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1. Introduction

Issues of labour migration are presented from various points of view: from the perspective of macro and micro social determinants and consequences as well as from the perspective of individual and collective experiences. The local aspects of migration are analysed more rarely
, even though they featured strongly in the earliest studies of migration in which attention was devoted both to the “disorganisation of the communities”
 migrants left as well as the places where they settled in the host country
. The scope of our analysis of contemporary migration has been expanded to include the experiences of local communities that face new challenges posed by the processes of labour migration and the new problems they bring.

This study was based on individual, in-depth interviews conducted at the local level with county (poviat) administration officers (the leader of the county council, mayor of the county capital), directors and employees of labour offices (employment centres) and social services (Family Support Centre, Municipal Social Welfare Centre).

The interviews centred upon two main questions:

· According to the views of the local government and social services, what are the reasons for the migration of the local inhabitants?

· What are the consequences of labour migration for the local community, for those who leave and for those who stay?

2. The reasons for labour migration: the local perspective

Statements made by the respondents reflect the neo-classical economic interpretation of territorial mobility, according to which, generally speaking, the phenomenon of labour migration results from the imbalance in international markets, particularly wage inequality. These factors cause the movement of labour from low wage countries to high wage countries. Although critics of this interpretation point to the fact that a decision to migrate depends on many other factors, such as historical or cultural ones, and on the development level of the educational system, no-one questions the role of wages as a stimulus to labour migration
 This is also how migration is viewed by formal leaders and social service representatives in the peripheral, eastern region of Poland under study. They are convinced that unemployment and low pay in the local labour market constitute practically the only factor that pushes members of the local community to migrate in search of employment opportunities and higher wages.

None of the respondents took any notice of issues raised in literature on international labour migration that are linked to the growing social awareness influencing the direction of migrations. These issues include some common convictions that finding a job abroad is easy, working and living conditions are better and employers abroad treat their employees better than at home. In the public consciousness there still exists “a myth of the affluent West and this myth strongly motivates people to migrate”
. In addition, migration is encouraged by opinions circulated in the media that life abroad is characterised by “normality” that is lacking at home
. Even though the experiences of many economic migrants emerging from stories about labour camps and assaults against Poles abroad contradict those opinions
, accounts of those experiences are not sufficiently publicised.

In the opinions expressed by our respondents, one can find two main categories of reasons that determine the goals of migration.

· The first category, as mentioned above, is connected with the characteristics of the national labour market, i.e. high unemployment and low earnings. Although significant local differences in unemployment levels throughout the country result in internal labour mobility, this mobility is not sufficient to solve the problems faced by areas located in the peripheries. Furthermore, the insignificant diversity of wage levels within Poland cannot compete with the attractive pay abroad. As migration results from joblessness and unsatisfactory wages, the migrants’ goal is to find a job or a better paid job.

· The other category is connected with the migrants’ and their families’ assessment of their situation and opportunities in life, as well as the relative assessment of their situation in the local environment. In that case, migration results from the poor assessment of one’s standard of living and is aimed at its improvement.

According to the respondents’ answers, the second category of reasons can be linked to the fairly unambiguous characteristics of individuals migrating out of their area. The respondents are convinced that migration is influenced by economic factors: people go abroad to earn money regardless of the nature of the work they will perform there, regardless of how they will be treated by their employer and whether they will work legally or not. Typically, money earned abroad is used to satisfy the daily needs and meet financial obligations, i.e. pay the rent and heating bills, settle debts, etc. Thus, based on the above characteristics, we can assume that members of the local government perceive the migration out of their area as “migration for survival”. According to literature, migration of this kind does not lead to major changes in the local environment. Even though, in the case of large-scale migration for survival, the remittances sent by migrants to their home country do have an impact on the local market, they are primarily spent on consumption.

The respondents also observe the economic migration of the more advantaged individuals who seek to improve their standard of living
 and increase their earnings in order to be able to afford status symbols (a luxury car, new house or residence). The local respondents are aware of the fact that discernible changes in the local community’s living standards appear only in the case of such motivation and income earned by migrants. Nonetheless, they emphasise that such cases do not represent the dominant trend in their area.

Generally, the respondents do not indicate that foreign educational and investment trips (studies abroad,
 obtaining funds for one’s own or one’s children education or for setting up a business in the home country) are standard practice in their environment. It can be concluded that the respondents consider this kind of motivation as rare.

· Yet another distinctive reason for migration has to be mentioned, namely the structure of the educational system and curriculum content that generate unemployment.

The main representatives of county and municipal administration point towards the flawed structure of the educational system and inadequate curriculum content as significant causes of migration out of their area. The respondents conclude that migrations result from misguided educational policy decisions at the central level (the liquidation of numerous vocational schools) as well as the incompatibility of the education profile in their region (including higher education) with the needs of the labour market. In their view, such fields of study as marketing and management, sociology or political science, provided by private and branches of state higher education institutions located in the province’s capital city, do not offer young people any job opportunities. The local administration has absorbed a significant number of graduates of those studies and, according to the respondents, the graduates’ qualifications for the job are poor.

· Poor soils are an additional factor contributing to labour migration from rural areas in the region.

According to the respondents, poor soils hamper the intensification of agricultural production and generation of farming incomes sufficient to maintain one’s family at minimum subsistence level. Hence, an increase in migration can be observed in communes with poor quality arable land (e.g. predominance of 5th class soils according to the Polish classification system) and low incomes from farming.

3. The consequences of migration: opinions of the local government

A vast majority of answers to the survey questions concerned the consequences of labour migration observed by local authorities and agencies in the following fields:

· labour market;

· consumption;

· social benefits;

· family.

3.1. Labour market

Nearly all answers concerning the consequences of migration focus on the changes that can be perceived locally. County and municipal authorities as well as Job Centre and Social Welfare Centre representatives emphasise the apparent shortage of labour in the local job market, particularly with regard to:

· small and medium enterprises in certain sectors such as construction, transport or car repairs, the latter in connection with the increasing imports of used cars to Poland;

· certain transport services: shortage of drivers of heavy lorries and in passenger transport (PKS – Polish Bus Service);

· skilled workers and technicians as well as specialists in particular sectors of the economy.

As an aside, the respondents also indicate some positive developments of significance for the local community, namely the increase in the number of people in employment, increased demand for transport services and better employment opportunities for certain categories of the unemployed.

· International migration has brought about a more intensive movement of people and the resulting growth in the volume of passenger transport. As one of the respondents remarked, “the number of minibuses operating on the Warsaw route has now risen from two to six.” 

· A foreign company (from the Czech Republic), interested in recruiting low-skilled staff, employs everyone willing to work for them: “they even take on the jobless just under sixty and slightly impaired persons who do not stand a chance to get a job elsewhere.”

3 .2. Consumption

Even a slight fall in unemployment and the sending of remittances from abroad enhance the buying power of the population and lead to a locally observable development of trade. According to the respondents, an upward trend can be noticed particularly in purchases of household equipment, flats and home furnishings and fittings as well as the number of vehicle registrations and the related car repair services.

This trend corresponds to the three allocation patterns mentioned in literature. According to the first pattern, the poorest people cover their day-to-day expenses; the second pattern mostly typifies young migrants who seek to become independent, make savings and buy a car; whereas the third pattern refers to the relatively affluent people who spend money on their houses and apartments (purchases, refurbishment) and on education.

Based on a comparison of these patterns with consumer trends observed in the community described by the respondents, it can be concluded that basically the first and second pattern of income allocation occurs, i.e. the majority of migrants from the region studied are poor and/or young.

3.3. Social benefits

Social benefits represent another distinct category of locally observed consequences of labour migration. In this respect, the respondents indicate the difficulties and dilemmas faced by social services due to the unclear status of families where at least one family member stays abroad. Since illegal work, both at home and abroad, is not registered, it cannot be regarded as explicit grounds for refusing an application for social benefits. To substantiate their application, families explain that their difficult circumstances result from the joblessness of their family member staying abroad, the separation and lack of financial support from them, or other unfortunate events such as the failure to pay wages by dishonest foreign employers. In many cases these arguments may be true to fact, but social workers admit that such explanations should be regarded as false to a certain extent, and believe that some families try to claim benefits they are not entitled to. However, applications that fulfil the formal requirements are approved and benefits are granted because of low income per capita in a family or even a lack of income.

The above reservations confirm the observation that migrants in peripheral regions are generally poor people, and in many cases the decision to go abroad in search of work is an act of desperation taken as a last resort. The simultaneous seeking of financial support from the social services and looking for work abroad can be treated as an attempt to diversify sources of income. This is consistent with the observations of other authors according to whom labour emigration “has always been part of the survival strategy for households”.

3.4. Family

Below is an excerpt from an application sent to the County Family Support Centre by a 44-year-old single mother who has been jobless for 12 years, but has participated in government-supported employment three times; she owes 20 thousand Zlotys to a housing co-operative and faces an eviction order.

„I request that my 13-year-old son, a primary school pupil, be placed in an emergency shelter for children for the period of my stay abroad because I cannot leave my child without care and I am forced to look for work abroad.”

All the respondents, especially those working in social services, recognise the implications of labour migrations, particularly for children left by a parent or parents temporarily working abroad. The respondents mention observations reported by school principals and teachers about:

· parental neglect and

· children’s learning problems.

Further consequences of labour migration observed at the local level include the breakdown of migrant workers’ families, increase in the number of divorces, women returning home with children of their “foreign” partner, etc.

The respondents are concerned about the problem of children deprived of the care of their parents who stay abroad and about the way this problem is solved: the children’s relations (grandmothers, aunts) or unrelated persons known by parents (neighbours) apply to become foster carers and to receive childcare benefits on that account. Although these procedures are not numerous, they constitute an additional burden on the local budget.

The administration has no idea how to prevent such developments, but acknowledges the role of social services despite their limited authority. The latter believe that they may not interfere in the private life of a family unless the family itself requests help and as long as the situation of a child in such a family does not raise concerns. Social services recognise the important role of schools and teachers who should record and solve the problems of school-age children who become “euro-orphans”. In extreme cases, however, they believe that parental rights should be removed from parents who leave their children without appropriate care and that such children should be placed in a care centre.

4. Conclusion

The respondents observe certain positive aspects of labour migration occurring in their area. Nonetheless they conclude that the overall impact of migration is not favourable from the local perspective. Therefore, they believe that limiting international labour migration would serve the interest of the local community.

According to the respondents, this goal can only be achieved through the economic development of the area where they live, as well as the improvement of living standards and attractiveness of the city. The advantageous location close to the Ukrainian border and the preparations for the UEFA European Football Championship in 2012 are seen as an opportunity for growth connected with the indispensable development of transport infrastructure linking Eastern and Western Europe and with the financial assistance of the European Union. They indicate the need to build a bypass around the city and establish a special economic zone, an airport and a surgical instrument manufacturing plant, which will create new jobs, attract employees from other parts of Poland and persuade many of the current migrants to return home. **
** Translated into English by Sławomir Nowodworski
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