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ELUSIVE MIGRATION SYSTEMS. LESSONS FROM EUROPE’S NEW
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Abstract: Europe is facing a new era of migration. During the last decades, the European
migration system underwent several shifts due to different reasons. A basic observation is
that general changes, on the political map for example, do not necessarily have the same
consequences in European regions, even in seemingly similar contexts. The major changes
started in 1990 accelerated with the enlargement of the European Union in 2004 and
found its continuation by crisis-driven migration from south European countries into
Western European labour markets after 2008. All of these "migration waves" have been
topped by a massive inflow of refugees in 2015 creating new migratory map of Europe.
Thus, important stages of contemporary and present European migration history are
interpreted as indicators for a surplus in diversity, flexibility and spontaneity and will serve
for formulating the hypothesis of Elusive Migration Systems as an analytical framework
and a kind of hypothesis to study new features of migrants’ trajectories, which became
more and more variable.. Being grounded may be the wish of the majority of Europeans
and, in effect, the global population, but being on the move, voluntarily or forced, is reality
for a certain number of migrants inside and heading towards Europe.
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Introduction

Europe is facing a new era of migration. What started in 1990 accelerated with the
enlargement of the European Union in 2004 and found its continuation by crisis-driven
migration from GIPS-countries2 into Western European labour markets after 2008.
Recently all of these "migration waves" have been topped by a massive inflow of refugees
in 2015. Against this backdrop, the aim of the following contribution is less a detailed
analysis of recent migratory movements but a discussion, on a theoretical basis, on
similarities as well as differences of the challenging new migratory map of Europe. The
resulting proposal is the model of Elusive Migration Systems as an analytical framework
and a kind of hypothesis to study new features of migrants’ trajectories, which became
more and more variable. Elusive Migration Systems are, with regard to various causes
and consequences of migration in sending and receiving regions, highly flexible,
spontaneous, divers, and unpredictable.

Elements of Europe’s new migratory map

Looking back for slightly more than 25 years — a time-span of more or less one human
generation only — we can state that Europe‘s new migratory map changed dramatically
several times. The division of Europe in a Western and an Eastern part seemed to be a
remaining from times of Cold War and overcome with the fall of the Iron Curtain.
Subsequent years defined an era of integration and disintegration at the same time: On
the one hand the German Reunification, which was contrasted by, on the other hand, the
breakup of the former Soviet Union and wars of secession in former Yugoslavia. More or
less as a matter of course, parts of the former Eastern European migration system (which
may be represented by the COMECON-states) started to integrate themselves into the
Western system. In terms of migration in the post-socialist context, the pre-accession
period has been marked by sometimes illegal or even informal and often temporarily
limited (seasonal) forms of migration and a wide-spread occupation in low qualified jobs.

A quite noticeable uplift for a couple of East European countries meant the
enlargement of the European Union by eight new members in 2004. The so-called A8-
countries (Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia,
Slovenia) accomplished the step towards the final integration into the EU and Western
systems; at the same time the border between "East" and "West" moved eastward and a
lot of "active trans-boundary migration zones" (Molodikova, 2008) between neighboring
East-European states emerged. So, migration patterns in both periods, before and after
accession, are part of the Socialist legacy and another indicator for the so-called longue
durée of post-socialist transitions (Brunnbauer, 2009).

An integral element of this fundamental change and part of the "New Face of East-
West Migration in Europe" (Favell, 2008) is the implementation of free movement of
labor force to East European accession countries. Some EU-countries followed this
regulation without any restrictions. So did the United Kingdom and Ireland. Both labor
markets became very attractive for migrants, even more due to a certain shortage of labor
force in problematic segments such as healthcare or low-paid jobs in ‘picking & packing’
for example. Emigration from countries like Poland or the Baltic States has been

2Greece, Italy, Portugal, Spain. Sometimes the ‘T’ represents Ireland.

43


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Czech_Republic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Estonia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hungary
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Latvia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lithuania
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poland
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slovakia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slovenia

contrasted by strong immigration to UK and Ireland and the crucial question who (East
or West?) benefitted more from brain drain, or respectively suffered from brain gain,
seems hard to answer. Today most scholars assume a kind of win-win-situation, in which
the EU-15 receiving countries gained economic growth by immigration, but sending
countries generated brain gain through circular migration and/or remigration as well
(Favell, 2008). Mostly they benefited from the huge volume of remittances — financial
and social ones (Grabowska & Garapich, 2016) — sent by migrants, which facilitated life
for a lot of families and the parents’ generation.

The global financial and economic crisis which started in 2008 provides another
brick in Europe’s new migratory map. In some cases it came to a reversal of well-
established migration patterns, and sometimes it strenghtened existing trends. At first,
so-called GIPS-countries in the south of Europe have been heavily affected.
Unemployment rates, especially youth unemployment, increased and led to out-migration
of young, well-educated people. As a kind of chain reaction, other, sometimes remote
parts of the world have been affected, too: Migration from the Southern Americas to
Spain declined due to economic problems there, the same is true for migrants from
South-East European countries like Romania. In the context of the South-East European
migratory sub-system, a lot of migrants from countries like Albania have been heavily
affected by economic problems and consequences for the labor markets, not in the home
country, but in the main destinations of long-term emigration like Italy or especially
Greece (Goler, 2016).

According to the motto "last hired, first fired", especially less-qualified and some-
times informally employed migrant workers got problems on the labor market in the
receiving countries (!) and were more or less forced to return home. Migrants from Baltic
states reacted in a different manner to the crisis in their home countries (!) as they
remained abroad (McCollum et al., 2016) or even started to move on to another, more
prosperous labor market inside EU like the German one (Goler et al., 2016).

Recently, all this has been topped by the 2015-refugee crisis, which divided Europe
into transit countries (among others Greece, Macedonia and Serbia), welcoming reception
countries (Germany and some Nordic countries) and restrictively hostile countries
(Hungary). And, as if we did not have enough bamboozling elements, the Brexit gave the
European migration system a complete new but still unpredictable perspective with lots
of uncertainties for immigrants from Eastern Euope and elsewhere to the UK.

All these examples show that Europe‘s new migratory map entails more confusing
elements instead of clear and stable patterns during the last one-and-a-half decades. In
fact, post-socialist transition, EU-enlargement or the global financial and economic crisis
defined a similar general framework. Impact of these incidents manifested in comparable
individual, regional or national contexts in form of quite different reactions, especially
with regard to mobility and migration. Both are marked by increasing variability and
diversity.

Transnationalism: Some critics on concept and theory
A certain part of mobility and migration mentioned in the previous chapter took place in
the transnational social space (Pries, 1999; 2001). In fact, transnationalism may serve as

appropriate theoretical framework for analyzing all these migratory movements and
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subsequent socio-spatial phenomena. Transnationalism as key concept in migration
studies for almost two decades is understood as "increasing interconnections between
nation-states across borders" with "political, economic, social and cultural dimensions"
(Faist et al., 2013; Glick Schiller et al., 1992; Khagram & Levitt, 2008; Vertovec, 2009).
Main outcome of transnationalism from the geographical point of view are the various
effects of international migration. Among them are intensive spatial and social
interlinkages, for example capital flows, mutual communication and advocacy or transfers
of innovation ete. (Fig. 1). Each of these assets is based on migrants’ activities.
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Fig. 1. The spatiality of transnationalism (draft according to Glick Schiller et al., 1992; Pries, 2001)

Adapted to transnationalism, the perspective in migration research shifted from a
classical perspective to a new one. "Classical" studies drew attention to courses and
consequences of migration as change of the permanent residence. Contemporary
theoretical and empirical analysis in terms of transnationalism and even more since the
"new mobilities paradigm" (Sheller & Urry, 2006) appeared in accordance with the
mobility turn within the social sciences (Faist, 2013), then focused more on the variability
of social spaces which are defined by migrants, permanently and individually.
Consequently, interest began to concentrate on different forms of circularity as well.
Meant hereby is an episodically, periodically or even spontaneously repeated migratory
movement with the result that different "places" get connected. Internet-based virtual
communication and social media may sustain connectivity as a necessity. It makes
individual networks larger and more differentiated at the same time and will go on in
substituting physical movements. In addition, with this new perspective and bringing the
argument back to transnationalism, the transnational social space can be interpreted as
an arena of social interactions (Dahinden, 2009; Pries, 1999).

On the one hand side, the concept of transnationalism has made, without any doubt,
a big contribution to determining new characters of migration and to establishing an
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advanced interpretation of migration and mobility. On the other hand, more and more
criticisms were formulated regarding the painful issue of an implicit "methodological
nationalism" and, therefore, the aspect of territoriality as weakness of the concept
especially from the geographic perspective — the arguments do not have to be repeated at
this points.

Several approaches dealt with the, obviously to some extent superficial and, again,
from the spatial point of view insufficient and somehow patchy, concept and tried to
stress the above mentioned new elements like variability, flexible spatiality and
individuality of migration and mobility as a new challenge for research in that fields. The
most recognized conceptualization at the moment may be the concept of liquid migration.
In this regard Engbersen et al. (2010) wrote, allegorically referring to "the Van full of
Poles":

"To paraphrase Bauman‘s (1999; 2005) work on "liquid modernity”, international
migration has become "liquid". The fairly stable migration patterns that marked the
period 1950-1990 have dissolved into more complex, transitory patterns in terms of
transient settlement — transnational or otherwise — and shifting migration status"
(Engbersen et al., 2010).

This sounds convincing in the sense of widespread and increasing individualisation,
with regard to the rise of distinct lifestyles of mobility and the emergence of a well-
defined migrant habitus (Bygnes & Erdal, 2016), mainly when referring to contemporary
intra-European migration in termes of internal migration and immigration to EU. What
makes things different and, as a consequence, difficult when generalizing "liquid
migration" in a narrow sense is the degree of organization behind. In fact, the "Van full of
Poles" on the way to UK is highly organized: There is a group of eight people, they have a
driver, a van, a clearly defined destination, a minimum of money for their re-start when
having reached the destination, maybe already a working contract and, not to forget, the
group is allowed to enter the UK without any restrictions. Labor migration in this sense
seems to be privileged in comparison to other forms of migration like those already
mentioned from Latin America, Balkans, Eastern Europe or refugees from Arabic or
African countries. These groups, even the European ones, have a lower degree of freedom;
a certain part of these migrants are forced to move back and forth several times, following
the principle of trial and error, acting less reflected and often reacting spontaneously. It is
hard to sample this diversity of migratory movements empirically and to categorize and
theorize the phenomenon systematically. The following chapter may serve as an attempt
of a proposal for a new concept, meant as contribution for a new interpretation of
mobility to and inside the EU and beyond.

3 There are a couple of contribution with Author’s involvment that deal with empirical studies that
will sustain the argument of missing Geography in studies on transnationalism and a plee for
strengthening the geographic perspective, transregionalism and Elusive Migration Systems (Goler &
Krisjane, 2016; Goler, 2016).
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A proposal

Europe’s new migratory map may illustrate the ability of migration systems to deal with
changes in political, social or economic framework conditions. Being grounded may be
the implicit wish of the majority of Europeans and even of many migrants (Bygnes &
Erdal, 2016), but there are too much motivations and triggers for mobility. This could be
voluntarily, when due to payment gaps, or forced, when due to shifted framework
conditions as it may come as a consequence of the Brexit. Being on the move is the reality
of a certain number of migrants inside and coming to Europe. Empirical results show,
that migrants are able to reorganize during this process in a novel and creative manner
and, if necessary, to redefine themselves as new social systems. These systems are
characterized by widespread multi-local, social networks led by migration, individual
migration experiences, and migration culture. Migrants are able to adapt social practices
from different economic, social, and cultural contexts. Such kind of permanent resilience
as performed social practice is based on creativity, knowledge, and other individual skills
and capacities of the participants in the network. All these considerations are in line with
arguments that lead to a slightly new paradigm that is called "Elusive Migration Systems"
(Goler & Krisjane, 2016).

This concept tries to take account of recent changes such as migrants’ spontaneous
decision making which finds its expression in highly flexible migration trajectories which,
in fact, became more and more divers and variable. Thus, resulting mobility is statistically
and intentionally unpredictable. Resulting Elusive Migration Systems are slightly
intangible and hard to analyse empirically. For doing so, the concept tries to satisfy the
need — following an inspiration given by Diivell (2009) — "to generate fresh results" by
analysing scales, interdependencies of immigration and emigration and the role of choice
and coercion in decision-making by migrants, both strived by a mixture of methods with
quantitative as well as qualitative elements. First, the mixed-methods approach of
analysis use explicitely the bottom-up-approach with individual biographies as basic
elements for exploration and further modelling and considerations. Second, the bottom-
up analysis is able to strengthen the regional dimension of spatiality in migration studies,
in order to overcome trans "nationalism" (Goler & Krisjane, 2013). As a result, a pattern
of transregionalism, again created "from below" (Smith & Guarnizo, 1997), is proposed as
a new framework to study spatiality of migration beyond transnationalism and to take
specific characteristics of recent migratory movements into account.
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"HEYXBAT/bUBHN" MUTPAITMIOHU CUCTEMMU. JIEKIIIJE HOBE
EBPOIICKE MUTPAITMOHE MAIIE

Pe3ume: EBpoIcKy KOHTHHEHT Ce Cyo4aBa ca HOBOM €POM MUTPAIMOHUX KpeTama 07 1990. TOJIHE.
Op Tor meproja MOXKEMO FOBOPUTH O HOBOj €BPOIICKOj Malll MUTPalHja, Koja je HMasa ApacTUYHe
IIpOMeHe, a Koje Tpy0o MOXKeMO TeHepaJIH30BaTH y ABa Iepuoza. IIpBu mepuon je of 1990-2004.
roguHe, kaga EBpomy menumo Ha Mcerouny u 3amazHy, Kaja MMaMoO IIpOIlece HMHTerparyje u
nesunTerparuje. Ca jeaHe crpaHe 0s1a3u 10 yjenumema Hemauke, a ca gpyre crpaHe /[0 pacmaja
6uBmmx CCCP u COPJ, mTo je ywIOBWIO M pa3jM4UTa MUTpPAlMOHA KpeTama. /[pyru mepuop
[OYMEbE Off 2004. TOANHE, Ka/ja je 0caM IIEHTPAIHO U HMCTOYHO €BPOICKUX APKaBa MIPUC)eAUEHO
EBponckoj yHuju. Taza 3eM/be HEKAZAIIHeT HCTOYHOT GJIOKA yiIase y 3alaJHOEBPOICKH CHCTEM
MUTpalFja, a UHTEIPAJIHK eJIEMEHT OBe (yHAaMeHTaJHEe MPOMeHe jecre MOryhHOCT c1060AHOT
KpeTama pajiHe CHare y OKBHUpY 3eMasba WwiaHuna EY. 3HauajHO je 1 MHTEeH3UBUparbe IIOTPAaHIMYHIX
MUTPALHOHUX 30HA Mel)y CyCeAHUM, UCTOYHOEBPOIICKUM Jp:KaBama, 300T uera ce y pagy HaBOAU
3HA4aj KOHIENTA TPAaHCHAIIMOHAIN3MA, K0 jeTHOT Off K/byYHHX KOHIIEIaTa y CTy/{ijaMa MUTpanyja.
HoBe npomMeHe Ha MUTPAIMOHO] MAIH Ce jaBibajy 2008. TOfUHE ca CBETCKOM €KOHOMCKOM KPH30M,
Kaza semsbe Jy:kHe EBpolle mocrajy Mame MHUIDATOpHE YCjIefl yCIOpaBama €KOHOMCKOI pacra, a
[IOCJIE[Ebe IIPOMEHE Ce JIEIIaBajy ca IojadaBareM HHTEH3UTETa HPEeryIapHuX Murpanyja ka EBpomnu
071 2010. TO/IUHE, a HAPOUUTO OF 2015. ToAuHe. VI3 cBera Hampe/ HaBeAEHOT, ayTOp Kao MPEJIOT 3a
npaheme OBHX BeoMa IIPOMEH/bPUBUX MUIPAIMOHUX TOKOBA Ipeanaske mozen "Heyxsamsueux”
MUZPAYUOHUX CuUCMeMa, KA0 aHAJTUTUYKY OKBUD U HEKY BPCTY XUIIOTe3e KaKo OH ce MpaTuie HOBE,
BeoMa IIPOMEHJ/bUBE MUTPAIlHOHe Tpajekropuje. "HeyxBaT/pUBU'" MUIPALIMOHU CUCTEMHU CY, Y CKJIAy
ca pasJHYMTHM y3poLHMa M IOCIeAXIlaMa MHUTpalyja y 3eMsbaMa HOpeKIa U JeCTHHAIHje ca
BUCOKHM CTeIIeHOM (hJIEKCUOUTHOCTH, CIIOHTAHOCTH, Pa3/INYUTOCTH U HETIPEABUANBOCTH.
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