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Chapter 3
Emigration from Latvia: A Brief History 
and Driving Forces in the Twenty-First 
Century

Mihails Hazans

3.1  Introduction

In recent years, Latvia has experienced waves of intense emigration, establishing it 
as one of the worst-affected among EU/EFTA member states. This is true with 
respect to both post-crisis emigration rates of working-age nationals (Fries-Tersch 
et al. 2017, Fig. 7–8) and the total (as of 2015) mobility rates of working-age nation-
als (Fries-Tersch et al. 2017, Fig. 9).1 Remarkably, this finding is robust with respect 
to data source: the emigration rates come from migration statistics, while mobility 
rates are based on EU Labour Force Survey (LFS) data.

Emigration from Latvia is an interesting subject not only because of its intensity. 
In many other high emigration countries, population is a redundant factor, but this 
is not the case in Latvia. Since the beginning of the twenty-first century, loss of 
population due to emigration has been reinforced by negative natural change in all 
three Baltic countries, as well as in Bulgaria and Romania (Fig. 3.1). In 17 years 
(2000–2016), Latvia and Lithuania have lost the largest population shares (about 
20%) among EU countries. Moreover, Latvia and Lithuania are among the top three 
countries (after Bulgaria) with the largest negative natural population changes dur-
ing this period.

This contrasts with positive demographic developments in the main destination 
countries of Baltic migrants – the UK, Ireland, the Nordic countries, and Germany. 
Only Germany features negative natural change, but it is not as big as in Latvia and 
has been more than compensated by positive net migration (Fig. 3.1).

1 Latvia ranks second in both cases  – after Lithuania in the former and after Romania (before 
Portugal and Lithuania) in the latter.
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Fig. 3.1 Natural change of population and net migration, 2000–2016. EU28+Norway. (Source: 
Calculation with Eurostat data. For the Baltic countries data and Poland, the migration statistics of 
destination countries have been used to correct national net migration data (see Hazans 2013, 
2015a, 2016a, 2017a), thus increasing estimates of net migration outflows by 0.7–1.9 points for the 
Baltic countries and by 4.6 points for Poland)

Natural decrease of Latvia’s population has been driven both by low total fertility 
rate (TFR)2 and high mortality (especially among men).

Latvia’s population is ageing steadily. Between 2000 and 2015 the percentage 
share of children and teenagers shrank, while the shares of those aged 40–64 and 
especially 65+ grew. The working-age population in Latvia is shrinking faster than 
in any OECD country except Japan (OECD 2016). In that period 2000–2015, the 
old age dependency ratio (OADR, 65+/15–64) in Latvia was higher and growing 
faster than in the main destination countries of Latvian migrants (except for 
Germany). According to the Eurostat baseline projection, by 2050 this ratio is 
expected to reach 60%, compared to 51% in Germany, 46% in Ireland and 40% in 
the UK and Norway (Fig. 3.2; see Fries-Tersch et al. 2017, Fig. 15 for similar evi-
dence regarding OADR 65+/20–64 in 2030).

While at the start of the twenty-first century (covering the period 2000–2016) 
Latvia has been a country of labour emigration, in the twentieth century Latvia saw 
periods of economically motivated immigration, times of humanitarian catastrophes 

2 Latvia’s TFR was well below that found in most destination countries in 2000–2014 but is recov-
ering since and is expected to stabilise at about 1.85.
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Fig. 3.2 Old age dependency ratio 2000–2015 and forecast for 2020–2050. Latvia and the main 
destination countries of Latvian emigrants. (Source: Eurostat data and main scenario projections. 
Note: The old age dependency ratio (OADR) is the ratio of population aged 65+ to those aged 
15–64)

and associated outflows of refugees and displaced persons, as well as mass deporta-
tions during periods of occupation and episodes of ethnically and politically driven 
emigration. There was also mass immigration of labour and military personnel 
which was centrally planned by the Soviet regime and, in addition, immigration of 
their families.

This chapter starts with a brief history of the main population flows (migration, 
refugees and deportation) from and to Latvia in the twentieth century before describ-
ing the scale, main destinations and dynamics of emigration in the early twenty-first 
century, as well as its effect on the size and demographic potential of the population. 
It proceeds by analysing the four waves of recent emigration:

 (i) The pre-EU accession wave, 2000–2003;
 (ii) The post-accession wave, 2004–2008;
 (iii) The crisis-driven wave, 2009–2010 and
 (iv) The post-crisis wave, 2011–2016.

The economic and social contexts of these emigration waves will be considered 
and a conceptual framework and set of hypotheses about their nature will be offered, 
using the human capital theory, the new economic theory of migration and the net-
work theory, and institutional factors will be emphasised. The chapter also analyses 
changes in ethnic composition and educational profile of the four waves of 
emigrants.

Issues such as labour market outcomes and the life satisfaction of emigrants and 
returnees will not be considered, nor will the economic impact of emigration (see 
Hazans 2013, 2015d, 2016a, c, 2017a, b, 2018).

3 Emigration from Latvia: A Brief History and Driving Forces in the Twenty-First…
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3.2  Latvian Migration in the Twentieth Century3

In the nineteenth and early twentieth century Latvia was part of the Russian Empire. 
During the second part of the nineteenth century, after the end of indentured servi-
tude and gradual lifting of other restrictions on human mobility, intensive rural- 
urban migration resulted in rapid urban growth. Riga’s population almost quadrupled 
between 1863 and 1897. Growing cities attracted economic migrants from other 
parts of the Russian empire as well as from Germany and other European countries. 
At the same time, substantial numbers of Latvians moved outside Latvia’s territory. 
By the end of the nineteenth century more than 10% of all ethnic Latvians were part 
of diaspora, including 112,000 in the Russian Empire (spread from provinces nearby 
Latvia to Siberia) and 35,000 living in the West.

‘Migration systems’ (see Bakewell 2014 and references therein) to and from 
Latvia kept working in the early part of the twentieth century. Russian, German and 
Jewish communities in Latvian cities and towns were strong and to some extent 
self-sufficient, and knowledge of Russian, German and other languages was wide-
spread. These were important elements of inward migration systems which, in turn, 
strengthened these communities. By 1913, only one-third of Riga’s residents were 
native born. Most of Riga’s adult population spoke both Latvian and another lan-
guage: 80% of men and two-thirds of women aged 20+, according to the 1925 
census. Outside Riga this rate was lower, but it was still significant: above 50% 
among men and almost 30% among women.4

Apart from economic migrants, significant numbers of Jewish refugees from 
Russia, Ukraine, Belarus and Poland entered Latvia (and other Baltic provinces) in 
the 1880s and early twentieth century. This was to escape the growing anti- Semitism 
and violent pogroms. Economic reasons also played a role in Jewish migration to 
Latvia, but these are difficult to quantify. Many of these Jewish immigrants moved 
on, to the United States and Palestine.

Important elements of the migration systems outwards were the numerous well- 
organised Latvian colonies, organisations and religious communities outside Latvia. 
There were also special preferential regime for new settlers in many Russian prov-
inces, and by 1897, more than 70 colonies of Latvian farmers were established 
across the Russian Empire. Many Latvians settled in cities and found jobs as profes-
sionals, blue collar or service workers. Between 1897 and 1913, the number of 
Latvian schools outside the country more than trebled, increasing from 14 to 52, 
while the size of the Latvian diaspora increased to approximately 220,000, includ-
ing 45,000 in the West (mostly in the United States). Following the 1905 Revolution 
about 5000 political refugees and 2652 deportees constituted a relatively small but 
important part of emigration from Latvia at the beginning of the twentieth century.

3 This section combines information compiled from various sources by Zelče (2011) and the National 
History Museum of Latvia (2016) with our own elaboration on data from the Central Statistical 
Bureau of Latvia (2016a, b, c, 2017a, b, c) and OECD (2008, 2017).
4 Calculations by the author based on data from the Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia (2016c).
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Fig. 3.3 Net migration and net migration rate by sub-period of the twentieth century (% of the 
initial population). (Source: Data cited in Zelče (2011) and the National History Museum of Latvia 
(2016), Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia (2016a, b, 2017a, b), OECD (2017), and author’s own 
calculation)

Despite intensive migration both to and from Latvia, the migration balance dur-
ing the late nineteenth and early twentieth century was significantly positive. During 
the period 1900–1913, the increase in Latvia’s population due to net migration was 
13% (nearly 1% per  annum) of the initial population, or 264,000 persons5 (see 
Fig. 3.3).

During World War I and the Russian civil war, around one million Latvia’s resi-
dents moved to other territories (mostly in Russia) as refugees, displaced persons, 
evacuees or after being mobilised into armed forces. In 5 years Latvia lost 37% of 
its population (Fig. 3.3). Around half died outside Latvia, while others settled in 
Soviet Russia, Estonia, Lithuania and Germany. Less than one-third returned after 
the war. Many former Latvian soldiers, known as ‘Red Riflemen’ settled in Russia 
after the war, serving in the new Soviet government’s security forces or as Bolshevik 
Party functionaries, while others resumed their lives as civilians in some of the 
Latvian colonies or in cities.

In 1918, the independent Latvian state was created. Over the next 10  years, 
around 300,000 people returned to Latvia, most of them in the period 1919–1921. 
Net migration during the 4.5 years between the 1920 and 1925 censuses was 200,000 
people, or 13% of the country’s population in 1920 (Fig. 3.3). Political refugees and 
deportees accounted for a small but not negligible part of these migration flows. 
More than 10,000 people moved to Soviet Russia or were expelled from Latvia for 
engaging in ‘anti-state activities’, while around 15,000 moved to Latvia fleeing the 
Soviet regime.

The period between 1925 and 1938 was characterised by the low intensity of 
migration. The annual average net migration rate was 0.04% in 1925–1929 and 

5 Ironically, 100 years later (in 2000–2014), Latvia lost the same number of people to migration.

3 Emigration from Latvia: A Brief History and Driving Forces in the Twenty-First…
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0.02% in 1930–1938 (Fig.  3.3). Land reform largely eliminated the motivation 
among farmers to emigrate. The economic situation was perceived as good by the 
majority of the population. Self-employment accounted for more than 60% of total 
employment, while the unemployment rate was below 1%. Nevertheless, about 
5000 people moved from Latvia to the US between 1920 and 1939, while 2700 
moved to Brazil and 4500 to Palestine.

The largest Latvian diasporas in the 1920s and 1930s were found in Soviet 
Russia (151,400 according to the 1926 census), the US (38,000), Lithuania (30,000), 
Estonia (12,300) and Brazil (7000).

From a migration perspective, the decade between 1939 and 1949 can be 
described as an ‘era of displaced persons and refugees’ for Latvia (Zelče 2011, 
p. 62). In 1939–1940, 51,000 ethnic Germans left for Germany in a ‘repatriation’ 
programme launched by Hitler’s government. Another 10,500 Germans followed 
during the winter of 1941, after Latvia’s incorporation into the USSR. Overall, these 
two waves reduced Latvia’s population by 2.6%.

On 14 June 1941, 15,424 people (0.8% of Latvia’s population) were deported as 
‘class enemies’ by the Soviet regime. Some were arrested and sent to camps in 
Northern parts of Russia. Administrative deportees were settled in Siberia, the 
Kazakh Republic and elsewhere. About 40% of the 1941 deportees died in camps or 
in exile. In June 1941 Germany invaded the USSR and Latvia was occupied by the 
Nazis, prompting around 53,000 people to leave Latvia for other regions of the 
USSR; some were evacuated while others found their way as refugees. Overall, in 
the period 1939–1941 Latvia lost about 6.6% of its population as repatriates, deport-
ees and refugees (Fig. 3.3).

According to conservative estimates, another 242,000 people (13.4% of the pop-
ulation) were lost due to different types of forced migration in the period 1942–
1945. This figure covers:

 (i) Those who were mobilised and sent outside Latvia in the ranks of the Nazi 
army or the Red/Soviet Army (excluding those who were killed during the 
war);

 (ii) Those who chose (or were forced) to work in Germany during the war;
 (iii) Refugees who left Latvia for Germany and other Western countries (Austria, 

Belgium, Denmark and Sweden) at the end of the war (or immediately after it) 
to avoid life under the Soviet regime.

The total also accounts for return migration from other parts of the Soviet Union 
which started in 1945 (estimated inflow in that year is 15,000 persons).

Most refugees, as well as members of the Latvian Legion who had served as 
soldiers in the German army, ended up in Displaced Persons camps, but in 1947 a 
programme began to close these camps, and refugees began to move to countries 
which were ready to receive them. This was the starting point of the post-war wave 
of the Latvian diaspora. About 45,000 went to the US; Australia and Canada received 
about 20,000 each; 17,000 ended up in the UK; 15,000 settled in Germany, 4000 in 
Sweden, 5000 in South America and 5000 elsewhere. One of the key elements facil-
itating the respective migration systems was the International Refugee Organisation 

M. Hazans
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(IRO 1947–1951), succeeded by the UNHCR, as well as Latvian organisations 
existing previously in the host countries.

Latvia, re-occupied by the Soviet Union since 1945, experienced a mass return 
of refugees and military personnel between 1946 and 1948, as well as the inflow 
(partly centrally managed) of migrants from other parts of the Soviet Union. These 
factors increased Latvia’s population by more than 323,000, or 21%, in just 3 years 
(Fig. 3.3).

Return migration and immigration continued in 1949–1950, but the migration 
balance in this period was negative (equalling a loss of almost 16,000 persons, or 
0.8% of the population) due to the forced deportation of 42,125 people (2.2% of 
population) to Siberia or the Far East of the USSR on March 25, 1949. Later (mostly 
in 1956–1957, after the denunciation of Stalinist repression at the 20th Congress of 
the Communist Party), around 80% of those exiled in 1949 returned to Latvia 
(Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia 2017b).

Between 1951 and 1990, immigration into Latvia from other parts of the Soviet 
Union continued at high (although decreasing) rates: from 9.5% in 1951–1960 to 
6.6% in 1961–1970; 5.1% in 1971–1980 and 3.8% in 1981–1989 (Fig. 3.3). As the 
result, the share of ethnic Latvians in Latvia’s population fell from 77% in 1935 to 
52% in 1989.

Key elements which kept this migration system going included:

 1. Centralised decision making on the allocation of resources, including the labour 
force;

 2. Mandatory prescription of their workplace for university graduates for a period 
of at least 3 years;

 3. Russian language as the official language in all parts of the Soviet Union;
 4. The standard of living being higher in Latvia (and other Baltic republics) than 

elsewhere in the Soviet Union (except Moscow and Leningrad).

Emigration from Latvia under the Soviet regime was almost impossible. The 
exception (which became possible under international pressure) was the emigration 
of Jews: about 13,000 emigrated to Israel, Germany, the US and Canada between 
1968 and 1980, and another 16,000 left in the subsequent 9 years up to 1989. Some 
Poles and Germans were also able to emigrate thanks to family reunification 
agreements.

In the last decade of the twentieth century, after the restoration of Latvia’s inde-
pendence in 1990, the country lost 6.7% of its population to migration in two paral-
lel processes (Figs. 3.3 and 3.4).

First, especially in the first half of the decade, there was a vast outflow of the 
Russian-speaking population to Russia and, to a smaller extent, other CIS coun-
tries.6 For some of these emigrants this was, in fact, forced family migration: signifi-
cant numbers of Soviet Army staff had to leave Latvia, and their family members 
joined them. For many others, emigration was triggered by dramatic changes in a 
number of fundamental life domains  – changes which affected their social and 

6 The CIS included the republics of the former Soviet Union except for the Baltics.

3 Emigration from Latvia: A Brief History and Driving Forces in the Twenty-First…
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Fig. 3.4 Latvia’s net migration 1990–1999, by destination. (Source: Central Statistical Bureau of 
Latvia (2017c, d) and statistical offices of EFTA countries)

 economic status, self-perception, relationships with others and perspectives on life. 
The political regime changed from being a global superpower, a multi-national 
Communist empire with the Russian language being both the lingua franca and the 
main official means of communication, to a neo-liberal national state previously 
occupied by that very superpower, where the official communication between all 
state and municipal institutions and the civil and business population was only in the 
Latvian language. The change of language substantially weakened the labour mar-
ket position of those without good Latvian language skills (Hazans 2010, 2011a). In 
addition, many of the large manufacturing enterprises and research institutes closed 
down in the early 1990s. Some of them had previously been part of the Soviet 
military- industrial complex which had employed large numbers of the post-war 
immigrants and their descendants. Finally, citizenship of the new independent state 
was granted only to those who were citizens of the Latvian Republic between 1918 
and 1940 and their descendants, while others were offered a choice between a 
Latvian ‘non-citizen’ passport or applying for Russian citizenship (see Muižnieks 
2006). These ‘push’ factors, together with strong family, social and professional 
networks the post-war immigrants to Latvia had in Russia and other CIS countries, 
as well as their relatively easy access to Russian citizenship, contributed to the rise 
of the Latvia-CIS migration system in the 1990s. Transformation of all 15 Soviet 
republics into independent nation states also worked as a ‘pull’ factor, as ethnic 
Ukrainians, Uzbeks, Kazakhs, etc. living in Latvia in Soviet times considered mov-
ing back to their respective countries.

M. Hazans



43

0 1000 2000 3000 4000 5000 6000 7000 8000

Germany

US

Nordic countries

UK

Canada

Ireland

Switzerland

Italy

France & Spain

Netherlands & Belgium

Australia & New Zealand

Fig. 3.5 Post-Soviet emigrants from Latvia in OECD countries by the end of the twentieth cen-
tury. (Source: OECD (2008, 2017) and author’s own calculation. Note: UK data refer to 2001. Data 
for Germany refer to all nationals of Latvia residing in Germany by the end of 1999 and therefore 
might also include some Soviet-era emigrants)

Secondly, the fall of the Iron Curtain allowed for pioneer emigration (Bakewell 
et al. 2011) to the West. This was mostly economically motivated, but also included 
student migration, international family formation and so on. Both ethnic Latvians 
and Russian-speakers were found among these pioneers. Some of them relied on 
help and information support from the rich social infrastructure created in the 
Western countries by the post-war Latvian refugees (see Zelče 2011, pp. 64–66 and 
references therein) or from less formal social networks among Russian-speaking 
emigrants from the Soviet Union in Germany, the United States, Canada, Australia 
and elsewhere. Other pioneers were able to find their own way themselves or by 
using professional or business contacts in the West acquired while working in 
Latvia. In the early 1990s, the majority of emigrants to the West went to destinations 
outside Europe, but it was the other way around in the late 1990s (Fig. 3.4). By the 
end of the twentieth century, the post-Soviet Latvian diaspora in OECD countries 
accounted for about 21,000 people (see Fig. 3.5 for details).

Finally, there was some return migration in the 1990s of ethnic Latvians (both 
from the West and from the CIS countries) to Latvia after independence was 
restored.

During 1989–1999, the net migration of ethnic Latvians was positive at 1.8%, 
while the net migration of the minority population was negative at −16.8% 
(Table 3.1). The population share of ethnic Latvians increased from 52% in 1989 to 
57.7% in 2000.

3 Emigration from Latvia: A Brief History and Driving Forces in the Twenty-First…
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Table 3.1 Net migration of Latvia’s population by main ethnic groups, 1989–2016

1989–1999 2000–2010 2011–2016 2000–2016

Total −7.1% −7.9% −3.7% −11.3%
Latvians 1.8% −5.5% −3.1% −8.4%
Minorities −16.8% −11.2% −4.7% −15.4%
Russians −18.0% −11.8% −4.8% −16.0%
Ukrainians −31.3% −13.1% −2.8% −15.5%
Belarussians −13.1% −9.8% −2.0% −11.6%
Poles … −7.8% −5.4% −12.8%
Lithuanians … −7.7% −4.1% −11.5%

Source: Calculation based on the Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia (2017e, f)
It is likely that data for 1989–1999 over-estimate the absolute net migration of Latvians and minor-
ities because, during this period, Soviet passports were changed to Latvian ones, and many of those 
born in ethnically mixed families changed their ethnicity from Russian to Latvian, Polish, etc. Data 
for 2000–2016 rely on the 2011 Census data and therefore should be considered with a degree of 
care (see Hazans 2013, p. 68, p. 72, pp. 109–110). The data refer to the total migration rather than 
the migration of nationals

3.3  Emigration of Latvia’s Nationals in the Early Twenty- 
First Century: The Context, Scale and Main Destinations

Emigration from Latvia in the early twenty-first century was to a large extent shaped 
by two milestones. First, EU accession in 2004 gave Latvian citizens immediate 
access to the labour markets of the UK, Ireland and Sweden (as well as of all the 
new member states), while the other EU-15 countries gradually opened their labour 
markets during 2006–2011. This new possibility attracted thousands of Latvians. 
However, the economic crisis in Latvia of 2008–2009 and its economic and social 
consequences sent even more Latvians abroad, including those who had never con-
sidered such a move before.

The driving forces of emigration in the early twenty-first century and the chang-
ing profile of emigrants are discussed in greater detail in Sects. 3.5 and 3.6. Here we 
focus on developments regarding the scale and main destinations of that 
emigration.

Figure 3.6 presents the outflows of Latvia’s nationals (i.e. holders of Latvian 
passports: both citizens and non-citizens) to the main OECD destinations and com-
pares the data from receiving countries with the official Latvian emigration statis-
tics. Due to problems in the 2011 Census (see Hazans 2013, p. 68, p. 72, pp. 109–110 
for details) the official data have been obtained by an indirect method and it appears 
that they strongly over-estimate outflows in 2000–2003 and 2008 but under- estimate 
emigration during the post-accession period 2005–2007, as well as during the post- 
crisis years 2010–2016.

Before Latvia’s accession to the EU, emigration from Latvia occurred at rather 
low rates (about 0.25% of population per annum), but immediately after accession 
in 2004, the UK, Ireland and Sweden opened their labour markets for nationals of 
the new member states, and outflow from Latvia almost tripled. It increased further 
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Fig. 3.6 Gross outflows of Latvian nationals to main OECD destinations, 2000–2016 (destination 
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2010 refer to total outflows (including foreigners))

in 2005, most likely due to the network effect, and after that never fell below 1% of 
the population per  annum. The outflows reacted to economic developments in 
Latvia in a predictable way: the flow declined during growth periods (2005–2007 
and 2011–2016) but increased explosively during the crisis, reaching 2.5% of the 
population in 2010.

There were also dramatic changes in the shares of different destinations in the 
total outflow (see Fig. 3.6) reflecting both institutional and economic developments. 
In 2004, Ireland was the destination of 40% of emigrants, followed by the UK with 
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26%; both countries sharply increased their shares compared to the pre-accession 
period due to the opening of their labour markets. In 2005 the UK almost doubled 
its share, while Ireland’s share fell to 30% and further to about 20% in 2007–2008; 
meanwhile, the share of non-English speaking countries (many of which opened 
their labour markets in 2006–2007) increased. With the onset of the economic crisis 
which strongly hit Ireland’s labour market, Ireland’s share continued its decline and 
after 2011 never went above 5%.

Since 2005, the UK has kept the largest share of Latvian emigrants – almost half 
of them in 2005–2008 and more than 60% in 2009–2010. However, with the open-
ing of the German labour market in 2011, the share going to the UK started to 
decline; it was just above 40% in 2014–2015 and dropped below that level in the 
Brexit referendum year, 2016. Uncertainty surrounding the post-Brexit status of 
labour migrants from Latvia and other new member states during the period after 
the Brexit referendum (see e.g. Lulle 2018, Lulle et al. 2018) has made the UK a 
less popular choice among emigrants from Latvia.

Outflow from Latvia to Germany was rather stable in absolute terms in 2000–
2008, but its share went down from 30% in the pre-accession period to 8% in 2005–
2007 and 10% in 2008. With the beginning of the crisis and especially since 2011, 
the outflow to Germany started to increase. Recently its share is about 30%. The 
shares of the other main destinations in the post-crisis period are also relatively 
stable: about 10% of emigrants go to the Nordic countries; slightly more go to other 
EU/EFTA countries, and less than 5% go to non-European OECD countries.

Further evidence on the dynamics of emigration during 2000–2016, this time in 
terms of net emigration, is presented in Table 3.2, which compares four periods 
covering 4 or 5 years each based mostly on the statistics of the receiving countries.

We find that the effective annual rate of net migration has doubled in the post- 
accession period compared to the pre-accession one, and more than doubled again 
during the crisis and first two post-crisis years (2009–2012) compared to the post- 
accession wave. During the latest post-crisis years (2013–2016) the rate was slightly 
higher than in the post-accession period.

Table 3.2 Net emigration of Latvia’s nationals, 2000–2016

1000s
Percent of the population at 
the beginning of 2000

Effective annual rate of net 
emigration

2000–2003 33.5 1.4% 0.35%
2004–2008 75.9 3.2% 0.65%
2009–2012 125.0 5.3% 1.41%
2013–2016 56.9 2.4% 0.67%
2000–2016 291.4 12.2% 0.76%

Source: Eurostat, OECD, national statistical offices and author’s own calculation
Net emigration is the difference between emigration and immigration (i.e., the opposite of net 
migration). The effective annual rate of net emigration is a constant emigration rate which, if 
applied every year, would result in the given net outflow during the period
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3.4  Emigration and Demographic Potential

This section discusses the impact of emigration on Latvia’s population structure and 
demographic potential. Like elsewhere in Central, Eastern and South-Eastern 
Europe (see IMF 2016, p. 12), those who left have been younger than those who 
stayed. However, due to unusually high emigration rates, the shrinking of the young 
and middle aged cohorts in Latvia has been particularly pronounced (Table 3.3), 
thus accelerating population ageing and distorting the age structure.

In the 10  years between 2004 and 2014, the cohorts aged 15–19, 20–24 and 
25–29 years in 2004 lost 21.7%, 17.9% and 14.4% respectively of their members to 
migration, while the overall loss of population due to migration during this period 
was just 9.4%.

Even when comparing adult working-age individuals only, the emigrant popula-
tion appears to be much younger than the stayers (Fig. 3.7).

In addition to the falling size of the reproductive age cohorts, Latvia’s demo-
graphic potential is undermined by the fact that – at least in the post-crisis period – 
families with children or planning to have a child are more likely to emigrate, as 
shown in Fig. 3.8. This figure is based on a representative household survey con-
ducted in Riga in 2012.

In a more general setting, Hazans (2018, Table A5) using four waves (2013–
2016) of representative surveys of Latvia’s population, shows that among people 
aged 18–34, those having a child under 18 in the family (with other things being 
equal) are significantly more likely to move to work abroad in the near future. 
Among men, the same effect was also found at the end of the crisis period; namely 
late 2010 to early 2011(see Hazans 2013, Table 4.8).

Figure 3.9 compares the proportion of emigrants living abroad with children 
aged below 18 – or having children this age in Latvia with the proportion of stayers 
living with children under 18 in Latvia. In both cases, the children of the emigrant 
or stayer and their partner’s children are accounted for.

It appears that emigrants of both genders aged 18–24 are much more likely to 
have children than their counterparts in Latvia, while the reverse is true among those 

Table 3.3 Net migration of Latvian nationals by selected age cohorts, 2004–2014

Age, 2004 2004–2009 2009–2014 2004–2014

Total −3.2% −6.4% −9.4%
15–19 −7.9% −15.0% −21.7%
20–24 −8.1% −10.6% −17.9%
25–29 −5.4% −9.5% −14.4%
30–34 −4.6% −6.6% −10.9%
35–39 −4.2% −5.7% −9.7%

Net emigration by cohort has been calculated from the Latvian LFS microdata as the decrease in 
the annual average size of selected cohorts over two five year periods (2004–2009 and 2009–
2014), less age-specific mortality over relevant periods. Total net migration is that over five-year 
periods 2004–2008 (see Table 3.2) and 2009–2013 (estimated by Table 3.2 method)
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Fig. 3.7 Age distribution of adult working-age emigrants from Latvia and stayers therein, 2014. 
(Source: Calculation with microdata of The Emigrant Communities of Latvia survey and the 
Latvian Labour Force Survey 2014)
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Fig. 3.9 Incidence of having children aged below 18 among emigrants from Latvia and stayers 
therein, 2014, by age and gender. (Source: Calculation using microdata of The Emigrant 
Communities of Latvia survey and the Latvian Labour Force Survey 2014. Note: For emigrants: the 
children were living in the same household abroad or were left behind in Latvia. For stayers: the 
children were living in the same household in Latvia. Emigrants’/stayers’ own and their partner’s 
children are included)

aged 25–44. In the age group 45–64, there is only small difference between emi-
grants and stayers. Overall, in 2014 about 30% of male emigrants aged 18–64 and 
about 40% of their female counterparts had adolescent children. Among stayers 
these proportions were slightly lower, mainly due to smaller shares of reproductive 
age cohorts (Fig. 3.9).

3.5  Four Waves of Emigration in the Early Twenty-First 
Century

The history of emigration from Latvia during 2000–2016 can be divided into four 
episodes:7

 (i) The pre-accession period, which we denote as 2000–2003;
 (ii) The post-accession period of economic growth, which we refer to as 

2004–20088;
 (iii) The crisis period: 2009–2010;
 (iv) The post-crisis period: 2011–2016.

7 This section builds on the author’s previous work (Hazans 2011b, 2012, 2013, 2016a).
8 The crisis hit Latvia at the end of 2008, but its effect on emigration first appeared only in 2009.
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During this relatively brief time, the main reasons for emigration, the rates of emi-
gration and the most popular destinations for emigration – as well as the profile of 
the emigrants and their plans – have changed substantially several times.

3.5.1  The Conceptual Framework

Economic and sociological literature provides the conceptual framework for under-
standing migration patterns and the way these patterns change over time in response 
to economic, political and social developments in the source and destination coun-
tries. According to the (neoclassical) human capital model of migration (Borjas 
1987, 1999; Sjaastad 1962), an individual decides to move if the expected utility in 
the destination country, net of the monetary, effort and psychological costs of migra-
tion, exceeds utility in the home country.

Apart from the earnings expected at home and abroad, this calculation should 
account for other factors affecting utility – job finding and job losing probabilities, 
the emigrant’s legal status, career prospects, working and living conditions, the gen-
erosity of the social security system, social and cultural norms, perceived life pros-
pects for children, etc.

The New Economics of Migration (Stark and Bloom 1985) emphasises that 
migration decisions are often taken by families, households or even larger groups, 
rather than individuals, and stresses the role of risk, both at home and abroad. 
Uncertainty has to be considered as the location-specific factor reducing utility; it 
also has to be taken into account from the perspective of the diversification of the 
family portfolio of human capital.

Furthermore, the New Economics of Migration points to the role of relative 
income in migration decisions as opposed to absolute income, and shows that fall-
ing income differentials may not discourage migration.

Migration systems theory (Bakewell 2014; de Haas 2010; Mabogunje 1970) and 
social network theory (Carrington et  al. 1996) emphasise transnational links 
between people, families and communities which, along with other circumstances, 
support and sustain clustered migration flows.

3.5.2  The Pre-accession Wave: Personal Characteristics

Before joining the EU, unemployment in Latvia was at a two-digit level, while GDP 
per capita (at PPP) was well below 50% of the EU-15 average. The earnings of an 
unskilled worker in the UK, Nordic countries or Germany looked very attractive in 
comparison with average earnings in Latvia. These strong push and pull factors 
resulted in a sizeable emigration potential, which was larger among the Russian- 
speaking minority population (Hazans 2012, Fig. 6.2).
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However, actual emigration rates in the early 2000s were low, due to the need for 
work and residence permits, but also because of high transportation and communi-
cation costs, the limited availability of good quality internet connections and the 
absence of convenient, extensive information sources regarding job opportunities 
and living and working conditions abroad. During the 4-year period before acces-
sion (2000–2003), the net outflow of Latvia’s nationals was 1.4% of the initial pop-
ulation (Table 3.2).

To understand who were the likely movers in the pre-accession period, one 
should notice that migration costs were lower for people with professional or at 
least private contacts in potential destinations, with good foreign language and ICT 
skills, and the opportunity to use the internet for private purposes at a workplace. 
Clearly, all these attributes are found more often among university graduates. On the 
other hand, the absence of a favourable legal framework, restricted access to reliable 
information and difficulties in searching for jobs ‘from overseas’, coupled with a 
high risk of fraud by domestic firms recruiting workers for jobs abroad in the early 
2000s, suggested that emigration required high degrees of initiative and the willing-
ness to accept risk. However, a less risky, less initiative-led option was to access 
migration networks from previous waves of migration to the US, Canada, Australia, 
Sweden and Germany, as well as from and to Russia, Ukraine and Belarus.

Most emigrants – driven by their own initiative rather than their networks – were 
oriented towards relatively new directions, mainly the United Kingdom and Ireland, 
where the language barrier for them was lower than in the rest of the EU, while 
migration costs were lower than to other English-speaking countries. The pre- 
accession wave of emigration thus featured substantial positive selectivity regarding 
human capital and other personal characteristics, an over-representation of Russian 
speakers and a high degree of geographical diversification.

3.5.3  The Post-accession Wave: Institutional and Market 
Factors

During Latvia’s first 5 years in the EU, i.e., before the effect on migration patterns 
became apparent of what is now called the ‘Great Recession’, migration flows were 
shaped mainly by institutional and market factors.

The gradual implementation of the free movement of labour within the EU (see 
Kahanec et  al. 2016, Table 1) substantially lowered both the monetary and non- 
monetary costs of searching for a job abroad and the process of migration, as well 
as the human capital threshold (in terms of skills, initiative and risk-taking) for 
labour migration. Together with a high – and growing – demand for migrant labour 
in the EU15, this triggered a sharp and, to a large extent, persistent increase in emi-
gration rates (see Table 3.2 and Fig. 3.6). This in turn lowered migration costs fur-
ther via migrant networks and the rich social and media infrastructure existing 
within the rapidly growing Latvian diasporas in Ireland, the UK, Sweden, Germany 
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and elsewhere in the ‘old’ member states (see Hazans and Philips 2010; OECD 
2012). Another significant factor was the drop in the price of international telecom-
munications and air travel due to growing markets and technological change.

In addition, strong pull factors were at work, such as higher incomes and better 
working conditions abroad, as well as factors relating to family and/or friends. 
Together, these factors covered about 80–90% of the potential emigrants from 
Latvia (Hazans 2012, Table 6.3).

On the other hand, due to strong economic growth in Latvia, the unemployment 
rate was falling while real income was rising (Hazans 2016a, Fig.  1), gradually 
reducing the expected gains from emigration. Thus, during the second part of the 
post-accession period, the motivation to move abroad driven by push factors was 
falling, and the motivation to return among recent emigrants was on the rise.

Overall, in the 5 years post-accession Latvia lost 3.2% of its population to emi-
gration (Table 3.2).

In the migration-friendly post-accession environment, emigrants’ self-selection 
in terms of human capital was driven mainly by their expected gains in terms of 
income and working conditions rather than the individual’s comparative advantage 
in lowering migration costs. These gains were, on average, greater for people with 
secondary education or lower (see Hazans 2016a, p. 310 for details). Hence, one 
should expect that the post-accession emigrants from Latvia were less well edu-
cated as a group than pre-accession ones, either in an absolute (composition) or 
relative (selection) sense, or both.

The effect of ethnicity and citizenship on the propensity to emigrate has also 
changed. Due to strong economic growth and the labour shortage caused by emigra-
tion (Hazans and Philips 2010, Sect. 7 and Fig. 12), as well as a gradual improve-
ment in state language skills among young and middle-age minorities (Hazans 
2010, Fig. 3, 2011a, Tables 8.8–8.9), the labour market position of ethnic minorities 
in 2004–2007 was steadily improving (see Hazans 2016a, Fig. 6), thus weakening 
important push factors for this group. On the other hand, a substantial part of the 
minority population – those without Latvian citizenship – was not covered by the 
legal provisions for the free movement of labour within the EU. This worsened their 
mobility opportunities in comparison to citizens.

The above considerations suggest that, compared with the pre-accession period, 
post-accession emigrants from Latvia feature a significantly lower proportion of 
ethnic minorities, especially non-citizens.

Another important feature of this emigration wave is its mixed nature. While 
migration was to a large extent short-term and/or cyclical (see e.g. Hazans and 
Philips 2010, Sect. 6, Figs. 9 and 10), the Latvian diasporas abroad were steadily 
growing (Hazans 2015a, p.  11), suggesting that many emigrants have chosen to 
settle in destination countries.

M. Hazans



53

3.5.4  Crisis-Driven Emigration: Lost Jobs, Lost Perspectives, 
‘the New Movers’, and the Shift Towards Permanent 
Emigration

During the years of the Great Recession (2009–2010), significant economic push 
factors were at work; mainly joblessness and wage cuts, but also the implied inabil-
ity to pay back credit.

The psychological shock was no less painful: a large proportion of people of 
working age, including those who managed to keep their jobs, lost confidence in the 
future (Hazans 2011b, 2013). Consumer confidence, satisfaction with the govern-
ment and trust in the parliament dropped dramatically (Hazans 2015a, pp.  3–4; 
2016a, Fig. 2).

Finding a Job in Western Europe was not as easy as before the crisis. The role of 
diasporas and informal networks increased as a consequence. Yet it was much easier 
than in Latvia. The rate of unemployment was very low in Norway, the Netherlands 
and Austria, and modest in the UK, Germany, Sweden and Denmark. The lifting of 
restrictions on the free movement of workers from EU8 countries by Belgium, 
Denmark and especially Norway from May 2009 further facilitated labour migra-
tion to these destinations.

Moreover, nominal earnings continued to rise across the old member states, 
while real earnings did not decline (European Commission 2011, graphs I.1.8, III.
A3.5). Thus, the expected gains from emigration in terms of employment and earn-
ings increased in comparison to the pre-crisis period.

In addition, as long-term joblessness was becoming more widespread in Latvia, 
the issue of social protection, which previously had been neglected by the middle 
class, gained importance as a factor driving migration decisions. A feature of 
Latvian social security was a very low income replacement rate for the long-term 
unemployed through unemployment benefit, even when social assistance and hous-
ing benefits are accounted for (European Commission 2011, graphs II.2.3- II.2.4).

Moreover, child benefits in Latvia were extremely low in comparison with those 
paid in the main destination countries of Latvian emigrants.

High and persistent unemployment, a weak social security system, lost perspec-
tives – these were the factors that converged to make emigration a real option in the 
minds of many Latvians, even those who had not considered such a possibility 
before (Hazans 2011b, 2012, 2013; McCollum et al. 2017). There were two kinds 
of these ‘new movers’: (i) individuals who were inherently not very mobile for 
whom this was the only way out of financial difficulties; and (ii) people who were 
not satisfied with developments in Latvia and with their own prospects there, even 
if they were not experiencing economic hardship at that moment. In this way, the 
post-accession migration system was substantially transformed and expanded.
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Unlike the pre-accession emigrants, most of those who left during and after the 
crisis were not risk-takers. On the contrary, they perceived staying as too risky, and 
the destination countries were seen as a safe haven. This implied a strong shift from 
the temporary emigration of ‘breadwinners’ towards the long-term or permanent 
emigration of entire families. The post-crisis emigrants, as opposed to the pre-crisis 
group, are much more oriented towards long-term or permanent emigration, are 
interested in legal employment and social security and are more likely to move as 
entire families (Hazans 2013, Table 4.6). According to The Emigrant Communities 
of Latvia survey, by 2014 about 70% of emigrants had lived in their host countries 
for three or more years (Hazans 2018, Fig. 4).

The longer emigrants live in a host country and the higher their education level, 
the smaller the proportion is of them with a spouse, partner or adolescent child left 
in Latvia, and the larger the proportion that is living with a partner and/or a child or 
children aged under 18 abroad (Fig. 3.10).

Econometric analysis of the return intentions of emigrants (Hazans 2015b, c) 
shows that having family members remaining in Latvia positively affected the prob-
ability of their return. Conversely, having their family living with them abroad nega-
tively affected the probability of the emigrant’s return – i.e., made them more likely 
to stay abroad.

By 2014, two-thirds of high-educated emigrants lived abroad with either a part-
ner or a child aged under 18 (or both), and only 15% had a partner or a child left in 
Latvia. For medium-skilled emigrants these proportions were, respectively, 59% 
living abroad with either a partner or a child aged under 18 or both), and only 19% 
with a partner or a child left in Latvia, while for the low-educated the figures were 
54% with a partner or child living with them and 26% with close family remaining 
in Latvia (Fig. 3.10).
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Fig. 3.10 Post-2000 emigrants’ partners and children in Latvia and abroad, by duration of stay in 
the host country and completed education level, 2014. (Source: Calculation with The Emigrant 
Communities of Latvia survey data)
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How and why did the crisis change the profile of emigrants? The crisis increased 
joblessness particularly among those without higher education and even more 
among those without secondary education (Hazans 2012, Fig. 6.3, 2013, Table 4.5). 
On the other hand, the relative labour market position of ethnic minorities (espe-
cially non-citizens) deteriorated during the crisis (Hazans 2010, Fig.  9, 2013, 
Table 4.5; 2016a, Fig. 6). At the same time, the state language proficiency require-
ments in the private sector were tightened and became almost universal in terms of 
the occupations covered (Hazans 2010, p. 151, 2011a, p. 187). Finally, while Latvian 
non-citizens and residents with citizenship of Russia and other CIS countries were 
still not covered by the free mobility provisions, the share of this category among 
the working-age minority population declined – not least because during the post- 
accession period many had passed the exams and received Latvian citizenship in 
order to become eligible for the free mobility provisions. Hence, based on domestic 
economic factors alone, one should expect a significant increase in the proportions 
of the low-skilled and Russian-speakers among the crisis-period emigrants9.

While economic considerations do not suggest that the crisis should intensify the 
brain drain, such a hypothesis emerges from the dominant perception in Latvia of 
the crisis as systemic. This is because people who have invested in higher education 
are usually future-oriented and more concerned with lost perspective and disap-
pointment in the quality of governance. The latter point is in line with the IMF 
(2016: Fig. 5) finding that in Central, Eastern and South-Eastern Europe, the quality 
of institutions has a stronger impact on the emigration of skilled workers than 
unskilled workers. Indeed, in early 2011, more than half the highly-educated poten-
tial emigrants reported only non-economic reasons for their plans to leave the coun-
try, while among the lower and medium-educated this proportion was below 
one-quarter and one-third (Hazans 2013, Fig. 4.13).

Evidence from The Emigrant Communities of Latvia survey conducted in 2014 
confirms that during the crisis the importance of both economic and non-economic 
push factors, better social security abroad, as well as family-related factors sharply 
increased compared to the pre-crisis period (Hazans 2016a, Fig.  7)10. Moreover, 
family reasons apart, these changes were more pronounced among the high- educated 
and also persisted after the crisis (Fig. 3.11).

Figure 3.12 highlights three important messages. First, net emigration outflow 
from Latvia during the six crisis and post-crisis years (2009–2014) was much larger 
than during the nine pre-crisis years (2000–2008). Secondly, the largest increase in 
the number of emigrants is found among the highly-educated. Thirdly, the increase 
in the number of highly-educated emigrants was driven mainly by those who were 
not motivated by economic push factors. This provides empirical support to the 
hypothesis that the crisis intensified brain drain from Latvia and boosted the impor-
tance of non-economic reasons for emigration.

9 See Hughes (2005) and Ivlevs (2013) for some theoretical considerations, and Hazans (2013, 
Table 4.8, 2016b) for empirical evidence on intentions.
10 McCollum et al. (2017) present similar findings (apart from family reasons) based on another, 
smaller survey.
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Fig. 3.11 Motivation for emigration, by education level and period of emigration. (Source: 
Calculation with The Emigrant Communities of Latvia survey data (Hazans 2018, Fig. 8). Note: 
Respondents could choose all relevant reasons from 17 given (the median number of reasons is 4 
for the high-educated and 5 for others). See OECD (2016, Fig. 2.7) for a detailed list of reasons in 
each group)

Note that data in Fig. 3.12 also account for higher education completed after 
emigration; i.e. measuring the total brain drain rather than ‘diploma’ drain (see 
Hazans 2016a), but the results are qualitatively similar when the education level 
completed in Latvia is used.

3.5.5  The Post-crisis Wave (2011–2016): Emigration as ‘the 
New Normal’

In the first 3 years after the Great Recession, despite an economic recovery, there 
have been no clear signs of a considerable slowdown in emigration from Latvia – it 
has remained well above the pre-crisis level (Table 3.2; Fig. 3.6). In 2014–2016, 
emigration outflows fell by roughly one-quarter but were still above the level of the 
last pre-crisis years 2007–2008 (Fig. 3.6).
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Fig. 3.12 Increase in the number of settled emigrants from Latvia between 2000 and 2008 and 
2009–2014, by education level in 2014 and the presence of economic push factors as reasons for 
emigration. (Source: Hazans (2018, Fig. A6). Note: Economic push factors include financial dif-
ficulties, the inability to make ends meet and inability to find a job in Latvia. The results are quali-
tatively similar when the education level completed in Latvia is used)

By 2011, 82% of Latvia’s population aged 18–65 had some relative or friend 
with foreign work experience (Hazans 2011b, Box 2.25), while a recent survey put 
that figure at 91% among those aged 18–74 (LETA 2017). This suggests that work 
abroad has become an integral part of the Latvian national identity (Hazans 2013), 
and in the post-crisis period, emigration is ‘the new normal’ (Hazans 2016a). 
Powerful migration networks significantly reduce information and job search costs, 
as well as psychic and adaptation costs for potential emigrants, which explains the 
persistently high emigration potential. According to surveys, this was more than 
20% of the population aged 18–64  in 2013–2015, but dropped to15% in 2016 
(Fig. 3.13). Migration flows are shaped by migrant networks, along with already- 
formed but not yet implemented intentions for emigration.

Paradoxically, growing vacancy rates and falling unemployment in Latvia 
(Hazans 2018) might contribute to these emigration intentions by reducing the risk 
for potential emigrants in case emigration appears to be working out unsuccessfully 
or their return is triggered by family reasons.

Pull factors have gained in importance among the drivers of emigration and 
while economic reasons for emigration remain widespread, non-economic ones are 
becoming increasingly important (Fig. 3.11; Hazans 2016a, Fig. 7; OECD 2016, 
Fig. 2.5). In terms of destinations, Germany, which opened its labour market for 
EU-10 workers in 2011, increased its share in outflows from Latvia (Fig. 3.6). This 
has had an impact on the composition of these migration flows, as Germany is more 
attractive than, say, the UK, for middle-aged skilled manual workers.
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Fig. 3.13 Emigration intentions in Latvia, 2013–2016 (population aged 18–64), by completed 
education level. The survey question was: ‘How big is the probability that in the near future you 
might move to work abroad’? (Source: Calculations with representative population survey data 
conducted by SKDS)

3.6  The Evolution in Composition of the Four Waves 
of Emigrants

3.6.1  Ethnicity

Figure 3.14 presents empirical evidence on the ethnic composition of the four recent 
waves of emigrants.11 As seen in Panel A, the share of minorities among the indi-
viduals working abroad but still considered household members at home is 
U-shaped, reaching its lowest point in 2006–2008, when the ethnic gaps in employ-
ment and unemployment were at their lowest values (Hazans 2016a, Fig. 6), and 
increasing during the crisis, when the relative labour market position of ethnic 
minorities deteriorated. The corresponding selectivity index12 (which accounts for 
the fact that the minority share in Latvia’s population was declining over time and 
is smaller among the youth and the middle-agers than among the elderly) follows 
the same pattern, in line with expectations stated in Sects. 3.5.3 and 3.5.4.

11 This section builds on the author’s previous work (Hazans 2016a, 2018). On Russian-speaking 
emigrants from Latvia, see also Ivlevs (2013), Lulle and Jurkane-Hobein (2016).
12 The selectivity index SI = ln(PM/PS), where PM and PS are shares of minorities (or any other group 
of interest) among movers and stayers. The SI is positive if minorities are over-represented among 
movers (Hazans 2011b, 2016a).
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Fig. 3.14 Ethnic composition and selectivity of emigrants from Latvia, 2000–2016. (Source: 
Calculation with data of Latvian LFS, UK Population Census 2011 (ONS Tables CT0255, 
CT0333), and Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia (2017g). Note: In Panel B, the data cover only 
England and Wales. In panel C, data for years before 2011 are not available)

Russian speakers were over-represented among mobile workers still attached to 
their Latvian households in the whole period between 2000 and 2015, as indicated 
by the positive values of the selectivity index.

Panel B of Fig. 3.14 is based on the data of the UK Population Census 2011 and 
refers to Latvia-born residents of England and Wales who arrived in the UK in the 
period 2000–2011 (before the Census). For 2005–2011, these data (free from the 
restriction that the emigrants are still considered household members in Latvia) also 
suggest that the proportion of non-Latvians among emigrants is slightly above 40% 
(i.e. higher than among stayers) and supports our expectation that the proportion of 
ethnic minorities among post-accession emigrants was smaller than before. Panel B 
does not feature an increase in the minority selectivity index caused by the crisis; 
this might have to do with the nature of the Census data (recent crisis-driven 
migrants, especially the low-skilled, were less likely to take part in the Census).

Finally, Panel C covers only the post-crisis period and indicates that minorities 
were substantially over-represented among emigrants. This is in line with changes 
in language policy and the labour market position of minorities, as described in 
Sect. 3.5.4, as well as with intention-based evidence in Hazans (2013, Table 4.8, 
2016b, pp. 8–10).

3 Emigration from Latvia: A Brief History and Driving Forces in the Twenty-First…



60

3.6.2  Education Level

By early 2011, emigrants from Latvia who had lived in OECD countries for up to 
10 years featured larger shares of the tertiary-educated than their age peers in Latvia, 
and this was especially pronounced among early post-crisis emigrants (Fig. 3.15). 
On the other hand, the low-educated were also somewhat over-represented among 
Latvian emigrants in European OECD countries. Emigrants in the main non- 
European destinations appear to be much better educated; a finding consistent with 
the idea that a migration-friendly institutional environment in the EU lowers the 
human capital threshold for potential migrants.

Latvian mobile workers still considered household members back home appear 
to be less well-educated than settled emigrants, suggesting that highly-skilled emi-
grants are more likely to stay in their destination countries for prolonged periods or 
permanently. This finding emerges from a comparison of LFS-based data (Fig. 3.16) 
with the Census-based data in Fig. 3.15.

The selectivity indices in Fig. 3.16 compare mobile workers with Latvia’s popu-
lation aged 18–64 in the same period, thus measuring the effect on the working-age 
population.
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Fig. 3.15 Skill composition and selectivity of twenty-first century emigrants from Latvia. OECD 
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Hazans 2018, Fig. 10). Notes: The selectivity indexes compare mobile workers with Latvia’s popu-
lation aged 18–64 in the same period)

University graduates were over-represented among pre-accession mobile work-
ers. In line with the expectations outlined in Sect. 3.5.3, the share of the high- 
educated and the corresponding selectivity index drop in the post-accession period. 
The share and selectivity of the low-skilled increases – reflecting the effect of free 
mobility provisions which lowered the human capital threshold for moving – while 
there are also higher expected gains for the lower and medium-skilled).

During and after the crisis, the share and selectivity index of the high-educated 
among the mobile workers was above pre-crisis levels (consistent with findings 
from Fig. 3.15 for settled emigrants and in line with expectations in Sect. 3.5.4), but 
fell again in 2013–2015. The latter observation should be considered with care, 
because it might indicate either smaller outflows of the high-educated or a switch to 
full-family emigration (which is not observed in LFS data). The share (and selectiv-
ity index, not shown in Fig. 3.15) of the low-educated stayed above pre-crisis levels 
throughout 2009–2015, reflecting the fact that the low-skilled suffered more and for 
longer from recession-related joblessness.13

Data from The Emigrant Communities of Latvia survey confirm a substantial 
university diploma drain from Latvia to various EU/EFTA destinations during the 
whole period between 2000 and 2014 (Fig. 3.17). This increases over time, except 

13 McCollum et  al. (2017) also find a higher share of the lower-skilled among post-crisis 
emigrants.
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Fig. 3.17 Shares and selectivity of the high-educated among adult emigrants from Latvia, 2000–
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for the most recent period. The shares of the high-educated among emigrants were 
well above those found in respective periods among stayers of the same age as emi-
grants, as indicated by the positive values of the age-adjusted selectivity index at 
departure (ranging between 0.51 and 0.78 for the total outflow to EU/EFTA).

Figure 3.17 also illustrates how the share of the tertiary-educated among emi-
grants further increased during their stay in the host countries, reaching, by 2014, 
45% (on average across destinations and arrival periods).

Latvia’s accession to the EU in 2004 has boosted the diploma drain in absolute 
terms, but in relative terms it became less intensive than before, as suggested by the 
falling selectivity index (Fig.  3.17). Moreover, for the UK, which was the main 
destination after accession, the share of the high-educated among post-accession 
emigrants surveyed in 2014 is lower than among their pre-accession counterparts. 
This is consistent with theoretical expectations (see Sect. 3.5.3) based on institu-
tional and market factors: the free movement of labour lowered both migration costs 
and the human capital threshold.

Evidence from The Emigrant Communities of Latvia survey (shares of university 
graduates at departure found in Fig. 3.17, as well as the stock selectivity index pre-
sented in (Hazans 2018:Fig. 7) suggests that during the crisis, the diploma drain and 
brain drain from Latvia was more intensive than before, reflecting a rise in general 
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disappointment and non-economic reasons for emigration among the high-educated 
and the future-oriented (see Hazans 2011b, 2012, 2013, 2016a, as well as Fig. 3.11 
above). This trend also continued after the crisis, except for the UK.

3.7  Conclusion

This chapter presents a brief history of migration to and from Latvia and the evolu-
tion of its driving forces in the early twenty-first century. The empirical findings 
from a number of independent data sources are in line with expectations based on a 
theoretical analysis of the economic, social and institutional context of four emigra-
tion waves and the underlying migration systems.

In the twentieth century, Latvia experienced two world wars and three occupa-
tions. Thousands of economic migrants, refugees and displaced people moved from 
Latvia in some periods and to Latvia in others. Net annual migration rates featured 
large swings from −7.5% to −2.9% during the two world wars to 2.8% and 6.9% in 
the post-war periods.

Migration to Latvia from other parts of the Soviet Union continued at high 
(although decreasing) rates until 1989. Key elements which kept this migration sys-
tem going included: (i) centralised decision-making on the allocation of resources, 
including the labour force; (ii) the Russian language as the Soviet Union’s lingua 
franca (iii) a higher standard of living in Latvia than almost elsewhere in the Soviet 
Union. As the result, by 1989 the share of ethnic Latvians in Latvia’s population fell 
to just above one-half.

However, the last decade of the twentieth century has seen a massive outflow of 
the Russian-speaking population from restored independent Latvia to Russia and 
other CIS countries. On the Latvian side, the rise of this migration system was trig-
gered by dramatic changes in political regime, prevailing historical narrative, lan-
guage environment, structure of labour demand, and, for many, loss of citizenship. 
Key elements for the post-war immigrants to Latvia included strong family, social 
and professional networks in Russia and other CIS countries, as well as relatively 
easy access to citizenship there.

By 2000, due to outflow of the Russian-speakers and – though much smaller in 
scale – the return of ethnic Latvians from the West and Russia, the population share 
of ethnic Latvians had reached almost 58%.

The 1990s also saw pioneer emigration to the West. The migration system emerg-
ing at this time was a hybrid one, relying either on support from the rich social 
infrastructure created in the West by the post-war Latvian refugees or from less 
formal social networks among Russian-speaking emigrants from the Soviet Union. 
A third factor was the ability of the pioneers to find their way themselves. By the 
end of the twentieth century, the post-Soviet Latvian diaspora in OECD countries 
accounted for around 21,000 people, implying net migration of less than 1% of the 
population in 10 years.

3 Emigration from Latvia: A Brief History and Driving Forces in the Twenty-First…



64

The pre-accession emigration wave (2000–2003) featured substantial positive 
selectivity on human capital and other personal characteristics, an over- representation 
of Russian-speakers and a high degree of geographical diversification. During this 
wave, the net outflow of Latvian nationals was 1.4% of the initial population.

The post-accession wave (2004–2008) was shaped by:

• The gradual implementation of the free movement of labour within the EU;
• The high and growing demand for migrant labour in the EU15;
• Advances in information and communication technologies;
• Falling prices for international telecommunication and air travel and
• The availability of free information via EURES consultants and the European 

Mobility Portal.

All these factors substantially lowered the monetary and non-monetary costs of 
labour migration and the human capital threshold, as well as the related uncertainty, 
such as the risk of failed migration. This triggered a sharp and – to a large extent – 
persistent increase in emigration rates, which further lowered migration costs via 
the expanding migrant networks.

Post-accession emigration was mainly driven by pull factors, while the role of 
push factors declined during the period especially for ethnic minorities, due to 
strong economic growth and developing labour shortages in Latvia. On the other 
hand, a substantial part of the minority population – i.e., those without Latvian citi-
zenship – was not covered by the free movement of labour within the EU.

Summing up, it can be seen that in comparison with the pre-accession period, the 
post-accession emigrants from Latvia were, as a group, less well-educated and fea-
tured a significantly lower proportion of ethnic minorities, especially non-citizens. 
The post-accession migration was, to a large extent, short-term and/or cyclical, yet 
many emigrants have chosen to settle in their destination countries, and the Latvian 
diaspora abroad grew steadily. The net outflow of nationals from Latvia in the five 
post-accession years accounts for 3.2% of its population at the beginning of 2000.

During the years of the Great Recession (2009–2010), both economic and non- 
economic push factors gained importance among the reasons for emigration. Factors 
such as high and persistent unemployment, a weak social security system and lost 
perspectives converged to make emigration a real option in the minds of Latvia’s 
residents, even for those who had not considered it before. The expected economic 
gains from emigration also increased in comparison to the pre-crisis period.

The post-accession migration system has been substantially transformed and 
expanded. The crisis triggered a strong shift from the temporary emigration of 
breadwinners towards the long-term or permanent emigration of entire families. 
Both gross and net emigration rates have increased sharply. The annual rate of net 
migration during the crisis and the first two post-crisis years (2009–2012) was more 
than twice as high as during the post-accession wave. The net outflow of Latvia’s 
nationals in 2009–2012 accounts for 5.3% of country’s population at the beginning 
of 2000.

The crisis has led to the deterioration of relative labour market positions of the 
low-educated and of the Russian-speakers; as a result, the proportions of these 
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groups among the emigrants has increased significantly. On the other hand, the 
 crisis intensified the ‘brain drain’ from Latvia and boosted the importance of non- 
economic reasons for emigration, especially among the high-educated.

In the post-crisis years, despite economic growth in Latvia, working abroad has 
become an integral part of the Latvian national identity. Emigration, actual or 
planned, is ‘the new normal’. While the economic reasons for emigration remain 
widespread, non-economic ones have become increasingly important. Migration 
flows are shaped by migrant networks, along with already-formed but not yet imple-
mented emigration intentions. Minorities and university graduates remain over- 
represented among emigrants. Emigration potential is persistently high, and only a 
small percentage of the emigrants return or plan to return (Hazans 2015b, p.10, 
2015d, 2016a, p.335). Moreover, one in four returnees plans to move abroad again 
(Hazans 2016c, Table 3, 2017b, p. 40).

In conclusion, despite the passing of the economic crisis in Latvia, the impact of 
the normalising of emigration has profound consequences for the future. The brain 
drain of university graduates continues and few of the emigrants have plans to come 
back. What is even more worrying is that of those emigrants who have returned to 
Latvia after the crisis, one in four is planning to leave to work abroad again.
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