Migration and integration in Latvia

WE SHOULD BE MORE RATIONAL WITH
IMMIGRATION

According to Latvians researcher Inta Mierina the fear
of losing one's self-determination dominates the
individual calls for more human rights. She calls for
more funding for integration in order to avoid a
vicious circle.
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Dirk Bornschein: In general, how do you personally perceive the current
situation around immigration in Latvia?

Inta Mierina: As a researcher, | always try to be objective and not impose my
opinion. Objectively speaking, there are many discussions on social media,
sometimes even in the mainstream media. People are concerned about
problems during Christmas and New Year celebrations. These negative
feelings are mixed with the different appearance of some migrants, who
mostly have brown skin. They usually come to Latvia to study—people from
Pakistan, India, and other distant countries—and they often work part-time.
But in reality, the number of refugees in Latvia is extremely low. Last year,
for example, we received only about 100 refugees and about the same
number of people with alternative status. That is almost nothing.



... evenin asmall country.

Inta Mierina: Even in a small country, that's almost nothing, isn't it? There
are two places in the whole country where refugees can be accommodated
—one house in a village near Riga, about 30 kilometres outside, and
another further away. This is for those who have entered the country
illegally. It is more of a detention centre than a place where they can move
freely.

Let me give you some background information. In 2015 and 2016, when a
large wave of refugees arrived in Europe, the population was very much
against accepting refugees. And even though the position of Latvia,
Estonia, and Lithuania was not so visible in the European debate, this
position was aligned with Poland and Hungary. It was felt that immigration
would only cause unrest, that the migrants would not be able to integrate,
and that the crime rate would increase. The population had a very negative
attitude, especially towards immigration from Muslim countries, because of
their religion. Interestingly, they are much more open to immigration from
other countries and regions such as Belarus, Ukraine, and Moldova. So we
are indeed dealing with xenophobia, Islamophobia, and a kind of racism.



Under these circumstances, what is the government's position on the
quotas for the admission of refugees that have been negotiated for each
countryin Brussels?

Inta Mierina: Latvia was very much against the quota introduced in the EU.
And that's the position that people really wanted—a tough stance against
immigration. They didn’t want Muslim immigrants “for God's sake” because
they saw what happened in Germany and Sweden. These incidents were
widely reported in the media. In Latvia, the integration policy was not very
successful, but on the other hand, it was not adequately developed either,
even less than in Sweden, Germany, or Norway.



What do you see as the main problems in connection with integration
policy?

Inta Mierina: The funding for integration policy was mainly based on
projects. That wasn't stable—they had to keep reapplying. | think it was in
2022 when refugees couldn’t even get language lessons because there
was no funding. But the measures have to be continuous. The head of the
Ministry of Culture responsible at that time had been one of the leaders of
the National Party for many years. That's really symptomatic: the Ministry of
Culture being responsible for integration policy and at the same time being
run by the National Party. Obviously, they never really cared about
immigration. They never really wanted to have immigrants. Later, IOM data
showed that most of the refugees and asylum seekers who came to Latvia
went on to other countries like Germany or Sweden. They did not want to
stay here, and our government was happy about it. Our country used the
concept of equality only on paper.



Inta Mierina: If the European auditors were to come and scrutinize our
integration policy, they would see that immigrants theoretically have access
to healthcare, language courses, or can even be integrated into the labour
market. But the reality is different. If you turn to the public employment
service, you can take part in some courses, but you can't get an interpreter.
The courses are all in Latvian. Or, in theory, you have access to education—
but in practice, it's only basic education, not higher education. The costs
can be very high. The government has also been unable to solve the
housing problem. The system is not exactly welcoming, and it has been
designed that way on purpose.



But has this integration policy changed?

Inta Mierina: In some ways, yes. | do research on this topic. It was really
fascinating to see the change in 2022, when instead of 50, 100 or even 200
refugees—these are the numbers we've had for many years—there was
suddenly an influx of 40,000 Ukrainian refugees. It's actually one of the
highest per capita numbers of Ukrainian refugees in Europe, only behind
the Czech Republic and Poland, | think. And interestingly, this has not
caused a crisis. You can even see that in the language people use. In 2015
and 2016, it was a huge “Oh my God” refugee crisis in the media. In Latvia,
we had between 100 and 200 asylum applications in one year. And now we
have about 8 million Ukrainian refugees in Europe, 40,000 of them in Latvia
—which is a huge number for us.



Suddenly, the government was able to find solutions...

Inta Mierina: ..And suddenly people were able to find a flat. At that
moment, it was possible thanks to the many volunteers. There was a
wonderful and amazing organisation by NGOs and individuals who invited
Ukrainians to their homes, helped them to find a job, and helped them to
learn a lot. It was such a mobilisation—really amazing to see. Several laws
were passed. It was decided that it is not so important to know Latvian if you
want to work. And Ukrainians, unlike other refugees, were granted
immediate access to the labour market. And suddenly, they found various
innovative and wonderful ways to teach them the Latvian language and
support them in schools. Many of the problems that had been unsolvable
for so many years suddenly disappeared.

It was always a question of political will. And if you look at societal attitudes,
you also see that the attitudes towards Ukrainian refugees are very positive.



Do you see positive attitudes in the whole society?

Inta Mierina: Well, Latvia is a rather divided country. The attitude towards
Ukrainian migrants depends on people's ethnic origin. Ninety-nine percent
of Latvians support Ukraine, while most people from our Russian minority
do not have such positive feelings towards Ukrainian refugees.

How big is the Russian minority in Latvia?

Inta Mierina: We have a Russian minority of around 26%. But if you add up
all the other immigrants, almost 40% are Russian-speaking. In our capital,
Riga, 50% are Russian-speaking and 50% Latvian-speaking. There is one city
where 71% speak Russian.



Throughout Europe, experts are warning of the dangers of an impending
radical population decline, and there are increasing calls for labour. Is it
different in Latvia?

Inta Mierina: Not at all. People are talking about the demographic crisis and
the need for more workers from abroad. That is why we have the talent
partnership programmes with Morocco and Egypt. However, even our
neighbours, like Lithuania and Estonia, have websites specifically
dedicated to recruiting workers. Lithuania has joined the EU talent pool, a
voluntary programme. And Estonia has said it is likely to join. But Latvia has
not yet taken a position on this. Our government is still very cautious when it
comes to taking steps that could be perceived as encouraging immigration
because it firmly believes that society does not want this.



On the one hand, immigration is sometimes viewed with scepticism, but
then also with great solidarity, while on the other hand, the demographic
situation is recognised.

Inta Mierina: | see an internal contradiction here, which is also more or less
evident throughout Europe. Europe in general is moving away from its
ideals of humanity and compassion—of helping the vulnerable—and is
becoming much more strategic in its approach to migration. We are
repelling one group of people and trying to attract another group of people.
And in that sense, of course, our policy is moving closer to the approach of
the United States. They only took in about 50,000 refugees a year, which is
nothing compared to the EU, which at the same time put much more
emphasis on attracting the labour force they needed, right? Europe is
moving in this direction. We are instrumentalizing people, seeing them
more as instruments than as human beings. Our motivation is no longer
what we can give the refugees to help them and help them recover. We are
asking what these migrants can give us. And this is not just at EU level. Look
at countries like Poland, Hungary or Romania, which were very opposed to
immigration in 2015 and 2016, but at the same time, these countries have
policies to attract migrant workers. In the Czech Republic, almost 40,000
migrant workers were recruited specifically from Vietnam, and Poland is
also attracting migrant workers from India. And then, you know, Hungary is
attracting workers from China.



In relation to the way immigration is viewed in Latvia, do you see deep
roots in this country's debate on migration—historical perspectives,
shared belief systems or collective trauma?

Inta Mierina: | think it's a combination of factors. | have already published
about this. It was a comparative study of different countries in Europe in
which we tried to understand the roots of anti-immigrant attitudes. What we
found was that it essentially comes down to key factors such as economic
insecurity. In countries with more stable social security systems, such as
Denmark, Norway, Sweden or Finland, concerns about immigrants are
much lower. They feel that their jobs are secure, their income is secure, and
that they will not starve. Under these conditions, one can afford to show
more mercy. This has been proven in theory not only by me, but also by
other scientists. Economic insecurity is the main reason.



So, there is no ethnic nationalism in Latvia?

Inta Mierina: Of course there is. This is another reason. Because unlike in
the United States, Canada, or Australia, for example, countries in Europe are
essentially based on ethnic nationalism rather than civic nationalism. For
example, if you ask people in the European Social Survey or the Values
Survey what someone needs to be considered Latvian, Lithuanian, Polish—
whatever—most people would say that they were born into a Latvian family
or speak the Latvian language. Of course, this has to do with your roots. You
can't just come to the country and become Latvian, can you? And
interestingly enough, even those who have lived here almost all their lives
are not considered Latvians, even if they want to identify themselves as
Latvians, like our Russian-speaking citizens. They are still considered
Russians, right? The separation is really strong, unlike in Ukraine, where it's
completely normal to have a Russian-speaking Ukrainian. Here you are
either a Latvian or a Russian.

Another deep root can be seen in the role of the media as an amplifier of
opinions. A colleague of mine found out that the media very often tend to
exaggerate. They take the supposed opinion of the people and amplify this.



In some countries, historical experiences play animportant role.

Inta Mierina: In Latvia too. In connection with the deep roots, there is an
enormous historical background of mistrust, which also dates back to the
Soviet era—that people don’t have that much trust in each other. We are
not used to diversity. And they also have extremely low trust in the
government, which is important in the context of migration. Because if you
can't trust the government to be able to deal with the situation, or to deal
with problems that might arise from the migrants...

Very important too—in Soviet times, Latvia was an industrial centre. So
many, many, many people came here from the other Soviet republics. And
by the end of the USSR, Latvians as an ethnic group had almost become a
minority in this country. This is not comparable to the German language or
nation. They will not disappear, but the Latvian nation is smaller—about 2
million people belong to the Latvian culture.



Under these conditions, accepting the value of global solidarity could be
very difficult in Latvia.

Inta Mierina: Yes! There is a tension between these organisations trying to
help migrants and the general population. Recently, there was a trial that
attracted a lot of attention, also internationally. One of the leaders of a non-
governmental organisation that helps refugees was accused of going to the
border and helping illegal migrants to cross the border from Belarus to
Latvia. She claims that she was only there to help. Of course, that was no
coincidence. She knew that people were coming. The whole thing turned
into a discussion about humanity, which the court should take into account.



In other words, for many Latvians, the issue of security and control over
their own country is a priority ?

Inta Mierina: Most people in Latvia saw her act of humanity as part of the
hybrid war against Latvia waged by Lukashenko, the president of Belarus,
whom they believe she is helping. This is a major debate, not only in Latvia
but also in Poland, Lithuania, and Finland: how to deal with this hybrid
warfare from Russia, which includes pushing people across the border to
seek asylum.

In the meantime, migration from Russia has been completely halted. It is
now almost impossible to cross the border, as these people are considered
a security risk. However, many of them are highly qualified individuals who
oppose Putin’s regime, or men who do not want to fight in the war. | believe
we should welcome them — by doing so, we weaken Putin’s regime, right?



We've already spoken about the differences between Russians in Latvia
and the majority of Latvians. But in the context of the conflict, how do the
opinions of the two groups differ?

Inta Mierina: I've published research on this too. Essentially, the perception
of threat is very different. Ethnic Latvians feel extremely threatened by
Russia, and this shapes part of their position on immigration. Latvians are
highly supportive of immigration from Ukraine, whereas Russian speakers
are not. That's the big difference.

And when it comes to other refugees?
Inta Mierina: Russian speakers are even more conservative — also in terms

of religion, as they are Orthodox — and in their views on family values. They
are even more opposed to immigration.



Let’s return to the media and its role in the immigration debate. Are they
independent, or are they influenced by someone or something?

Inta Mierina: Media in Latvia are relatively independent. This is also
confirmed in official evaluations — they are considered free. You can see a
variety of opinions being expressed. But it's true that media have become
more restrictive when it comes to discussing the war in Ukraine.



Are contrary opinions being published?

Inta Mierina: Of course. In terms of migration, though, you still see reports of
employers saying, “We need more workers,” although that’s still the opinion
of a minority. Perhaps what matters here is the lack of diversity in the media
landscape. Russian state media were banned in 2022 — that’s clear. The
quality of Russian-language media is a serious issue. The government has
been funding some Russian-language radio stations and news sites, but
these will be shut down in a few years because the government no longer
wants to fund anything in Russian.

The situation in Latvia is perhaps not unique, but what you're seeing is that
people with radical views are increasingly pushed out of mainstream media
and form hard-to-monitor communities. That said, it's a small percentage of
the population. And, as we always say, bad news is good news — people
tend to gravitate toward negative stories, including those about
immigration.



In some countries, such as Germany, the media reflects strong
polarisation overimmigration. Do you see something similarin Latvia?

Inta Mierina: | would say it's more homogeneous. They tend to push
immigration from distant countries in the same direction — discussions
around integration problems, terrorism threats, and so on. The political
spectrum is as conservative as the society itself. We do have one
Progressive Party, but they only get votes from Riga, and that’s it. Through
them, there's at least one voice advocating for more humane policies.

Another important player in some countries' political debates are
academic institutions. Do they conductimmigration research in Latvia —
if so, on what, and to what extent?

Inta Mierina: There isn't much research funding in general in Latvia, but my
team and | have been working on these topics. Historically, the focus has
mostly been on emigration, since that’s a bigger concern here than
immigration — we never had much of it. For many, immigration is still
viewed as an “imaginary problem”. Why spend €300,000 studying 100
refugees, right?



Does this also apply to Ukrainian refugees?

Inta Mierina: No, with the Ukrainians, it's a bit different. There's a research
project focusing on their integration, and another one on Russian speakers’
attitudes, media use, and their views on migrants.

What's interesting is that recently — perhaps due to Trump — people feel
more empowered to express racist views. Studies and researchers who
focus on migrants’ rights often face hostility.

But unlike in Hungary, where research funding is politicised, in Latvia we
can apply for and conduct independent research. Our proposals are
reviewed by scientists from other countries based on quality. That allows us
to work freely. That said, most of my colleagues are centre-leaning, not left-
wing or radical — and that perspective is missing in Latvia. Our political
spectrum simply doesn’t include a strong left, but we also don’t have an
extreme right.



Why is that — a country without an extreme right? In large parts of
Europe, these parties are on therise.

Inta Mierina: The main issues for far-right parties tend to be immigration
and LGBT rights. Neither of these issues is particularly prominent in Latvia.
LGBT people still face significant discrimination and aren’t widely visible in
public life. There are no rainbow flags here — instead, the debate is about
civil partnerships.

In surveys, when people are asked what issues politicians should focus on,
the answers are the economy, social issues like healthcare and education,
and demographics. The issues of the far-right are barely discussed, and
people’s attitudes tend to marginalise those views.



Didn't the Russian war change anything?

Inta Mierina: Yes, it did. Since the last election, we've seen the rise of
Russian populists — something new here. They've existed before, but now
they are more visible. They are still marginalised in terms of power, which is
a problem because they can’t represent the interests of their voters.

Many Soviet monuments have been taken down, and there’s been a strong
push to abolish Russian-language education in schools — these are very
sensitive issues for Russian speakers, regardless of whether they support
Putin. Many Russian-speaking voters don’t even go to the polls. Their
attitude is: “No one represents us, what's the point?” Now this populist party
is anti-establishment, and that's a problem we really have — extremely low
trust in government. That's what fuels populism.



So immigration is not one of their main issues?

Inta Mierina: No. Of course, they're against immigration — including
Ukrainian immigration — but they're more focused on normalising relations
with Russia for business reasons. Immigration is more of an issue for the
National Party, which focuses on erasing the Soviet legacy.

In your view, how should Latvia manage migration to avoid further
polarisation?

Inta Mierina: I'm not a politician, but | believe we should adopt a much
more rational approach to migration and integration policy. Many countries
ignored people’s concerns. We know that about 80% of those who came to
Latvia ended up leaving. If they were only seeking safety, why didn't they
stay?

| find it difficult to explain Latvia's pushback policy to people in southern
Europe — they see it as inhumane. But for us, it's a form of hybrid warfare.
And if you don’t listen to people’s concerns — if you just call them racist
and ban all statistics, as Sweden has done — you won'’t solve anything.



So, migration policy should take more account of the broader political
and social context?

Inta Mierina: Exactly. The moralistic approach of Germany’'s Chancellor
Merkel caused more problems. It's not because people have bad motives —
it's because some abuse the system. We need to be open about that. If we
are, then we can be tougher on abusers and take away arguments from the
far-right.

We know the climate crisis will drive migration up tenfold in the next
decade. We can't help everyone. We have to be realistic and prioritise those
who need it most.



Could you give an example?

Inta Mierina: Sure. A Ukrainian colleague told me Latvia should be stricter
about Ukrainian migration. Some Ukrainian citizens actually lived in
Uzbekistan or Tajikistan and used Ukrainian passports to enter Europe.
Some are criminals, some support Putin — they just want a better life. This
abuse must be addressed to protect legitimate immigration. That's why |
support the European Migration Pact. It recognises human rights but also
allows data sharing and safeguards EU interests. Populism thrives when we
refuse to face reality.

What does this mean for Latvia?

Inta Mierina: I'd like to see a more rational, objective debate. Many of our
fears are baseless. People say Ukrainians are real refugees, but not those
from the Middle East. Yet many of them are also fleeing war. Why don’t they
deserve equal support?

There's a great initiative here called “Libraries of Life” where NGOs bring
people together to hear migrants' stories. When people meet migrants
personally, their views often change.



As a Latvian, do you have recommendations for other European
countries on how to approach migration?

Inta Mierina: Our research focuses on refugee integration and how
uncertainty affects it. One big mistake is thinking migrants will only stay
temporarily. That's what Germany did with the Turkish community, and it
failed. Even Sweden assumed Ukrainians would leave soon and didn’t offer
language courses — sometimes not even for people over 50.

A recent Norwegian study showed that 90% of people who were granted
asylum 20 years ago still live there. We must assume migrants are staying
and offer full support from the beginning. That's how they become
productive members of society — and it also reduces anti-migrant attitudes.



What does this mean for Latvia?

Inta Mierina: It's a vicious cycle. People don't like migrants and don’t want
to spend money on them, so there’s little support. With little support, they
don't integrate well — and then public attitudes worsen.

Denmark is a positive example. They reduced immigration, but made sure
to offer full support to those who arrive. Immigrants there have rights, but
also responsibilities — like attending language and integration classes. If
they can't find a job, they contribute to their city in other ways. This reduces
negative perceptions.



In many countries, immigration requires complex dialogue. Does it make
sense to foster this kind of discussion in Latvia — and if so, between
whom and for what purpose?

Inta Mierina: It's essential that we understand each other’s perspectives.
For example, it's hard to explain our pushback policy to southern
Europeans — they see it as cruel. But here, we're dealing with hybrid
warfare.

At the same time, people in Latvia look at Italy and think it's madness —
with NGOs picking people up by boat. We all come from different
geographical and historical contexts. We need to talk about what “security”
means to us. Can we connect it to human values? Where is the EU heading
— towards a humanitarian vision, or an economic, right-wing model?

| really admire Slavoj Zizek — he recently spoke about this and warned that
Europe may be slipping into a kind of soft fascism. The mainstream parties
seem unable to handle it all. These are scary times.

Inta Mierina, thank you very much for these insights.
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