis of interviews, I assess at 10-15 per cent the proportion of 

Romanian immigrants who succeed in getting a Canadian degree or the one-year 

Canadian experience. Adding the 5-10 per cent who find a job ("by pure chance", as 

several respondents put it), a total of about 25 per cent recover the social status 

they had in their country of origin. The rest, a massive 75 per cent, have to 

abandon any hope and adapt to a way of life they could have never imagined 

before immigrating. Of course, I do not claim that these figures are extremely 

accurate. They only reflect the situation that my respondents, their relatives and 

close friends could describe in detail. A large-scale survey might lead to different 
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results. Still, I do not expect errors to be important. Absolutely all respondents 

stated that a huge majority of university-educated Romanian immigrants to Canada 

could not take advantage of their Romanian degrees. 

One question, which may arise at this point, concerns the comparison with 

native Canadians' difficulties to find jobs corresponding to their university 

education. Of course, such difficulties exist. But they differ in nature and scale. As I 

showed in section 2, most of the university-educated Romanian immigrants are 

engineers. This is equally the case of my respondents: there were 42 engineers out 

of a total of 52. All had their Romanian degrees easily recognized. Still, less than 10 

per cent could find an appropriate job. On the contrary, all Romanian engineers 

who continued their studies in Canadian universities found a job and started to 

work as engineers. I speak here not only of my respondents, but also of their 

relatives and friends. It is true that they spent some time before being employed, 

sometimes had to move to another city, and in certain cases the wage was not as 

high as expected. In other words, they faced the same difficulties as native 

Canadian graduates. But these difficulties cannot be compared with those of 

university-educated Romanian immigrants who could not continue their studies in 

Canada or afford one year of bénévolat. 

In fact, in their case the obvious question is "why do they stay in the new 

country?" It is logical to think that, confronted to a dramatic professional 

downgrade, they should simply go back home and restart their previous life. There 

is a very simple explanation. Most immigrants sell their house when they leave to 

Canada. The money is spent for the travel and settlement. When they realize there 

is no chance to get a decent job, there is no money left. If they return to Romania, 

there is no way to buy a house. Or, rents are extremely high due precisely to the 

fact that most people own their house. Even if they recover their previous jobs, it 

would be extremely difficult to pay rent. And, of course, everybody will know they 

have miserably failed. That is why, until recently, almost nobody went back. 

Adapting to a new, diminished social status, three quarters of the Romanian 

university-educated migrants turned into a sui generis kind of lumpen-intellectuals 

trying to convince themselves their déclassement is not so terrible, after all. 

Of course, everybody has relatives and friends in Romania asking details 

about Canadian life. But distances are huge, communication difficult, visits 

improbable and easy to discourage. It is very tempting to replace a humiliating 

reality with a more advantageous picture. That is how families find out "they are 
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OK", "they have good jobs", "bought a car," etc. A respondent gave an example 

illustrative of this situation. One of his university-educated acquaintances had 

immigrated from Romania to Manitoba, telling everybody she was working for a 

brokerage firm. After some years, he immigrated to British Columbia and started 

sending her emails. He repeatedly and insistently asked details about her job. It 

was only after a long time ς and probably fearing a possible visit ς that she finally 

admitted she was simply cleaning the floor of that brokerage firm. 

But such details are never revealed to friends in Romania, who receive an 

idyllic picture of immigrant life in Canada. Combined with aggressive advertising by 

Canadian immigration offices, this maintained and developed the myth of 

professional accomplishment and high living standards. For years, thousands of 

qualified Romanian professionals crossed the ocean convinced of their bright 

Canadian future. When they finally found out about the "Canadian experience", it 

was too late. Interviews revealed very many such personal stories. The most 

extreme case is that of a young woman who, while in Romania, decided Canada 

was the country of her dreams. She even earned a M.A. degree in Canadian 

Studies. The logical next step was to go see the dreamed country in situ. She 

immigrated to Montreal and, two years later, was working in a supermarket as a 

shop attendant. She had no apparent chance to find a job more appropriate to her 

qualifications. 

Obviously, this situation creates a state of malaise, if not revolt, among 

university-educated immigrants. Some respondents went as far as making very 

aggressive statements about those responsible, in their opinion, of their 

déclassement. However, this is a marginal attitude. Most lumpen-intellectuals seem 

to be resigned to their fate, as day-to-day surviving is more important than protest. 

Many seem to start believing distorted information initially fabricated for relatives 

and friends back home. The typical statement is "my wage as a concierge here is 

bigger than my former engineer wage in Romania" (which is true in absolute, but 

not in relative terms. Cost of living is also much higher in Canada than in Romania). 

Many point to better public services now available to them. This is especially true 

for public health services, whose situation in Romanian is bad. Interestingly, 

Canadian education for children is also often mentioned. It is hoped it will allow the 

second generation of immigrants to recover the social status lost by their parents. 

Most if not all Romanians in Canada insist on having their children university 

educated, despite the significant material sacrifices it implies. The social upgrading 
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of their children is seen as a revanche for their own immigration-related 

misfortunes. 

Of course, social déclassement is by no means specific to Romanian 

immigrants. Nor is it limited to one specific Canadian province. A variety of sources 

show all university-educated migrants to Canada face the same problem. In 

October 2005, Montreal's The Gazette presented the case of an Argentinean family 

(a corporate lawyer, speaking four languages, and a dentist, with three children) 

attracted by "very aggressive" advertising of Quebec's immigration office in Buenos 

Aires. They were assured their professional credentials would be accepted on the 

basis of reasonable tests and fees. Two and a half years later, the former lawyer 

was working, mainly nights and weekends, in a call center, and lost hope of 

improving his situation. "Today, he feels trapped in a life he would never have 

chosen if he had known what he does now" (Bagnall 2005). In June 2005, The New 

York Times described two similar cases. The first was an Indian researcher with a 

Ph.D. earned in Germany, two published books and teaching experience in an 

American university, who immigrated to Vancouver. The second was an Egyptian 

gynecologist now living in Ontario. Both were unemployed and desperate about 

their future (Krauss 2005). Internet sites like www.notcanada.com describe Canada 

as "A land of shattered dreams". They list "Top Eight Reasons NOT to Immigrate to 

Canada", with "No Jobs" in the first place:  

Yes, coast to coast, there are no jobs. Immigrants are highly qualified 

(MD's, PhD's, Lawyers, Engineers etc.) but they are driving taxi cabs, delivering 

pizza's or working in factories. Even people with bachelors degrees from Canadian 

Universities cannot find jobs after graduation. This is the tragedy associated with 

immigration to Canada. I feel sorry for those immigrants who are stuck in Canada 

for the rest of their lives. It is indeed a very sad and hopeless future 

(http://www.notcanada.com). 

This site presents individual testimonies covering all Canadian provinces ("I 

have an MBA degree and speak 5 languages and find myself working in the kitchen" 

- R.B., New Brunswick; "I am extremely frustrated in my job search here, feeling 

completely useless and marginalized despite my significant qualifications and 

experience", Shery A., Alberta, etc). Another Internet site, 

www.canadaimmigrants.com, even asks visitors to sign a letter demanding "to be 

compensated for all the time you were unemployed or underemployed in Canada" 

(http://www.canadaimmigrants.com/Compensation.asp). 
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More scientific studies have also been produced. An  M.A. thesis is even 

entitled "Qualifications alone will not get you the job you want: Integrating into the 

Quebec labor market with foreign credentialsέ όaŀƴǎƻǳǊ мффтύΦ {ŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǎǳǊǾŜȅǎ 

confirm difficulties encountered by university-educated immigrants. In 2002, Boyd 

and Thomas found that "a male engineer from Yugoslavia who speaks English at 

home and has been in Canada for eight years has a 55 percent likelihood of working 

in an engineering occupation or management in Canada" (quoted by Slade 2004: 

109; my italics). It should be noted women constitute an important part of 

Romanian immigrant engineers and almost no Romanian speaks English at home. 

These elements further decrease probability of finding a job. A survey published in 

1998 by Basran and Li examines 404 Asian immigrant professionals in Vancouver. 

88 per cent of them had been practicing professionals in their home countries. 

However, only 19 per cent were working as professionals in Canada and 79 per cent 

reported difficulties in having their credentials recognized (Slade 2004: 109). 

Several other surveys presented by Bonnie L. Slade (2004: 108-111) identify a lack 

of Canadian experience as the main barrier in obtaining an appropriate job by 

university-educated immigrants. 

Official Canadian statistics and analyses frequently explore "The 

deteriorating economic welfare of immigrants and possible causes" (Picot 2004), 

sometimes dramatically asking "Will they ever converge? Earnings of immigrants 

and Canadian-born workers over the last two decades" (Frenette and Morissette 

2003). It is on the basis of 1996 Census statistical data that most relevant 

quantitative estimations have been made. For example, Peter S. Li found that 

native-born white men earned about $9,000 a year more than immigrant degree 

holders. Native-born visible minority men earned about $8,000 more than 

immigrant Canadian degree holders and immigrant mixed-education degree 

holders of the same gender and origin, but $14,000 more than immigrant foreign-

degree holders. Native-born white women earned $42,449 a year, while immigrant 

Canadian degree holders and immigrant mixed-education degree holders earned 

about $33,000 a year. White female immigrants with foreign degrees earned about 

$30,770 a year (Li 2003: 119). Equally based on 1996 Census data, Jeffrey G. Reitz 

evaluated the total "immigrant earnings deficit" for the year 1996. It amounts to 

$15 billion (Canadian), of which $2.4 billion is related to skill underutilization, and 

$12.6 billion to pay inequity (Reitz 2001: 347). These are the amounts immigrant 
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workers would have received if employed and paid according to their skills and 

qualifications. 

Of course, moral considerations are inappropriate. The Canadian labor 

market does not care about money lost by immigrants. However, there is another 

aspect. Underutilization of tens of thousands of university-educated immigrants 

implies clear losses for the Canadian economy. If immigrants lost $2.4 billion due to 

skill underutilization, it is logical to believe an even higher amount was lost by 

companies, which might have used those skills. Canadian authorities are perfectly 

aware of the situation (excerpts of an interview on this subject with former 

Immigration minister Joe Volpe can be found in Krauss 2005). They realize that 

immigration services make costly efforts to bring highly skilled professionals into 

the country ς praising the human capital thus acquired by Canada ς just to see 

them turned into janitors. Recently, some measures were taken in order to 

improve immigrants' professional integration. The 2005-2006 Report on Plans and 

Priorities of Citoyenneté et Immigration Canada states that a coordinated strategy 

to integrate foreign-trained Canadians and immigrants into Canada's labor market 

was developed in 2004 as part of the government-wide initiative to address 

interrelated barriers that prevent immigrants from rapidly and successfully 

integrating into the labor market (Citoyenneté et Immigration Canada 2005c). 

This strategy focuses on four key areas, the first being "foreign credential 

assessment and recognition". Unfortunately, three years later there are no visible 

results. There is a simple explanation. Government measures can be effective in the 

field of university degrees official recognition. But, as the example of Romanian 

immigrant engineers shows, this is not enough. The real obstacles are created by 

the labor market itself. Canadian employers do not accept foreign-educated 

engineers, and no federal or provincial action can force them to do otherwise. 

Some incentives may help, but on a small scale. What is needed is a change of 

mentality, which might take a generation to become effective. 

In fact, a different approach could be adopted in order to make things 

simpler. Once in Canada, most Romanian immigrant engineers become janitors or 

low skilled workers. One might think of simply bringing janitors to work as janitors, 

low skilled workers to work as low skilled workers. Canadian immigration services 

would simplify their costly recruiting activities, spending less money. Immigrants 

wouldn't be frustrated by their déclassement. Everybody would be satisfied. This is, 

however, a very improbable perspective. The Canadian immigration policy has 
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already been reoriented. The new Immigration and Refugee Protection Act, which 

became law in June 2002, states that one of the objectives of this Act with respect 

to immigration is "to promote the successful integration of permanent residents 

into Canada, while recognizing that integration involves mutual obligations for new 

immigrants and Canadian society" (Department of Justice Canada 2006). 

Unfortunately, immigrant selection criteria perpetuate the previous 

situation. The new assessment system awards 25 points for education (out of a 

total of 100; on September 18, 2003, the pass mark was 67).  A secondary school 

educated candidate is awarded only five points. A bachelor degree brings 22, and a 

master's 25 points (http://laws.justice.gc.ca/en/I-2.5/SOR-2002-

227/218282.html#rid-

218283;http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/skilled/assess/index.html).Therefore, a 

university-educated candidate is awarded 17 to 20 more points. It is obvious that 

his or her chances of being accepted are much higher than those of less-educated 

candidates. Consequently, an engineer is always preferred to a concierge, even if 

the latter, and not the former, is needed in Canada. The present situation will not 

change unless the logic of immigration procedures is fundamentally modified. But 

this is impossible without a rethinking of the overall Canadian immigration policy. 

Nothing suggests such a move will take place in the foreseeable future. 

Some steps were however taken by the Quebec immigration authorities. In 

October 2006, scores for a limited number of professions that do not require 

university education were increased while less or no points were attributed to 

university degrees in certain fields (http://www.immigration-

quebec.gouv.qc.ca/publications/fr/divers/ liste-formation.pdf). It is improbable 

that holders of university degrees in chemistry or biochemistry, which still receive 

the maximum score, will ever find a job without the required Canadian professional 

experience. But, overall, the number of frustrated highly skilled immigrant 

professionals will clearly diminish. Nevertheless, this is true only for French-

speaking Canada and cannot change the situation of present immigrant lumpen-

intellectuals. 

During the interviews, I tried to find out respondents' personal opinion on 

this paradox. Why a country like Canada, in clear need of concierges and low skilled 

workers, made costly efforts to recruit Romanian engineers who can only become 

victims of déclassement? This question was asked to all respondents. Most of them 

were simply puzzled and unable to find a reasonable answer. But some formulated 
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two tentative explanations. For some respondents, having university-educated 

janitors, low-skilled workers and shop assistants simply improves the quality of 

immigrant lower classes. Such people will work hard and send their children to 

university. Their previous status will keep them away from dishonest or illegal 

activities. Neither they nor their sons will go burn cars in the street, as it happened 

in autumn 2005 in Paris. As one respondent put it, "in Canada, an immigrant 

university diploma is no more than a guarantee of future clean police record". The 

alternative explanation is related to the 25 per cent of university-educated 

Romanians who, on my interview-based assessment, succeed in restoring their 

previous social status. Even if three quarters of the incoming highly qualified 

professionals are de facto lost, the remaining quarter contributes to Canada's 

economic prosperity, and probably compensates the costs of overseas recruitment.  

There is, however, a major problem concerning Romanian best-qualified 

professionals. During the 1990s, most of them were engineers with five-year 

university studies in Romania who decided (or, rather, were forced) to continue 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƛƴ /ŀƴŀŘŀ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ŀƴŘ tƘΦ5Φ ƭŜǾŜƭΦ hǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ Ŏompleting a 

Ph.D., most, if not all, find a job south of the border and definitively quit Canada. 

One respondent who was preparing this move indicated that higher American 

wages are one reason. But he would not do it for money alone. In fact, it was his 

way of protesting against the treatment he had received in Canada (he had to live 

for more than seven years on desperately low scholarships, while in Romania he 

had occupied a highly respected and decently paid management position). In his 

words, "Canada cannot ask loyalty from people treated as I have been". 

bŜǾŜǊǘƘŜƭŜǎǎΣ wƻƳŀƴƛŀƴ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ŜŀǊƴ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ /ŀƴŀŘƛŀƴ ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ŀƴŘ 

those who have the chance of getting a job with no Canadian studies at all are less 

able to find jobs abroad. Consequently, they stay in the country and contribute to 

Canada's economic growth, probably justifying efforts and costs related to the 

recruitment of a number of immigrants four of five times bigger. 

  

4. Winds of change 

 

Misinformation kept Romanian migration patterns unchanged for a 

decade. But this could not last forever. In fact, a major shift is currently taking 

place. One factor of change is the cumulative effect of migration itself. Between 

1991 and 2001, the number of Romanians in Canada more than doubled. This 
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means the number of potential sources of information doubled, too. More 

important, a revolution in communications is under way. New technologies allow 

much better contacts between migrants and relatives or friends back home. In 

1997, the cost of phone calls from Canada to Romania was three Canadian dollars 

(plus taxes) per minute. No wonder few low-paid immigrants spent hours talking 

long distance. But, in ten years, prices decreased 77 times. Today, one has to pay 

only 3.9 Canadian cents (plus taxes) a minute. 

However, this is nothing in comparison to the tremendous impact of 

Internet. This powerful instrument (with its different components: email, 

information web pages, forums, chat, voice communication) started to be used by 

Romanian immigrants in Canada precisely in order to break their isolation. Mihaela 

Nedelcu (2003; 2004) makes an extremely interesting analysis of this phenomenon: 

"the propagation of a culture of mobility was in this case formalized by 

concentrating resources in the virtual space" (Nedelcu 2003: 333). This led to a 

visible increase of social capital within Romanian communities in Canada and 

helped develop their identity. To give just an example, the same author mentions 

the creation in Toronto, in 2001, of a Romanian school due to Internet forums 

discussions (ibid. 2003: 336). 

Nevertheless, field research suggests that Internet use had for a long time 

very limited results in connecting Canadian Romanians with the majority of 

prospective immigrants. The explanation is simple: during the 1990s, Internet 

development in Romania was slow and difficult. It was only in 2003-4 that high 

speed Internet became available at affordable prices. However, even today, most 

Romanian "high" speed connections are no better than decent Canadian dial-up 

connections. Still, in 2003, Romania ranked 53 out of 165 countries, with 179 

Internet users per 1,000 people (compared to 491 in Canada, 361 in France and 263 

in the Czech Republic) (http://www.nationmaster.com/country/ro/Internet). This is 

enough to allow large-scale access to Romanian-Canadian Internet sites, whose 

number is rapidly growing (a list can be found at 

http://www.aboutromania.com/roworld.html).  

Asked about their main source of information on immigrants' life in 

Canada, almost all recently landed respondents answered "Internet". They claim 

the picture they got at first look was quite puzzling. Half of the texts posted on the 

web describe a lumpen-intellectuals-populated inferno. The other half depicts a 

paradise of skyscrapers and icy lakes (one should notice the two images are not 
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necessarily incompatible). But all sources make it very clear that foreign university 

degrees are useless and have to be replaced with Canadian ones. This is the 

essential piece of information Romanian immigrants lacked in the 1990s. Once 

advised on this point, many potential migrants make Internet contact with 

Romanians in Canada. They get involved in forum discussions, use email, chat or 

voice communication. They make new friends whose advice they can trust. 

Consequently, those who persist in their decision to migrate to Canada are better 

prepared to confront the harsh realities of immigrant life. But most highly qualified, 

university-educated potential migrants realize Canada is not their promised land. 

Or, recent structural changes in Romania create new alternatives. 

The main cause is Romania's adhesion to the European Union (EU). 

Consequences include increased capital investments in Romania, which triggered 

significant economic growth. For potential migrants, access to EU labor market has 

already improved. In the following years, freedom of movement of the labor force 

will be progressively extended to all EU states. The present massive migration 

directed to Italy and Spain will probably encompass all Western Europe. My own 

estimation is that, six to ten years after adhesion, Romania's population will reach 

an historical minimum of 15 million (compared to 22 million at present, out of 

which 3 million to 4 million are already part of circulatory migration). 

These perspectives make a university-educated potential migrant think 

twice before choosing Canada. He or she can cross the ocean and very probably 

become a lumpen-intellectual, spending the rest of his or her life as a concierge; or 

join the circulatory migration to Western Europe, accepting equally unqualified 

jobs for some months per year until wages in Romania reach a decent level. The 

second choice also includes a déclassement. But it is a temporary one. 

Consequently, there is no wonder the bassin de recrutement of Canadian 

immigration services visibly narrowed. Unlike in the 1990s, they are now forced to 

select many immigrants with no university degrees. In 2007, all newly landed 

respondents insisted on this point. The times when best-qualified Romanian 

engineers crowded in front of Canada's consulate in Bucharest are gone. 

There is another consequence of this change. In the 1990s, return 

migration was nonexistent. In 2002, a married couple giving up and going back to 

Romania became widely known because of this unusual act (Mureseanu 2002). 

However, today almost every respondent personally knows, or at least has heard 

of, somebody who took the same step. In 2005, a respondent gave me a list of five 
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of his Romanian friends who had returned to Romania. Return migration is favored 

by better information available to new migrants. Knowing the risks involved, they 

are less enthusiastic in selling their houses in Romania and therefore keep open the 

option of return. Progressive economic growth back home and opening of 

European Union's labor market will clearly accentuate reversed migration. 

It is perhaps useful to remember that this phenomenon has in fact a long 

history. One century ago, Eastern Europe was the origin of important migratory 

movements targeting America. But few realize the magnitude of return migration. 

As Table 3 shows, between 1908 and 1923, only one tenth of the Bulgarians, 

Serbians and Montenegrins going to the U.S. settled there. The rest, an 

unbelievable 89 per cent, came back. For Romanian and Hungarian migrants, only a 

third became Americans. Two thirds returned home. 

 

Table 3. Migration between the United States and Eastern Europe, 1908-23 
Nationality Immigration 

into U.S. 

Emigration 

from U.S. 

Net gain Emigration / 

Immigration 

Bulgarian, Serbian, 

Montenegrin 

104,808 92,886 11,922 89% 

Hungarian 226,818 149,319 77,499 66% 

Polish 788,957 318,210 470,747 40% 

Romanian 95,689 63,126 32,563 66% 

Source: Wyman, 1993: 11. 

 

Of course, there are important differences between 1908 U.S. and 2008 

Canadian immigration processes. One century ago, all Romanian migrants were low 

skilled workers. Today, many of them (if not most, as during the 1990s) are highly 

qualified. But this can only encourage their return migration, as definitive 

déclassement in Canada can be avoided due to the visible improvement of labor 

opportunities in Romania and/or EU. Therefore, it is logical to expect Romanian 

immigration to Canada to take, at least in part, the form of circulatory migration 

already in place in relation to Western Europe. 

Taking advantage of migrant networks built with the help of Internet-based 

communications, immigrants will continue to cross the ocean hoping better 

knowledge of local conditions will improve their situation. But this will not be the 

definitive step it was for Romanian migrants in the 1990s. Rather, it will be a 

tentative, exploratory move. It might become permanent if decent working 
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conditions are available. But confronted with déclassement, newcomers will have 

no reason to stay. Like their forefathers one century ago, they will simply go back 

and, perhaps, try a new migrant experience in Western Europe. In certain critical 

domains ς IT, for example ς Canada will still be able to attract highly qualified 

specialists, provided real professional perspectives are available. But even in this 

case, the closer and more familiar European Union might attract a majority of 

Romanian immigrants. 

The shift of immigration patterns will have a major impact on Romanian 

communities in Canada. Since 1990, they were in a process of progressive growth 

and consolidation. Migrants' settlement was, in most cases, definitive. 

Communities were therefore stable. Increased numbers implied increased contacts 

and development of social capital within these groups. Links with the home country 

were, au contraire, progressively diminishing, even for persons who had come to 

Canada only eight or ten years earlier. Future newcomers will most probably bring 

here the circulatory logic of present Romanian migration to Western Europe. They 

will rely on networks linking people in Canada, Romania and the rest of the 

European Union. The relatively stable, nineteenth century-type Romanian 

communities of Montreal or Toronto will face a new, revolutionary challenge. For 

their new members, they will be less a final destination than a stop in a possibly 

longer journey. 

 

5. Conclusions 

 

Romanian immigration to Canada is currently turning from a classical, 

nineteenth century-type process to a twenty-first century, post-modern 

phenomenon. During the 1990s, migrants' actions were perfectly explained by the 

micro version of neoclassical theory. They decided, individually, to immigrate to 

Canada in order to take advantage of wages five to ten times higher. But this 

rational choice process was plagued by distorted information on the openness of 

the Canadian labor market. Once in place, many of them found the "Canadian 

myth" of professional accomplishment and high living standards is just a mask 

hiding the reality of déclassement. Three quarters of highly skilled, university-

educated Romanian immigrants became, for the rest of their lives, low skilled 

industrial workers, concierges or shop assistants. These resigned lumpen-
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intellectuals form the majority of Romanian communities in Quebec, Ontario or 

British Columbia. 

However, development of Internet-based means of communication, 

economic growth in Romania and, essentially, progressive opening of European 

Union's labor market create conditions for a fundamental change of immigration 

patterns. Following a process best captured by migration networks theory, 

diffusion of Internet allowed the creation of transnational networks linking actual 

and candidate immigrants. Within these structures, newly created social capital 

provides trust and information absent in the 1990s. New migrants are now fully 

aware of the real perspectives in Canada and can optimize their choices. 

The first consequence is related to the structure of the migratory flow. 

Fewer university-educated Romanians decide to cross the ocean, risking to become 

concierges or low skilled workers. Canadian immigration services facing this 

situation have to select increased numbers of less-skilled professionals. The second 

consequence is more fundamental. Since 1990, Romanian immigration to Canada 

was definitive. Despite déclassement, newcomers had little alternative. They 

settled and became part of stable, nineteenth century-type Romanian-Canadian 

communities. However, in the near future, this pattern will be more and more 

challenged by new professional opportunities in Romania and the European Union. 

Disappointed immigrants will simply return home or continue their migration to 

Western Europe. One century ago, two-thirds of the Romanians migrating to the 

New World returned home. There is no reason for the present unsuccessful 

immigrants to do otherwise. 

In the years to come, patterns of Romanian immigration to Canada will 

become similar to the circulatory movement linking today Romania and Western 

Europe. A significant return- and secondary migration will connect Romanian 

communities in Montreal, Toronto or Vancouver to the home country and the EU. 

These communities will stop being islands of a dispersed archipelago, transforming 

themselves into elements of an active, transnational continuum innervated by 

multidirectional human flows. In a way, it is only then they will become part of the 

post-modern world. 
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Social Participation of Turkish and Arabic Immigrants in the 

Neighborhood: Case Study of Moabit West, Berlin  

 

Figen UZAR 

 

Abstract. Social participation of immigrants in district activities and local planning 
processes is given significance in Germany. It has become an important issue with the 
introduction of Neighborhood Management concept in the 1990s. This concept deals with 
districts which have a considerable percentage of low-income, unemployed, low-educated, 
immigrant population and social help beneficiaries. Immigrants are usually seen as the cause of 
the problems in those areas by the authorities since they are not integrated into the host society 
and to the other immigrant groups. Since the 1990s, they have started to be seen as potential 
solution to the problems by means of an active social participation in their neighborhood. 
Desired level of social participation, however, has not been reached due to a number of reasons 
although there are a few immigrants who take part in social, cultural and planning activities in 
their district. 

The aim of this article is to outline the reasons of low participation rates, motivations of 
the participant immigrants and the forms of participation among Turkish and Arabic immigrants 
in a neighborhood of Berlin, Moabit West, based on in-dept interviews made with both non-
participant and participant immigrants and with some immigrant associations. The field research 
was carried out in June 20лрΣ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ΨLƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩΦ ¢ƘŜ 
reasons of low participation which were found as a result of this research study are language 
deficiency, different cultural understandings of participation, looking for concrete results of 
participatory actions and lack of information. The participant immigrants are motivated to solve 
the problems in the district and to change it, to increase integration of the immigrant youth into 
the society and of the immigrants, to the established society. Lastly, participant immigrants 
usually take part in street festivals and youth social work, and in immigrant associations instead 
of German ones. 

 
Keywords: Social participation, integration, neighborhood, Turkish immigrants, 

Arabic immigrants, Berlin 
 

1. Introduction  

This paper is an account of a research study which I carried out in Berlin in 

нллр ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ άLƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅέ to find out the state 

of participation of Turkish and Arabic immigrants in the district activities in Moabit 

West which is a neighborhood of Berlin; their motivations to participate, forms of 
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their participation and the reasons of non-participation. I made interviews with the 

participants and non-participants as well and with the represents of four immigrant 

associations. In this paper, I tried to evaluate the interviews I made, with the help 

of another colleague, to find out why immigrants do not participate in decision-

making processes and in district activities and if they do participate, how, where 

and why they choose to participate.  

CƛǊǎǘƭȅΣ L ǿƛƭƭ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōǊƛŜŦ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ άLƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

/ƛǘȅέ ό½ǳǿŀƴŘŜǊŜǊ ƛƴ ŘŜǊ {ǘŀŘǘύΦ bŜȄǘΣ L ǿƛƭƭ ƎƛǾŜ ŀ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

concept of social participation in the neighborhood; when and where it has 

become an important policy in immigrant issues; how it is related to the integration 

of immigrants into the society and democratization processes, what are the forms 

and methods of participation and last point in this part; what are the reasons of 

ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΩ ƴƻƴ-participation mentioned in the existent literature. After the 

theoretical introduction to the concept of participation, I will pass on to a short 

description of the study area, Moabit West and then to the evaluation of the 

interviews which I conducted in order to find out the answers to my concerns in 

the theoretical part.  

 

2. The Project: Immigrants in the City (Zuwanderer in der Stadt) 

 

Socio-spatial integration of immigrants is the main concern of the project 

άLƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Cityέ which is initiated by Schader Foundation and the partners 

of which are German Association of Cities (DST), German Head Federation of 

Housing and Real Estate Associations (GdW), German Institute of Urban Affairs 

(DIfU) and Institute for Housing, Real Estate, Urban and Regional Development at 

Ruhr-University Bochum (InWIS). The project started in January 2004 and is 

expected to end in August 2006. It is promoted by the German Ministry of 

Education and Research. 

Two assumptions of the project are as follows: first one is the spatial 

concentration of immigrants in certain districts of the cities. Second assumption is 

that the role of labor market as an integrating force leaves its place to the 

neighborhood and home.  

The project is consisted of two bases: the expert forum which is a group of 

academics and practitioners and which give recommendations for integration 

policy; and a practice network which is made up of certain districts of eight cities, 
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namely; Essen with Altendorf and Bergmannsfeld, Frankfurt am Main with 

Nordweststadt, Hamburg with Mümmelmannsberg and Schiffbeker Berg, Hannover 

with Mittelfeld, Mannheim with Neckarstadt-West and Durlacher Straße (Rheinau), 

Munich with Moosach, Nuermberg with Langwasser and Südstadt and lastly Berlin-

Mitte with Moabit-West (www.zuwanderer-in-der-stadt.de).  

The area where and on which I conducted my research study was Moabit-

West in Berlin Mitte. In the following part after the theoretical introduction to the 

concept of social participation in the neighborhood, I will give general 

characteristics of the district and then I pass to the analysis of the interviews. What 

I mean by general characteristics should be understood in a broader perspective to 

comprehend both demographic and social features and also the state of the 

neighborhood in terms of integration and in terms of the existing associations, 

organizations and projects which aim to ease and accelerate the integration and 

participation processes in the district.  

 

3. Social Participation in the Neighborhood: A Theoretical Overview 

 

What is meant by social participation in this paper and within the 

framework of the project is made clear in this part. First, I will mention the 

conditions when and how the concept of participation in the neighborhood 

appeared and is discussed. Later, I will give a definition of social participation 

according to the aims of this project. Then, I will continue with the forms and 

methods of immigrant participation in the neighborhood and the motivations of 

the residents with an immigration background to participate with an emphasis on 

the relationship between social participation in the district activities and 

integration of the neighborhood population. Lastly, I will state the difficulties, 

barriers and handicaps of immigrant participation in the district level.  

Participation of residents in local planning processes and in the district 

ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƛǎǎǳŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨbŜƛƎƘōƻǊƘƻƻŘ 

aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ Ψ{ƻŎƛŀƭ /ƛǘȅΩ ό{ƻŎƛŀƭ /ƛǘȅ 

Development) concept in 1990s (Seidel, 2005, p. 221). This concept deals with 

districts which have a considerable percentage of low-income, unemployed, low-

educated, immigrant population and social help beneficiaries. What this concept 

offers is that these districts seen as problem areas should be renewed in order to 

http://www.zuwanderer-in-der-stadt.de/
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be sustainable residence areas. They should be made attractive for new segments 

of the population and the negative image of those areas should be erased.  

Immigrants, as they usually live in this kind of discriminated districts, are 

sometimes seen as the cause of the problems in those areas by the authorities 

since they are not integrated into the host society and to the other immigrant 

groups. Since 1990s, they have started to be seen as potential solution to the 

problems in the districts they live. In addition to this, immigration and immigrants 

started to be seen as a solution to larger economic and demographic problems of 

Germany because of the rising unemployment rates, decreasing qualified active 

ǿƻǊƪŦƻǊŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀƎƛƴƎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΦ DŜǊƳŀƴȅΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀƎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

this will affect the labor market and security system in the country.  

Germany is an immigration country. This is a fact which German authorities 

and political elite and also German public had not accepted for decades until 2001 

when The Independent Commission on Migration to Germany published their 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ DŜǊƳŀƴȅΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƭŀǿ ǿŀǎ ƳŀŘe in 2004. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ Ǉǳǘǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ DŜǊƳŀƴȅΩǎ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 

importance of integration of them into the host society and their participation 

(2001).  

In this changing framework of ideas of planning and immigration, social 

participation of residents in the neighborhood gained importance. This makes it 

crucial to explain what is meant by social participation in this paper for the 

purposes of the project. There are various types of participation such as political 

participation, participation in the labor market, social and cultural participation. 

What this paper deals with is social and cultural participation of immigrants at the 

neighborhood level. I find it also crucial to divide social participation into two 

categories according to the types of activities which immigrants are expected to 

take part. This division is necessary as the level of participation and level of 

difficulty to pull immigrants into the activities differ according to the type of 

activity and the methods used. The first of these two categories is participation in 

social and cultural activities in the district which can also be further divided as 

participation in immigrant associations and participation in 

associations/organizations initiated by German population or local governments. 

Second type of social participation is participation of the residents in decision-

making processes of spatial planning in the district.  
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This second type of social participation is especially more difficult as it 

needs another and a higher level of consciousness both socio-culturally and 

educationally. Local governments have been complaining about low levels of 

participation in decision-making processes among the majority society, too. Thus, a 

low level of immigrant participation in planning processes in the neighborhood is 

not only about or determined by being an immigrant. Of course, the characteristics 

that are attached to being an immigrant affect this type of participation in a 

negative way. However, this is more importantly influenced by a loss or low level of 

consciousness of citizenship and feelings of belonging to the locality/space on 

which one lives. A little number of residents has this kind of consciousness. 

Moreover, methods of participation used do not address to everybody in the 

society. They are middle class techniques and often criticized on this ground (Hinte, 

2001, p. 155).  

Thus, different methods have to be applied for the participation of 

ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎΦ άtƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǊŜŀƭέ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǎŜŜƴ 

as a best-practice example to make immigrants involve in neighborhood activities. 

Through personal contacts in everyday communication points, they can be 

informed of participation possibilities and their ideas and views can be asked 

(Zuwanderer in der Stadt, 2005, p. 41). Another problem in immigrant participation 

is that there is little number of recruited personnel with ethnic background in 

participation facilities. This leads to a low level of immigrant participation, too. In 

order to have increased rates of participation among immigrants, there has to be 

ŀƴ ΨƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ-ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳƛƴƎΩ ƭƛƪŜ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ-mainstreaming (Otman, 2004). It can 

seem at first as a divisive mechanism rather than an integrative one. However, in 

order to be integrative and to support integration, some time has to be spent on 

learning and evaluating the needs and interests of the immigrant population; how 

they respond to the methods of participation used and whether another method 

works better or not.  

Although participation is generally seen as both an aim in itself and a 

method to achieve integration in the society, participation processes (I mean here 

participation in planning and decision-making processes) do not necessarily have to 

ōŜ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ άŦƛǊǎǘ ǎǘŜǇέΦ Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŜƴŘ ǳp with the integration of 

immigrants by adding their views and thoughts into the planning which will design 

the environment that immigrants share with the majority population. However, in 

more serious processes where the needs of the immigrants are more significant, 



                   
 Social Participation of Turkish and Arabic Immigrants 

JIMS - Volume 1, number 2, 2007 

 

49 
 

the methods and the forms of participation should be appropriate for immigrants 

to understand and evaluate. Participation and integration can be simultaneously 

achieved well in social and cultural activities such as street festivals or cultural 

associations other than need-based and more complex participation facilities.  

Another significant point here to be mentioned is the relationship between 

participation and integration and the importance of the neighborhood for this 

relationship to occur. As socially underprivileged groups in the city such as 

immigrants spend most of their everyday life in their neighborhood, importance of 

home and the district has become important for the integration of them 

(Zuwanderer in der Stadt, 2005, p. 6). If immigrants are made participate in the 

social and cultural activities and in planning processes in their neighborhood, once 

they are engaged in that kind of activities, their integration into the society and 

with other immigrant groups increases.  

There are also difficulties in immigrant participation which are specific 

barriers stemming from being an immigrant. These are language deficiency, having 

a different understanding of participation or little tradition of participation, being 

socio-economically deprived so that immigrants can not participate in activities 

which do not bring them any material benefit, preference of immigrants to take 

part in their own associations. This last point becomes a barrier only when the 

immigrant associations deal with the country ƻŦ ƻǊƛƎƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ άōŀŎƪ ƘƻƳŜέΦ 

If the immigrant association has offers and activities in the neighborhood, then it 

adds also to the social participation of immigrants because what they do in their 

own association, in turn, affects the neighborhood and changes it.  

Immigrants are usually motivated to take part in their own associations as 

they share common interests and needs with their co-ethnics. What are the 

motives of participants in district activities in general? Hoppe itemizes the 

motivations oŦ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǎ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ Ŏƻǳƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΩ 

motivations of participation in the neighborhood: enjoying oneself, meeting 

sympathetic people, helping other people, doing something good for the public, 

gaining and using knowledge and abilities, developing a sense of self responsibility 

and decision making, finding recognition in the society, representing own interests 

and solving own problems (2003, p. 31). There are specific motivations of 

immigrant to participate in addition to these more general incentives which will be 

mentioned in the part where I evaluate the interviews.  
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When we consider the forms of participation of immigrants in the 

neighborhood activities, we see that they usually take part in cultural activities such 

as music, sports or theatre events. Moreover, they join street festivals; they cook 

traditional foods, wear traditional costumes and show their traditional dance 

during these festivals. Some argue that this kind of participation is not actually 

social participation in the district. They claim that it is just enjoyment and do not 

provide the district with any good. However, they are useful in getting into contact 

with the neighbors and it provides the immigrants to identify themselves with the 

district.  

In this part, I tried to clarify what is understood by social participation in 

the neighborhood and forms, methods and problems of social participation of 

immigrants in the neighborhood. Now I will pass to a description of the case study 

area, Moabit West. 

 

4. Moabit West (Berlin Mitte): General Characteristics 

 

           

Sources: Berlin map, Reimann, 2004; air photo of Moabit, Quartiersmanagement flyer 

 

The study area where I conducted my research, Moabit West, is located in 

Berlin Mitte which is formed by three regions (Wedding, Tiergarten and Mitte). 

Moabit West is a part of old quarter Tiergarten. Moabit West is on the north of the 

district Moabit and was a traditional worker and immigrant quarter which has 

made Moabit West, in turn, known as an area full of social and economic problems. 

The southern area of Moabit is, quite contrary to Moabit West, a favorite area to 

live as a result of its proximity to the administrative blocks of the Federal State of 
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.ŜǊƭƛƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŜǘ ά!ƭǘ-aƻŀōƛǘέ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘǿƻ ŀǊŜŀǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ; not only 

physically but also in terms of social, cultural and economic differences of the 

neighborhoods.  

If we have a closer look at the demographic and social structure of Moabit 

West, we see that a high percentage of the population is constituted by 

immigrants, social help beneficiaries and the unemployed. Following tables 

summarize social, economic and demographic structure of Moabit West by 

numbers.  

 

Table 1: Percentage of foreign population in Berlin-Mitte and Quarter 
Management area, Beusselkiez 

 Berlin-Mitte  Beusselkiez (QM Gebiet) 

% of foreign population 27, 3 % (2002) 35, 4 % (2003) 

{ƻǳǊŎŜΥ wŜƛƳŀƴƴΣ .ŜǘǘƛƴŀΦ нллпΦ α½ǿƛǎŎƘŜƴōŜǊƛŎƘǘ CŀƭƭǎǘǳŘƛŜƴǎǘŀŘǘ .ŜǊƭƛƴ 
¦ƴǘŜǊǎǳŎƘǳƴƎǎƎŜōƛŜǘ aƻŀōƛǘ ²Ŝǎǘ ό.ŜǊƭƛƴ aƛǘǘŜύά Zuwanderer in der Stadt 

 

Table 2: Percentage of social help beneficiaries and the unemployed in Moabit 
West 

Moabit West Foreigners Total 

Social help beneficiaries (2002) 18,9 % 12,8 % 

Unemployed 28, 9 % 20, 2 % 

{ƻǳǊŎŜΥ wŜƛƳŀƴƴΣ .ŜǘǘƛƴŀΦ нллпΦ α½ǿƛǎŎƘŜƴōŜǊƛŎƘǘ CŀƭƭǎǘǳŘƛŜƴǎǘŀŘǘ .ŜǊƭƛƴ 
UntersuchunƎǎƎŜōƛŜǘ aƻŀōƛǘ ²Ŝǎǘ ό.ŜǊƭƛƴ aƛǘǘŜύά Zuwanderer in der Stadt 

 

Foreign population in the Quarter Management area, Beusselkiez, was 35, 

4 % in 2003 and it is more than the percentage of foreign population in Berlin Mitte 

(Here I use the figures for Beusselkiez since data is not available for Moabit West 

and since Beusselkiez and Moabit West are close to each other in terms of 

demographic and social structure). Percentage of social help beneficiaries and the 

unemployed in Moabit West is higher among foreign population (18, 9% and 28, 

9% respectively). 

After examining the social, economic and demographic structure of Moabit 

West, it is also important to have a closer look at the social relationships between 

different groups in this heterogeneous neighborhood. How is the relationship of 

immigrant population with the German population and how is the communication 

between different immigrant groups such as Turks, Arabs and former Yugoslavians? 

Can we talk about an integrated Moabit? It seems very difficult to talk about this 
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because of a two-fold process. First of all, individual immigrant groups have little 

contact with the German population and secondly, different immigrant groups 

ƘŀǾŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜǘƘƴƛŎ 

economy which lead them to have conflicts with each other. For instance, Turkish 

immigrants in the ethnic economy are irritated by the high numbers of Arabs who 

take part in the economic structure of Moabit with their restaurants and shops. 

This fact has been increasing by the continuous migration of people from Middle 

Eastern and North African regions to Germany as a result of the ongoing wars and 

political instability.  

Because of the intersection of low levels of integration, high density of 

social problems and high percentage of young immigrant population in Moabit 

West, we see numerous organizations, associations and projects, either initiated by 

the local government or by the immigrants themselves, in order to ease the 

integration and participation of immigrants. These efforts especially aim the 

integration and participation of children and teenagers with an immigration 

background. However, the existing organizations are still insufficient to supply the 

need in the district. Thus, social work concerned with youth and children is seen as 

a deficiency in Moabit West by experts (Reimann, Zwischenbericht 

Untersuchungsgebiet Moabit West, p. 25). Why is it important to work especially 

on the participation of children and teenagers in the district? Firstly, as I stated in 

the previous parts, participation of immigrants in the social and cultural activities in 

the district is important for the integration of them into the society because 

neighborhood and home have become the places where high percentage of socially 

underprivileged residents spend most of their everyday life, weekends and 

holidays. They have seldom opportunity to take part in social and cultural activities 

in the other districts. In addition to this first reason, it is particularly vital for the 

youth and the children as they are the ones among the whole immigrant 

population who stays in their neighborhood mostly and as it is easier to integrate 

younger generations and to have them participated.  

To have a rough idea about the types of organizations, associations and 

projects in Moabit West, I will give a list of organizations which aim to help 

immigrants through their offers such as consultancy, language courses, and free 

time activities and also in a broader perspective, which aim the integration and 

participation of immigrants in the district level. I will exclude the self-help groups 

and country of origin oriented associations of immigrants as they are of no use for 
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the concerns of the project. These are not all of the associations in Moabit but the 

mostly known ones: Al-Tadamun e. V., Fenerbahce Berlin e. V. 1989 Türkischer 

Kulturverein, Bacim e. V., Beraberce e. V. Türkisch-Deutscher Mädchenverein, Al-

Bayan- Islamischer Kulturverein e. V., Al-Diwan e. V., Atatürk e. V., El-Patio e. V., F. 

C. Karame, Dünja Mädchen Verein, Haus der Weisheit (Moschee and Kulturverein), 

Stadtteilplenum, Stadtschloss Moabit (Moabiter Ratschlag), Quartiersmanagement 

Moabit West- Stern, SOS Kinderdorf, Gangway-Straßensozialarbeit etc. (For further 

information www.moabitwest.de, www.moabiter-ratschlag.de) 

There were four of these associations, organizations and projects which I 

made interviews with, namely, Dünja Mädchen-Kultur-Treff (DüƴƧŀ DƛǊƭǎΩ /ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 

Meeting Point), F. C. Karame, Al-Diwan and Stadtteilplenum. I will be talking about 

the reasons why I chose to make interviews with these four 

organizations/associations/projects in the following part where I will describe the 

aims and activities of them.  

 

5. Interview Partners 

 

Dünja Mädchen-Kultur-Treff:  

Dünja, as a club for girls to meet and share experiences, was the idea of an 

immigrant girl from Palestine. With her idea, she went to the Jugendamt (Youth 

Welfare Office) and asked for a place to realize her project and in 1999, Dünja was 

founded in Moabit in a place which was renovated by all the participant girls. It is 

financially supported by Jugendamt. There are two social workers who are paid 

through this institution and other social workers are paid through other projects. 

There are also internees and voluntary workers.  

The aims of Dünja are to provide the girls in the neighborhood a place 

where they can spend their free time with the other girls and where they can get 

help with their school work, psychological problems or problems in their families. 

The services offered by Dünja are as follows: homework help, help with computer 

and internet use, consultancy in university and job applications, free time activities, 

consultancy in all kinds of difficulties in life, discussions about integration, 

intercultural and inter-ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ 

and religion. Dünja, with its broader perspective on integration and participation, is 

one of the successful examples of district projects in Moabit and also in Berlin. It is 

an open place to all cultures and there are Arabic, Turkish, German, Asians girls 

http://www.moabitwest.de/
http://www.moabiter-ratschlag.de/
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participating in it. In 2004, Dünja was given Berliner Integrations-Sonderpreis 

(Berlin Special Integration Prize). (For further information www.moabiter-

ratschlag.de) 

 

F. C. Karame: 

F. C. Karame was founded in 1978 first as a sports club for the Arabic 

teenagers, who migrated to Germany because of security and economic reasons 

from Lebanon and Palestine without their parents. The aim of the club was to 

provide those teenagers with a free time activity and by this way to prevent 

ǘƘŜƳ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƴƎŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ άǎǘǊŜŜǘǎέΦ Lƴ мффлΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ƳƻǾŜŘ ǘƻ 

Moabit where its concern had changed from just being a sports club to a 

migrant association which started to deal with youth and family social work. F. 

C. Karame works mainly on honorary basis and partly gets financial support 

from Bezirksamt Mitte (Borough of Mitte). There are eleven people working in 

the association only one of whom gets salary. All of the others are voluntary 

social workers. What is offered by F. C. Karame is nearly the same with what 

Dünja offers: language and computer courses, free time activities for the 

teenagers, homework help, consultancy for families, theatre and folklore 

ƎǊƻǳǇǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ǇŀƴŜƭǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΩ 

problems, conflicts between different cultures and religions, too, especially on 

the conflict between the Jewish and the Muslim in Israel and Palestine.  

Al-Diwan e. V.: 

Al-Diwan e. V. was founded in 2001 as a family association. However, 

instead of being called as an Arabic family association, it prefers to be called as 

a German-Arabic cultural association as its aim is the integration of different 

groups of immigrants and also integration of German and immigrant groups. 

They get personal (labor) help from Bezirksamt and the founder of the 

association, Mr. El-Said, supports his association himself with some support 

from his relatives. He and a German social pedagogue work voluntarily for Al-

Diwan. Services offered by Al-Diwan are consultancy in bureaucratic processes, 

help with official letter writing, German and Arabic language courses, free time 

activities for children and teenagers.  

Stadtteilplenum:  

Stadtteilplenum is a modified form of citizen participation organized by 

Moabiter Ratschlag (Moabit Council) and Quartiersmanagement Moabit West. 

http://www.moabiter-ratschlag.de/
http://www.moabiter-ratschlag.de/
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It takes place every third Tuesday of the month and it is open to everybody who 

is interested in joining the discussions about planning Moabit West. The aim of 

Stadtteilplenum is to achieve something good and useful for Moabit together 

with the politicians and residents. Discussions are usually in the form of round 

table discussion and moderated by two social workers from the Moabiter 

Ratschlag and Quartiersmanagement. The topics to be discussed are usually 

determined according to the wishes of the residents who participate. A 

bureaucrat or a politician who is responsible for that certain topic is invited and 

residents ask questions to her/him and share their concerns and ideas about 

the topic. The profile of the participants varies. There are not only intellectuals 

but also people who live in Moabit without high educational level. However, 

people who participate regularly are those for whom their district is important 

and who want to change something in their neighborhood. There are also 

participants who are interested in politics. This means participation in a citizen 

forum such as Stadtteilplenum is determined mostly by interest. What is lacking 

in the Stadtteilplenum and what is disturbing the organizers of this discussion 

panel is the low levels of immigrants participating. I will be dealing with the 

reasons of low participation rates in Stadtteilplenum in the evaluation of the 

interviews part.  

Why I chose to make interviews with these immigrant associations 

depends on the popularity of them among immigrant population in Moabit 

West. The other reason is that they display successful examples for the 

participation of the immigrants and they try to achieve social participation of 

immigrants in Moabit. They attempt to do useful organizations and activities 

both for Moabit West and for the integration of immigrants and the majority 

society. Later, I chose to make interviews with these associations because they 

were the most open organizations to answer my questions and to talk about 

their activities.  

The reason why I chose Stadtteilplenum is that it is the mostly used 

discussion forum of Moabit residents and it is necessary to compare the 

answers of immigrant associations with a German organization which tries to 

build connections with immigrants. Additionally, it was one of the main 

concerns of this research study to find out why immigrants do not get involved 

ƛƴ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀŘǘǘŜƛƭǇƭŜƴǳƳΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘȅ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ 

important to know the organization closely. 
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6. Evaluation of the interviews 

 

In order to find out the motivations of the immigrant participants in social 

activities in Moabit West and the forms and methods of participation used and 

more importantly, the reasons of non-participation of the majority of the 

immigrants, I did interviews with both immigrants who actively take part in the 

activities in the district and who do not participate in any of the activities. To be 

able to reach the first group of interviewees, who were the participants, I 

contacted the four associations I mentioned above. I made interviews with the 

responsible people and also with the people who take part in the activities of those 

associations. Firstly, I talked to Hatice Ciftci, who is a social worker in Dünja. After 

this first contact with her, I attended discussion groups of the girls in Dünja. The 

themes were Moabit, ƛǘǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ŀƴŘ ƎƛǊƭǎΩ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƛƴ 5ǸƴƧŀΦ 

aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ L ŀǘǘŜƴŘŜŘ aƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ .ǊŜŀƪŦŀǎǘ ǘǿƛŎŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘ ōȅ 

5ǸƴƧŀ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ƎƛǊƭǎ ƎŜǘ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ 

and share their experiences. The themes were again motivations to participate and 

Moabit West in general.  

The second person interviewed was Mr. Zaher from F. C. Karame where 

two interviews with two participant boys were made. Next, Mr. Said from Al-Diwan 

was interviewed and lastly, Susanna Torka, who is one of the moderators of 

Stadtteilplenum, was spoken to.  

It was easier to reach the participant immigrants than the non-participant 

immigrants. Although the participants are less in number, they can be reached 

through associations and organizations and this makes the communication with 

them easier. However, I had great difficulty when I tried to make interviews with 

the non-participants. The only way to reach them was to make interviews with the 

people on the street. Thus, I could make thirteen interviews with the people who 

do not participate in any kind of social activities in their district, other than street 

festivals. I should state that non-response rate was very high when we consider the 

people who could not speak German, who misunderstood what I asked and who 

had no interest in what I was asking.  

In this part, I will try to analyze the interviews while keeping the following 

questions in my mind as tools to structure the evaluation of the interviews: how do 

immigrants conceive Moabit as their neighborhood area? What are the problems in 
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Moabit from the point of view of the immigrants? How do these problems affect, 

motivate or hinder immigrants to participate? What are the motivations of 

participant immigrants and what are forms and methods of their participation? 

How can the methods of participation be improved in order to activate the 

immigrants who do not take part in any kind of social or decision-making activity in 

their neighborhood? What are the reasons why immigrants do not participate in 

the district activities? What is the importance of participation of immigrants in the 

district activities, for the immigrants themselves, or the neighborhood and for the 

majority society? 

 

Problems in Moabit 

As I stated in the part where I gave a short description of Moabit West, 

Moabit is seen as a problem area by the experts. With its high percentage of 

immigrant, unemployed and social help beneficiary population, the district has to 

face social and economic problems. What the residents of Moabit West uttered 

during the interviews was not different from the expert views. They also see their 

neighborhood as a problem area. However, here I must point out that there was a 

difference between the views of the immigrants who participate and who do not 

participate. While the participant immigrants talked about integration problems, 

social and economic problems in the area, non-participants stated that they do not 

see any problems in Moabit or that although there are problems-however they did 

not name any-they are obliged to live in Moabit. There were also paradoxical 

ŀƴǎǿŜǊǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ōȅ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άL Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƭƛƪŜ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ aƻŀōƛǘ ŀǘ 

ŀƭƭ ōǳǘ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ hYέ ƻǊ ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘΦ [ƛŦŜ ƛǎ ƘŜǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ 

ōŀŘέΦ  

When we look at the answers given by the immigrants who participate, we 

see that they are mostly problems of integration and difference. I tried to 

categorize the most commonly stated problems in Moabit West by the immigrant 

participants in the following: 

άThere is little contact and communication between the residents of Moabit; both 

between different immigrant groups and between immigrant population and Germans. 

There are different immigrant groups living together but they have contacts only with their 

co-ethnics; Turks with Turks and Arabs with Arabsέ 

άThe district is very crowded and there is a high rate of foreign population 

composed of many different nationalities. There is the feeling that you do not live in 

Germany and that aƻŀōƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ŘŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘέ 
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Social problems and conflicts within the immigrant families; High crime 

rates and fights in the district; Discomfort, uneasiness in the neighborhood; High 

unemployment rates; High flat rents; Drug dealers and drug users; Pollution and 

lack of maintenance of the infrastructure. These problems, which were mentioned 

by the immigrants who take part in social activities in Moabit, are, in fact, the 

factors which lead the participant immigrants take part; which lead them go into 

action and do something against these problems. Thus, there is a strong connection 

between the problems stated and the motivations of participants to participate. 

Before building the connection between the two areas, it is significant to look 

deeper into the motivations of the participants.  

 

Motivations of participants 

Immigrants who participate in the neighborhood activities are motivated to 

solve and to better the problems which they see in their district. All of the 

participants I talked to believe that low levels of integration can be increased 

through participation. To quote Mr. El Said from Al-Diwan: 

ά²ƘŜƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΣ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊέ 

In order to achieve integration, many of the participants are engaged in 

youth social work because they believe that and also experience has shown that, it 

is more difficult to work with the first generation immigrants in the field of 

integration. The efforts in integrating the first generation immigrants who are not 

capable of the language, who are generally low-educated and who have a totally 

different socio-cultural background, are tempted to give negative results. Thus, 

participants prefer to work with the teenagers. Their motivation to participate in 

the district activities is their attempts to integrate the youth into the society and to 

keep them away from the problems in the neighborhood such as crime, drug 

addiction, by offering them something to do in their free time. For instance, one of 

the voluntary workers in F. C. Karame, Fouad, stated that he wants to help children 

because when he was young he always created problems and now he wants them 

to keep away from problems.  

Participants who pointed out the problems of contact and communication 

between different immigrant groups take part in intercultural projects to increase 

the level of communication and to improve the quality of contact between 

immigrant groups and between immigrants and Germans. For instance, the women 

ǿƘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƛƴ aƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ .ǊŜŀƪŦŀǎǘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ 5ǸƴƧŀΣ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
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concerns about the little contact between the residents of Moabit. As a result of 

their concern, they participate in this activity of Dünja and as I learned from them 

during the interviews that they also participate in other activities in their district 

such as the activities of Nachbarschafthaus and Diakonie. They try to get into 

contact with other immigrants and with Germans by participating in street 

festivals, too.  

When we look at the motivations of immigrant girls who take part in Dünja, 

we see that they are also motivated to get rid of the problems they utter, namely, 

problems of restricted freedom by living in an ethnic community and patriarchal 

oppression in general. What they try to achieve with Dünja is to create a private 

sphere for themselves in the public, outside home, which is the traditional private 

sphere. They want to be visible in the society through their participation in the 

neighborhood. They want to show that they are also residents of Moabit West; 

they want to stress their existence as immigrant girls. Moreover, they want to have 

a say in the processes about Moabit, they want to change their environment and 

play a role in its development. There are also motivations like enjoying themselves, 

knowing other people, told by the participants.  

 

 
Waldstrassenfest in Moabit West and the participants of Dünja 
Photograph taken by F. Uzar 

Unfortunately, not all of the immigrants are motivated to participate. On 

the contrary, number of immigrants who do not involve in the neighborhood 

activities is higher than the number of participants. In the next section, I will 


