Latvia’s immigration

PEOPLE TEND TO BE SCEPTICAL WITH
IMMIGRATION FROM DISTANT
CULTURES

According to the Latvian researcher Artjoms Ivlevs,
immigration meets a native population that threatened to
become a minority in 1990. It can make a big difference
whether a country needs migration for economic or
demographic reasons, and its political impact
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Artjoms lIvlevs was born in Latvia and is now a Professor of
Economics at the University of the West of England in Bristol.
His research sheds light on why people choose to migrate,
what shapes attitudes towards immigration, and how
emigration affects countries of origin. He explores why certain
population groups are more open to immigration and what the
impact of emigration is on people staying behind, as well as
the links between migration and well-being. He is particularly
interested in non-economic factors and views himself both as a
social science/migration scholar and an economist.




Dirk Bornschein: Is there a public debate about immigration in Latvia? If
so, what are the dominant viewpoints?

Artjoms Ivlevs: Yes, there is an ongoing discussion in Latvia due to the
sheer number of immigrants. But the discussion is shaped by the specific
characteristics of the Latvian migration experience.

Couldyou describe that experience?

Artjoms Ivlevs: The first major wave of immigration occurred during the
Soviet era. People who arrived then are still regarded as immigrants
because they were born abroad. About 13 per cent of Latvia's population
today were born outside Latvia; they arrived between the early 1950s and
late 1980s, mainly from Russia, Belarus and Ukraine. These immigrants had
children born in Latvia, of course, and the influx was so significant that the
proportion of ethnic Latvians fell to 52 per cent just before independence,
while the Russian-speaking population numbered nearly one million. Many
left in the early 1990s, and since then the share of Latvians has risen to 63
per cent.



How did this shape public discourse?

Artjoms lvlevs: Since independence, integration, language, and citizenship
have been hot topics. More recently, Latvia has also seen a new group of
labour immigrants that, to some extent has overlapped, with a large labour
emigration of Latvians to other European countries, which started in the
early 1990s and peaked when Latvia joined the EU in 2004 as well as in the
aftermath of the Global Economic Crisis of 2009. Currently, the number of
incoming foreign workers is still relatively small — around 3,000 to 4,000
applicants annually — and it's uncertain how many will stay long-term,
especially since some may move on to more attractive destinations in
Europe. Overall, given that for the last three decades emigration was much
larger than immigration and deaths higher than births, Latvia’s population
has decreased by around 30 per cent compared to 1990.



That’s quite adecline. Can you putitinto figures?

Artjoms Ivlevs: In 1990, Latvia had a population of 2.7 million. Today, it's
about 1.8 million. Some forecasts suggest that by the end of the century, it
could fall to one million.

That sounds even more dramatic than demographic trends in other
European countries.

Artjoms Ivlevs: Yes, and this decline is already creating economic
problems. Many employers are saying that they need labour — to remain
competitive and grow. Yet, Latvia is being cautious in accepting
immigrants. There are discussions around where do they come from and
under what conditions they are admitted. People are also asking whether
new immigrants will stay here or will only use Latvia as a transit country.



Where are most of the current labour migrants coming from?

Artjoms Ivlevs: Primarily from former Soviet republics, such as Belarus,
Ukraine, Azerbaijan, and Tajikistan.

Culturally similar...

Artjoms lIvlevs: Yes, people share the same past. They are probably
attracted by the fact that Russian is still widely spoken in this country, which
potentially helps them integrate more easily into the job market. You also
see smaller numbers from more faraway countries like India or Bangladesh.
We are talking here about legal migration, involving both Latvian employers
and the government that decides over the overall immigration policy.



And what about Ukrainian refugees since 20227?

Artjoms Ivlevs: They now make up over 2 per cent of Latvia’s population —
around 45,000 people. Among other things, the relatively large inflow of
refugees that Latvia received after the war started meant that, for the first
time, immigration in the country has surpassed emigration. There's also a
fourth group: return migrants. Latvia has up to half a million citizens living
abroad. They speak Latvian, know the customs and traditions and can bring
new skills and ideas, contacts, trade and tourism. When the authorities
realised that the country needed workers, Latvians abroad were a principal
target group. Some of them actually came back, but the overall return
migration has not been as successful as the government would have liked -
at least for now.



Are there different attitudes toward these various groups of migrants?

Artjoms lvlevs: There's no single prevailing opinion, but patterns emerge.
The government and public response to Ukrainian refugees has been
broadly positive. With non-EU migrants, it's more nuanced — some are
welcomed by employers or those with similar backgrounds, while others
see them as competition. In general, Latvians tend to be more sceptical
about immigration than many other nations, partly because of the recent
memory of the large Soviet-era immigration and the fact that integration
issues with the Russian-speaking community have not been fully resolved.
Still, immigration continues, and there’s little public protest.



Do you recognize deep roots in your country’s behaviour towards
immigration or belief systems?

Artjoms lvlevs: Absolutely. The memory of Soviet-era immigration still
looms large. That wave of immigration was imposed and led to major
demographic shifts. This legacy makes people cautious about new waves
of immigration.



Do you recognize differences in how ethnic Latvians and Russian-
speaking Latvians perceive immigration?

Artjoms Ivlevs: In general, factors like socio-economic status, especially
education, as well as age, will affect attitudes towards immigration. Another
difference when it comes to how people view immigration is their own or
household migration experience. For example, return migrants and those
who have relatives abroad may be more open to immigrants in their own
country. Regarding differences between Latvian- and Russian-speaking
residents of Latvia, they may prefer immigrants from different countries.”
Another question is who is more likely to return to Latvia - ethnic Latvians or
non-Latvians. The issue of identity for many of Latvia's Russian-speakers
has never been straightforward, and things got more complex after Russia
invaded Ukraine. Many of Latvia’'s Russian speakers residing abroad will be
rethinking their ethnic and national identities - what it means to be Latvian,
Russian, European - and that might affect return intentions.



As an economist, what's your view on the need forimmigration?

Artjoms lIvlevs: Latvia clearly needs more workers. Rising wages —
increasing by 5 to 12 per cent annually — might encourage some Latvians
to return, though inflation offsets this to some extent. Generally, more
workers mean more tax revenue, which supports public services, and
greater efficiencies, more innovation and entrepreneurship. Some argue
that a shrinking population isn’t necessarily bad if GDP per capita remains
stable or increases, but our demographic decline has been too steep, and
the population is ageing.



This sounds very pragmatic...

Artjoms Ivlevs: Take the UK, for instance — despite pledges to cut
immigration and “take back control”, post-Brexit Britain saw record levels of
immigration. Governments often say one thing and do another.

But that creates political turmoil.

Artjoms lvlevs: Yes, potentially. There can be a great deal of tension
between economic needs and the cultural and political impact of migration.
But again, it varies by group. The largest immigrant group remains Russian-
speakers. After independence, they were allowed to maintain Russian-
language education. Russian schools existed until recently but have now
been phased out. Now, the schools are more likely to be mixed, with Latvian
instruction.



But they didn’t receive citizenship?

Artjoms lvlevs: Correct. Many Soviet-era migrants and their descendants
still hold “non-citizen” or “alien” status — they can’t vote or hold certain
jobs. They were granted the right to access education in their native
language but not full political participation. The existence of
Russian/minority schools provided an opportunity to preserve language
and culture, but may also have had implications for integration. That said,
younger generations speak Latvian much better now, and there are more
language-learning opportunities.



So what does integration mean in this context?

Artjoms Ivlevs: That's a crucial question. Are we talking about cultural
integration, economic participation, or full assimilation? The frequent
conflation of the Russian language and the Russian state further
complicates things. Importantly, many new migrants also speak Russian —
from Ukraine, Belarus, and Central Asia. We should start Latvian integration
efforts early to avoid long-term disadvantages.

Do you foresee problems for Latvia’s integration policies?

Artjoms lvlevs: Yes, there can be significant challenges. On one hand,
preserving Latvian identity is vital; on the other, cultural mixing will help
integration. As minority schools turned mixed/Latvian, work is still being
done to ensure adequate funding and support, and any transition may
affect the quality of education children receive.



How active are academic institutions in the migration debate?

Artjoms Ivlevs: Very active. Historians, economists, and sociologists
research emigration, integration of Russian-speakers, and return migration
— a key government interest. There's less focus on new labour migration,
but also work being done on minority identities and Ukrainian refugees.

Your description suggests Latvia isn’t heavily affected by Southern
European migration. What’s the government’s stance on the EU’s
Common Asylum System?

Artjoms lvlevs: It's not widely discussed. Latvia isn't a preferred destination
for refugees from places like Syria. However, Latvians are aware of
depopulation, particularly in rural areas. Sometimes we hear people say, ‘we
would like to have more refugees, but nobody comes here; we need more
children to keep our schools running’. But not everyone shares this opinion.
Overall, refugees may see Latvia more as a transit country than a final
destination.



It sounds as if in Latvia, too, needs have to be harmonised with belief
systems and political realities?

Artjoms Ivlevs: Yes, of course, we have the demographic and economic
needs, and, on the other hand, the country has the experience and memory
of immigration from the former Soviet Union. There is a tension between the
two.

What about populist parties — is that a concernin Latvia?

Artjoms lvlevs: There have been right-leaning and nationalist parties over
the past 30 years, generally representing the ethnic Latvian population and
forming the government, and left-leaning opposition parties more aligned
with Russian-speakers. | currently don’t see any major anti-immigration
populist movement like in some other European countries — mostly
because Latvia hasn’t seen high levels of new immigration. The political
tension has been more about Russian-Latvian relations and the legacies of
the past migration than about new immigrants.



From your perspective as a Russian Latvian with British and Latvian
experiences, do you have recommendations for other countries on
migration policy?

Artjoms lvlevs: Each country’s situation is unique. In the UK, people are
often judged more on their skills rather than their origin or language ability,
which is a strength. For countries that want to attract talent, focusing on
skilled individuals and providing opportunities for integration may work
well — that would be my advice for Latvia. But ultimately, governments and
businesses must decide whom they need: construction workers, IT
professionals, hospitality staff — and think long-term about integration if
these immigrants decide to stay.

The UK left the EU partly because it was dissatisfied with free movement
policy, yet it experienced record levels of immigration post-Brexit. This
highlights the disconnect between the anti-immigration political rhetoric,
on the one hand, and the economic and demographic reality and needs, on
the other - a situation that is common in many countries. Having a rich
history of immigration, Latvia could also learn from its own experience.



Artjoms Ivlevs: Being a migrant and descendant of migrants myself, | may
not be the most objective person in this debate, but | am sure that migrant
voices should be heard.

Finally, having lived in many several European countries, | have developed
strong European identity, which for me is fully compatible with national and
regional identities. Despite the divisive politics that we witness today in the
world, there are many more things that unite us than those that divide us.

Artjoms Ivlevs, thank you very much for this interesting insight.

Artjoms Ivlevs: Thank you again for having me - | appreciate the
opportunity to engage in this conversation.
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