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III. INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION FLOWS 
 
 
 In addition to estimating international migrant 
stocks by age, sex and origin, the Population 
Division also collects and compiles data on 
international migration flows for some 43 
countries worldwide.1 In analysing those data, the 
chapter focuses on three distinct geographical 
groups: Northern America, Australia/New 
Zealand, and Europe. Immigration and emigration 
flows of both citizens and foreigners are described 
where available. 
 
 

A. NORTHERN AMERICA 
 
 Between 1990 and 2009, patterns of 
immigration to Northern America were dominated 
by flows to the United States of America.2 The 
United States of America, the host of the largest 
number of international migrants in the world 
(chapter I), continued to admit the largest number 
of foreign immigrants worldwide among the 43 
countries with data, with an average of about one 
million permanent residence permits granted per 
annum between 1990 and 2009. The number of 
permanent residence permits issued to foreign 

immigrants to Canada was roughly one-fourth 
during the same period: equal to approximately 
231,000 per year. 
 
 Both Canada and the United States of 
America witnessed an increase between 1990 and 
2000 in the intake of foreign immigrants. Between 
1990-1999 and 2000-2009 the number of long-
term residence permits issued to foreign-born 
persons rose by 9.5 per cent per annum in Canada 
and by 5.3 per cent per annum in the United States 
of America. However, since the data for both 
Canada and the United States of America refer to 
residency permits, administrative as well as policy 
considerations need to be taken into consideration 
when interpreting those trends. The spike in 
number of permanent residence permits issued in 
the United States of America between 1990 and 
1994, for instance, was mainly the outcome of the 
large number of regularizations which took place 
in the aftermath of the implementation of the 
Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986. By 
contrast, the drop in the number of permits issued 
in the United States of America during the 
biennium 1997 to 1998 can be attributed to 

 
 

Figure III.1. Foreign immigrants to Canada and the United States of America by major area of origin, 1990 to 2009 

  
 Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2011).  International Migration Flows to and 
from Selected Countries: The 2010 Revision. (United Nations database, POP/DB/MIG/Flow/Rev.2010). 

 Notes: Data refer to foreigns by place of birth. The category “Other” includes Northern America and Oceania. Data for the United States of 
America refer to financial years. The data for the United States of America between 1990 and 1994 include regularization under the Immigration 
Reform and Control Act of 1986. 
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backlog in processing immigrant applications 
created by a temporary provision in the 
immigration law which caused applications for 
adjustment of status to nearly double.3 

 
 Canada and the United States of America 
were characterized by somewhat different patterns 
in terms of the origin of foreign immigrants. In 
Canada, the origin of international migrants 
remained highly concentrated, with 60.5 per cent 
of all immigrants between 1990 and 2009 coming 
from Asia. Europe was the second major area of 
origin for foreign immigrants to Canada over the 
period 1990-2010 (16.0 per cent), followed by 
Latin America and the Caribbean (10.3 per cent), 
and Africa (9.4 per cent). Intra-regional migration 
from other countries in North America, namely 
the United States of America, was small (less than 
three per cent). 
 
 In the United States of America the origin of 
foreign immigrants was more equally distributed 
among major areas. Less than half (46.2 per cent) 
of all permits granted to foreign-born immigrants 
in the period 1990-2010 were to persons from 
Latin America and the Caribbean. Asia was the 
second major area of origin of foreign immigrants 
to the United States of America (33.2 per cent), 
followed by Europe (11.7 per cent) and Africa 
(5.9 per cent). As with Canada, intra-regional 
migration accounted for less than two per cent of 
all permanent residency permits granted by the 
United States of America between 1990 and 2010.  
 
 Both Canada and the United States of 
America experienced a sharp increase between 
1990 and 2009 in the number of permits issued to 
immigrants from Africa and Asia. In Canada, the 
average number of permits issued to immigrants 
from Africa rose from over 16,000 per year in the 
period 1990-1999 to nearly 27,000 per year in the 
period 2000-2009; equal to a 65.0 per cent 
increase. In the United States of America, the 
number of immigrants from Africa more than 
doubled between 1990-1999 and 2000-2009. As 
of 2000-2009, Africa accounted for 7.8 per cent of 
all permits issued to foreign immigrants in the 
United States of America, up from 3.8 per cent in 
the 1990s. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Box III.1. Permanent residency permits 
by major categories of admission 

 
Canada and the United States of America are 
characterized by very different patterns in terms of 
the types of immigrants who are granted 
permanent residency. In the United States of 
America, persons admitted for family-related 
reasons accounted for nearly two thirds of all 
permanent residency permits issued between 1990 
and 2009. By contrast, in Canada the 
overwhelming majority of permanent residency 
permits granted between 1990 and 2009 were for 
economic migrants. 
 
Figure III.2. Permanent residency permits by major 

categories of admission, 2009 (percentage) 

 
Sources: U.S. Department of Homeland Security. Available at 

http://www.dhs.gov/files/statistics/publications/LPR11.shtm. and 
Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC). Available at
http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/resources/statistics/facts2010/perma
nent/01.asp (Accessed on 10 May 2012) 
 
 
The two countries have also followed very 
different trends. Between 2005 and 2009, for 
instance, the number of permanent residency 
permits issued for employment-based preferences 
in the United States of America declined by 42.9 
per cent. Skilled workers, professionals and 
unskilled workers were particularly affected. 
During the same period the number of permanent 
residency permits granted to immediate relatives of 
U.S. citizens increased by 22.8 per cent. In Canada 
the number of permanent residency permits issued 
to economic migrants rose by 56.7 per cent 
between 1990 and 2009, while the number of 
family-related permits declined by 12.7 per cent 
during the same period.  
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 Likewise, in Canada, 15,000 additional 
permits per year were issued to immigrants from 
Asia in the period 2000-2009 compared to the 
period 1990-1999. The corresponding figure for 
the United States of America was 59,000. The 
share of permanent permits granted to persons 
born in Asia also rose in both countries. The 
increase was particularly noteworthy in the United 
States of America, where the share of foreign-
born immigrants from Asia rose from 31.1 per 
cent in the 1990s to 35.3 per cent during the 
period 2000-2009.  
 
 By contrast, the average number and share of 
foreign immigrants from Latin America and the 
Caribbean declined in both Canada and the United 
States of America. In Canada, the share of 
migrants born in Latin America and the Caribbean 
among all foreign immigrants declined from 11.1 
per cent in the period 1990-1999 to 9.5 per cent in 
the period 2000-2009. In the United States of 
America, the corresponding share fell from 50.7 
per cent in the 1990s to 41.8 per cent in the period 
2000-2009. Between 1990 and 2009, the number 
of permits granted in the United States of America 
to immigrants born in Latin America and the 
Caribbean declined. As of 2010, Asia surpassed 
Latin America and the Caribbean as the major 
source of foreign immigrants to the United States 
of America. 
 
 In terms of the main countries of origin, 
persons from China received the largest number 
of permanent residence permits to Canada 
between 1990 and 2009 (on average 29,000 per 
year), accounting for 12.6 per cent of all permits 
issued. India was the country with the second 
largest average number of permits granted from 
Canada (24,000 per year), followed, in order of 
magnitude, by the Philippines (15,000 per year), 
Hong Kong (Special Administrative Region of 
China) (11,000 per year), Pakistan (9,000 per 
year), and Iran (Islamic Republic of) and Sri 
Lanka (6,000 per year, each). Outside of Asia, the 
major recipients of permanent residency permits 
from Canada were persons born in the United 
Kingdom and the United States of America with, 
respectively, 6,000 and 7,000 permits issued per 
year between 1990 and 2010. 
 

 Mexico dominated migrant inflows to the 
United States of America, with approximately 
224,000 permits grated per annum between 1990 
and 2009, accounting for 22.3 per cent of that 
country’s total migrant intake. Mexico was the 
source of the same number of foreign immigrants 
as the next five major countries of origin 
combined. Excluding the period 1990-1995, 
however, which as indicated above was strongly 
affected by the 1986 regularization programme,4 
the share of permits granted to persons from 
Mexico was much lower: around 17.2 per cent. 
 
 Persons from China, India and the Philippines 
were also granted large numbers of permits to the 
United States of America between 1990 and 2009. 
Between 1990-1999 and 2000-2009, the average 
number of permanent residence permits issued to 
persons born in China, India and the Philippines 
increased, whereas the number of permits granted 
to persons born in Mexico declined during the 
same period. 
 
 

B. AUSTRALIA/NEW ZEALAND  
 
 Between 1990 and 2009, immigration to the 
region Australia/New Zealand5 was dominated by 
flows to Australia. During that period, the average 
number of foreign immigrants admitted to 
Australia stood at 248,000 per year, while the 
annual intake of foreigners to New Zealand was 
around 49,000 per annum.  
 
 Between 1990 and 2009, both countries 
experienced a sharp upturn in the number of 
foreign immigrants (figure III.3). In Australia, the 
number of long-term and permanent foreign 
migrants admitted nearly doubled, from an 
average of 184,000 per year in the 1990s to an 
average of 318,000 per year during the period 
2000-2009. In New Zealand, the average number 
of foreign immigrants arriving from overseas who 
intended to stay for a period of one year or more 
or permanently, rose to 59,000 per year during the 
period 2000-2009, up from 38,000 per year in the 
1990s.  
 
 Much of that increase was linked to an 
expansion of the number of permits issued to 
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Figure III.3. Foreign immigrants to Australia and New Zealand by major area of origin, 1990 to 2009 

 Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2011).  International Migration Flows to and 
from Selected Countries: The 2010 Revision. (United Nations database, POP/DB/MIG/Flow/Rev.2010). 

 Notes: Data refer to foreigners by place of previous residence. The category “Other” includes Latin America and the Caribbean and 
Northern America. The methodology for counting foreign immigrants to Australia changed after 2004.  

 
 
highly skilled foreigners and foreign students. In 
Australia, for example, the number of permanent 
permits or long-term visas granted to highly 
skilled persons or for purposes related to 
business—the so-called skills stream—more than 
doubled between 1990 and 2009. The number of 
visas granted to students from overseas as well as 
employer sponsored visas also grew rapidly in 
Australia. 
 
 Between 1990 and 2009, Australia and New 
Zealand had relatively similar pattern in terms of 
the origin of their foreign immigrants. In both 
countries, the largest foreign inflows came from 
Asia: 52.9 per cent of those admitted to Australia 
and 43.2 per cent of those arriving in New 
Zealand. Europe was the second major area of 
origin, accounting for 20.4 per cent of all foreign 
immigrants admitted to Australia between 1990 
and 2009 and 24.5 per cent of those arriving in 
New Zealand during the same period. The intake 
of foreign immigrants from Oceania was smaller 
by comparison, although it still accounted for 
approximately one sixth of all foreign migrant 
inflows to Australia and New Zealand during the 
period 1990-2009. 
 

 In Australia, the largest and second largest 
number of foreign immigrants during the period 
1990-2009 came from New Zealand (29,000 per 
annum) and the United Kingdom (28,000 per 
annum), respectively. Large inflows of foreign 
immigrants also came from countries in Asia, 
notably China (18,000 per year), Hong Kong 
(Special Administrative Region of China) (13,000 
per year), India (14,000 per year), Malaysia 
(11,000 per year), Japan and Singapore (10,000 
per year, each). Many of those countries recorded 
a rapid increase in the number of their nationals 
admitted to Australia between 1990 and 2009. For 
instance, the average number of foreign 
immigrants from China to Australia grew by over 
fourfold between 1990 and 2010, or from less 
than 8,000 per year in the period 1990-1999 to 
over 30,000 per year during the period 2000-2009. 
A similar increase was recorded for India, which 
saw the number of its nationals granted long-term 
or permanent migration status in Australia climb 
from 5,000 per annum in the 1990s, to nearly 
23,000 per annum between 2000 and 2009. On 
account of the large inflows from Asia, the share 
of foreign immigrants to Australia from traditional 
areas of origin such as Europe or Oceania 
declined between 1990 and 2009. 
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 By contrast in New Zealand, the share of 
foreign immigrants from Europe continued to rise, 
reaching an average of 27.4 per cent in the period 
2000-2009, up from nearly 19.9 per cent in the 
period 1990-1999. Much of that increase was due 
to the inflow of persons born in the United 
Kingdom. Between 1990 and 2010, the average 
number of foreign immigrants from the United 
Kingdom more than doubled: from 5,000 per 
annum in the 1990s to over 11,000 in the period 
2000-2009. As of the period 2000-2009, nearly 
one in every five foreign immigrant to New 
Zealand originated from the United Kingdom 
compared to slightly over one in eight during the 
1990s. Part of that shift was owing to changes in 
the language requirements for skilled migrants 
which were introduced after 2002, which made it 
comparatively easier for native English speakers 
to qualify.6  
 
 As a result of the large inflow of immigrants 
from Europe during between 1990 and 2009, the 
share of immigrants to New Zealand from other 
major areas, notably Africa, Asia and Oceania, 
declined even though the number of foreign 
immigrants from those major areas continued to 
increase. After the United Kingdom, the major 
countries of origin for foreign immigrants to New 
Zealand during the period 1990-2009 were 
Australia and China (5,000 per year, each), and 
India and Japan (3,000 per year, each).  
 
 A relatively large number of foreigners who 
immigrated to Australia and New Zealand 
between 1990 and 2009 returned to their countries 
of origin. Between 1990 and 1999 an average of 
79,000 foreign immigrants per year left Australia, 
while 13,000 foreign immigrants per year left 
New Zealand. During the period 2000-2009, the 
respective figures were 107,000 per annum for 
Australia and 20,000 per annum for New Zealand.  
 
 A relatively large number of citizens from 
Australia and New Zealand emigrated between 
1990 and 2009. An average of 92,000 citizens per 
annum left Australia during the period 1990-2009, 
while some 44,000 per annum left New Zealand. 
The top five countries of destination for 
Australian nationals between 1990 and 2009 were, 
in order of magnitude, the United Kingdom, the 
United States, New Zealand, Hong Kong (Special 

Administrative Region of China) and Singapore. 
The main destinations for citizens emigrating 
from New Zealand between 1990 and 2009 were 
Australia and the United Kingdom. 
 
 Net migration of citizens was negative for 
both Australia and New Zealand during the period 
1990-2009. The number of citizens leaving 
Australia and New Zealand was, respectively, one 
and a half and two times greater than the number 
of those returning to those countries. Between the 
periods 1990-1999 and 2000-2009, the average 
gap between the inflow and outflow of citizens 
continued to widen for both countries. The net 
loss of citizens for Australia was nearly twice as 
large in the period 2000-2009 as in the period 
1990-1999. Likewise, for New Zealand the gap in 
number of citizens who left the country between 
2000 and 2009 and those who returned during the 
same period was one and a half times larger than 
the corresponding difference in the 1990s. 
 
 

C. EUROPE 
 
 Europe is characterized by diverse 
international migration flows. Europe comprises 
countries that have long been destinations of 
immigrants such as France, Germany or the 
United Kingdom; countries such as Italy or Spain 
that became net recipients of immigrants only 
after the 1990s, as well as countries such as the 
Republic of Moldova, Romania or the Ukraine 
characterized by high levels of negative net 
migration. Further, most migration in Europe 
occurs within the major area, often within smaller 
regions. The sections below focus on four distinct 
regions in Europe: Eastern Europe, Northern 
Europe, Southern Europe and Western Europe. 
The composition of each of those regions is 
provided in annex. 
 

1. Eastern Europe 
 
 Among the nine countries in Eastern Europe 
with data,7 the Czech Republic recorded the 
largest average annual inflows of foreign migrants 
during the period 2000-2009:8 51,000 per annum. 
The Russian Federation recorded the second 
largest inflows of foreigners during that period 
among the countries in Eastern Europe with data 
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(nearly 30,000 per year), followed by Hungary 
(23,000 per year), the Ukraine (nearly 20,000 per 
year) and Slovakia (nearly 9,000 per year). In the 
remaining countries with data—Bulgaria, Poland, 
Republic of Moldova and Romania—the average 
annual number of foreign immigrants between 
2000 and 2009 was less than 2,000 per annum. 
 
 All nine countries in Eastern Europe with 
data recorded an increase in the number of foreign 
immigrants between 2000 and 2009. In Poland 
and the Russian Federation, the average annual 
number of foreign immigrants tripled during 
between the first half and the second half of that 
period (figure III.4). Other countries that 
witnessed a steep upturn in the number of foreign 
immigrants between 2000 and 2009 were the 
Czech Republic, Romania and Slovakia. Since the 
onset of the crisis, however, the intake of foreign 
migrants declined in several countries in Eastern 
Europe. Particularly noteworthy were the declines 
in the Czech Republic, the Russian Federation and 
Slovakia. 
 
 During the period 2000-2009, most of the 
international migration inflows in Eastern Europe 
occurred within the region. With the exceptions of 
Bulgaria, Romania and the Russian Federation, at 
least one in every three foreign immigrants to 
countries in Eastern Europe came from another 
country in Eastern Europe. The Czech Republic 
(67.1 per cent), Hungary (58.7 per cent) and 
Poland (57.1 per cent) had the highest shares of 
immigrants from Eastern Europe among all 
foreign immigrants during the period 2000-2009, 
while Bulgaria (25.3 per cent) and the Russian 
Federation (23.7 per cent) had the lowest shares.  
 
 Foreign inflows from other regions of Europe 
were less common, constituting less than one in 
ten foreign immigrants in the Czech Republic, the 
Republic of Moldova, Romania, the Russian 
Federation and the Ukraine. In Bulgaria and 
Slovakia, however, immigrants from other parts of 
Europe accounted for a sizable share of all foreign 
immigrants. In Bulgaria, 41.2 per cent of all 
foreigners who received a permanent residence 
permit between 2000 and 2009 were from 
Southern Europe, notably from The former 
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia. In Slovakia, 
10.9 per cent of all foreign immigrants came from 

Southern Europe, mainly Serbia, while an 
additional 13.5 per cent came from Western 
Europe, notably from Austria and Germany.  
 
 Several countries in Eastern Europe also 
recorded large inflows of foreign migrants from 
Asia. In the Russian Federation, the largest 
number of foreigners during the period 2000-2009 
came from that major area, equal to 58.1 per cent 
of all foreign inflows. Many of those immigrants 
originated from the countries of the 
Commonwealth of Independent States in Central 
Asia and Western Asia. After the Ukraine, the 
largest number of foreign immigrants to the 
Russian Federation during the period 2000-2009 
came from Uzbekistan (over 5,000 per year), 
followed by Armenia (3,000 per year), and 
Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan (over 2,000 per year, 
each). Persons from Asia also accounted for a 
large share of all foreign immigrants in Bulgaria 
(28.4 per cent) and the Republic of Moldova (43.7 
per cent). 
 
 While some of the foreign immigrants to 
Eastern Europe returned to their respective 
countries of origin, many remained. Net migration 
of foreigners among the eight countries with data 
was positive, signalling that those countries 
received a greater number of foreign immigrants 
between 2000 and 2009 than they lost due to 
emigration. The Czech Republic, Hungary and the 
Russian Federation were among the countries with 
the largest surplus of foreign immigrants 
compared to foreign emigrants during that period. 
The Russian Federation received almost ten times 
more foreign immigrants during the period 2000-
2009 than it lost due to emigration. Nearly half of 
those immigrants were from Armenia, the Ukraine 
or Uzbekistan.  
 
 In addition to receiving large inflows of 
foreign migrants, a large number of citizens from 
countries in Eastern Europe emigrated. The 
Russian Federation lost an average of 67,000 
citizens per year between 2000 and 2009, while 
Poland and the Ukraine lost an average of 27,000 
and 55,000 citizens per annum, respectively 
during the same period.  
 
 Yet a relatively large percentage of citizens 
from countries in Eastern Europe returned to their  
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Figure III.4. Foreign immigrants to selected countries in Eastern Europe by major area of origin, 1990 to 2009  

 

 

 
 Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2011).  International Migration Flows to and 
from Selected Countries: The 2010 Revision. (United Nations database, POP/DB/MIG/Flow/Rev.2010). 

 Notes: Data refer to foreigners by citizenship. The category “Other” includes Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean, Northern America 
and Oceania.  
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countries of origin. In the Russian Federation, the 
number of citizens who returned between 2000 
and 2009 was two and a half times greater than 
the number of those who left during the same 
period. In the Czech Republic and Slovakia, the 
number of citizens who returned from abroad 
during the period 2000-2009 was roughly of the 
same order of magnitude as those who left. By 
contrast, net migration among citizens was 
negative in Bulgaria, Poland, Romania and the 
Ukraine. Since the onset of the economic crisis, 
several countries in Eastern Europe—notably 
Bulgaria, Poland and the Russian Federation—
experienced an upturn in the number of citizens 
returning to their countries of origin; a return 
which was prompted both by the recession in 
countries of destination and by the greater 
economic prospects of some of the home 
countries.9 

 
2. Northern Europe 

 
 Between 1990 and 2009, foreign immigration 
flows to Northern Europe were dominated by the 
United Kingdom. The United Kingdom received 
the largest inflow of foreign migrants during the 
period 1990-2009—349,000 per annum—nearly 
twice the levels of the other countries in Northern 
Europe with data combined. Globally, the United 
Kingdom admitted the third largest number of 
foreign immigrants among all counties with data 
for the period 1990-2009, after the United States 
of America and Germany.  
 
 Ireland received the second largest number of 
foreign immigrants among the ten countries in 
Northern Europe with data:10 on average, 62,000 
per year between 1990 and 2009. Sweden 
recorded the third largest intake of foreigners 
during that period (61,000 per year), followed by 
Denmark (31,000 per year), Norway (29,000 per 
year) and Finland (11,000 per year). The number 
of foreign immigrants to the remaining countries 
in Northern Europe for which data were 
available—Estonia, Iceland, Latvia and 
Lithuania—was much smaller: less the 3,000 per 
annum. 
 
 Most of the countries in Northern Europe 
experienced an increase in the inflow of foreign 
migrants between 1990 and 2009. Between 2000 

and 2009, the United Kingdom received, on 
average, 453,000 foreign immigrants per year, 
almost two times the levels recorded between 
1990 and 1999 (figure III.5). Likewise in Norway, 
the annual number of foreign immigrants almost 
doubled from 20,000 in the 1990s to nearly 
38,000 per year in the period 2000-2009. Since 
the onset of the economic and financial crisis, 
however, the intake of foreigners declined or 
stalled in a number of countries in Northern 
Europe. The decline was particularly noteworthy 
for Ireland, which saw its average intake of 
foreigners fall from 82,000 per year between 2005 
and 2007 to 53,000 during the period 2008-2009. 
 
 As with Eastern Europe, intra-regional 
migration was widespread in Northern Europe. 
Foreign intakes from another country in Northern 
Europe accounted for at least one in every five 
immigrants between 1990 and 2009 in seven of 
the nine countries with data. Estonia had the 
highest share of foreign immigrants coming from 
another country in Northern Europe (32.8 per 
cent), followed by Norway (28.1 per cent) and 
Finland (23.8 per cent).  
 
 Large numbers of foreign immigrants to 
Northern Europe also originated from Eastern 
Europe. During the period 1990-2009, foreign 
immigrants from Eastern Europe accounted for 
60.6 per cent of all foreign immigrants to 
Lithuania, 46.5 per cent of those coming to 
Latvia, and 39.2 per cent of those registering their 
permanent residence in Iceland. Eastern Europe 
was a smaller source of foreign immigrants to 
Denmark (12.5 per cent) and Sweden (11.7 per 
cent). 
 
 Between 1990-1999 and 2000-2009, the 
number of foreign immigrants from Eastern 
Europe increased in four out of the five countries 
with data. Norway recorded an eight fold increase 
in the number of foreign immigrants from Eastern 
Europe from the first to the second period. Over 
two thirds of those immigrants originated from 
Poland. Likewise in Denmark, the size of foreign 
inflows from Eastern Europe more than 
quadrupled between 1990-1999 and 2000-2009. 
Poland accounted for roughly half (45.6 per cent) 
of all foreign immigrants from Eastern Europe to 
Denmark between 2000 and 2009. 
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Figure III.5. Foreign immigrants to selected countries in Northern Europe by major area of origin, 1990 to 2009 

 

 

 

 Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2011).  International Migration Flows to and 
from Selected Countries: The 2010 Revision. (United Nations database, POP/DB/MIG/Flow/Rev.2010). 

 Notes: Data refer to foreigners by citizenship. The category “Other” includes Latin America and the Caribbean, Northern America and 
Oceania. For Ireland, data for Eastern Europe refer to Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia 
and Slovenia, data for Northern Europe refer to the United Kingdom, while the category “Other” includes Africa, Asia, Latin America and the 
Caribbean, Northern America and Oceania. 
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 Northern Europe also received large numbers 
of foreign immigrants from Africa and Asia. Asia 
accounted for at least one in every five foreign 
immigrants during the period 2000-2009 in 
Denmark, Finland, Norway, Sweden and the 
United Kingdom, while migrants from Africa 
constituted approximately one in ten foreign 
immigrants in Finland, Norway, Sweden and the 
United Kingdom during the same period. Sweden 
and the United Kingdom had the highest shares of 
foreign immigrants from Asia between 2000 
and2009 (35.0 per cent and 34.2 per cent, 
respectively), while Norway had the highest share 
of foreign immigrants from Africa (10.1 per cent). 
 
 Countries in Northern Europe were 
characterized by different patterns in terms of 
origin of migrant inflows from Africa and Asia. In 
the United Kingdom, for instance, the largest 
shares of foreign immigrants from Africa or Asia 
came from countries of the Commonwealth, 
notably India, Pakistan and South Africa. By 
contrast, in Denmark, Norway and Sweden the 
majority of the foreign immigrants from Africa or 
Asia who arrived between 2000 and 2009 came 
from Afghanistan, Iraq or Somalia. Many of those 
immigrants were refugees or asylum seekers.  

 
 In eight of the ten countries in Northern 
Europe, net migration of foreigners was positive. 
Finland and Sweden, for instance recorded nearly 
four times more foreign immigrants between 2000 
and 2009 than foreign emigrants; while Estonia, 
Norway and the United Kingdom reported two 
and a half times more foreign inflows than 
outflows. Latvia and Lithuania were the only two 
countries, among those with data in Northern 
Europe, to record a net loss of foreigners between 
2000 and 2009, resulting mainly from the 
emigration of persons originating in Belarus, the 
Russian Federation and the Ukraine.  
 
 While most countries in Northern Europe 
gained foreign residents between 2000 and 2009, 
they also experienced a net loss of citizens during 
the same period. Estonia and Latvia experienced 
the greatest relative loss, with over three times 
more citizens leaving than returning between 2000 
and 2009. Lithuania and the United Kingdom also 
experienced large outflows of citizens, with, 
respectively, over two and a half times and nearly 

two times more citizens emigrating than returning 
during the period 2000-2009. The main 
destinations for citizens leaving Northern Europe 
were Germany, Spain and the United States of 
America.  
 
 In many countries in Northern Europe, the 
negative gap between citizen leaving and 
returning widened between 1990-1999 and 2000-
2009. Latvia and the United Kingdom were 
among the countries which saw that gap widen the 
most. 
 

3. Southern Europe 
 
 Among the six countries in Southern Europe 
with data,11 Spain recorded the largest inflows of 
foreign migrants between 1990 and 2009: an 
average of 306,000 per year. Spain admitted the 
fourth largest number of foreign immigrants 
among the 43 countries worldwide with data on 
international migration flows, after the United 
States of America, Germany and the United 
Kingdom. 
 
 Italy received the second largest number of 
foreign immigrants among six countries in 
Southern Europe during the period 1990-2009 
(201,000 per year), followed by Greece (110,000 
per year). The average size of foreign migrant 
inflows to the three remaining countries in 
Southern Europe with data was much smaller: 
23,000 per year for Portugal, 12,000 per year for 
Slovenia and less than 2,000 per year for Croatia. 
 
 Between 1990 and 2009, the inflow of foreign 
migrants grew sharply in all five countries in 
Southern Europe with data (figure III.6). In Italy, 
the number of foreign immigrants admitted 
annually more than tripled, from an average of 
95,000 per year in the period 1990-1999 to an 
average of 307,000 per year in the period 2000-
2009. Likewise, in Portugal the average number 
of foreign immigrants increased by nearly 
fivefold. Spain experienced an even more striking 
change in the size of foreign migrant inflows: 
from an average of 30,000 foreign immigrants per 
year in the period 1990-1999 to an average of 
581,000 foreign immigrants in the period 2000-
2009.
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Figure III.6. Foreign immigrants selected countries in Southern Europe by major area of origin, 1990 to 2009  

 

 
 

  
 Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2011).  International Migration Flows to and 
from Selected Countries: The 2010 Revision. (United Nations database, POP/DB/MIG/Flow/Rev.2010). 

 Notes: Data refer to foreigners by citizenship, with the exception of Spain where they refer to previous place of residence. The category 
“Other” includes Northern America and Oceania.  
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 Since the onset of the financial crisis, the 
inflow of foreigners started to decline in many of 
the countries with data. The decline was 
particularly noteworthy in Spain, where the 
number of foreigners admitted fell from 92,000 in 
2007 to 47,000 in 2009. Much of that decline was 
the result of the contraction in the number of 
admissions under the employer-nominated 
programme. 
 
 Between 2000 and 2009, relatively few 
foreign immigrants in Southern Europe returned 
to their countries of origin. In Italy, the number of 
foreign immigrants during the period 2000 to 
2009 surpassed that of the foreign emigrants by 
nearly twenty-six to one. Likewise, in Spain there 
were roughly five times more foreign persons 
arriving than leaving during the same period. Yet 
the outflow of foreigners from Spain recorded a 
sharp upturn after the financial crisis, with over 
288,000 foreigners leaving from Spain in 2009 
compared to 199,000 in 2007. Policies that 
encouraged the return of foreign immigrants to 
their countries of origin as well as the declining 
economic opportunities for migrant workers in 
Spain are among the reasons for that increase.  
 
 For most countries in Southern Europe, the 
largest share of foreign immigrants came from a 
neighbouring country in Southern Europe. In 
Croatia, for instance, 70.7 per cent of all foreign 
immigrants who arrived between 2000 and 2009 
came from other countries of the former 
Yugoslavia. Likewise, Greece was characterized 
by high levels of intra-regional migration, with 
62.2 per cent of all residence permits issued to 
Albanian citizens between 2007 and 2008.  
 
 Eastern Europe was another important region 
of origin for migrant inflows to Southern Europe. 
Eastern Europe accounted for the largest share of 
the foreign intake to Italy during the period 2000-
2009: 38.6 per cent. The majority of those 
immigrants came from Poland, Romania and the 
Ukraine. Italy also received a large inflow of 
migrants from Southern Europe, notably from 
Albania. Other countries in Southern Europe 
characterized by high levels of migrant inflows 
from Eastern Europe were Greece, Portugal and 
Spain, where citizens from Eastern Europe 
accounted for, respectively, 20.3 per cent, 24.6 per 

cent and 18.7 per cent of all foreign immigrants 
during the period 2000-2009. Most of those 
immigrants came from Bulgaria, Poland, Romania 
and the Ukraine. 
 
 Between 1990 and 2009, the number and 
proportion of immigrants coming from Eastern 
Europe increased sharply in Southern Europe. 
Portugal and Spain, both of which received fewer 
than 1,000 immigrants per year from Eastern 
Europe prior to 2000, admitted, on average, 9,000 
and 109,000 immigrants per year from that region, 
respectively, between 2000 and 2009. Likewise in 
Italy, inflows of migrants from Eastern Europe 
rose from 7,000 per annum during the 1990s to 
118,000 per annum in the period 2000-2009. 
 
 The number of immigrants originating from 
outside of Europe also grew considerably in a 
number of countries in Southern Europe. In Spain, 
the average number of immigrants from Latin 
America and the Caribbean increased nearly twenty-
three fold from 1990-1999 to 2000-2009. During 
2000-2009, Spain granted residence to an average of 
203,000 immigrants from that major area per 
annum, comprising 34.9 per cent of all foreign 
immigrants and surpassing the foreign inflows from 
Europe (195,000 per year). The majority of those 
immigrants originated from Bolivia (Plurinational 
State of), Colombia and Ecuador.  
 
 Italy and Portugal also recorded large gains 
in the numbers of immigrants from Latin America 
and the Caribbean between 1990 and 2010. In 
Italy, the number of foreigners admitted from that 
major area more than tripled from 1990-1999 to 
2000-2009, while in Portugal the corresponding 
increase was over eightfold. Brazil, Ecuador and 
Peru were the main countries of origin of 
immigrants from Latin America to Italy, while 
Brazil was the main country of origin for 
Portugal. 
 
 Between 1990 and 2009, Italy, Portugal and 
Spain also recorded a sharp upturn in foreign 
inflows from Africa and Asia. In Italy, the number 
of immigrants from Africa and Asia doubled from 
1990-1999 to 2000-2009. Likewise in Spain, the 
average number of immigrants from Asia 
increased from an average of 2,000 per year 
between 1990 and 1999 to an average of 27,000 
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per year during the period 2000-2009. During the 
same period, foreign inflows from Africa to Spain 
rose from an average of 7,000 per year to an 
average of 78,000 per year.  
 
 Most foreign immigrants in Southern Europe 
from Asia came from China, India, Pakistan or the 
Philippines, while the vast majority of foreign 
immigrants from Africa originated in Morocco. 
Thus, Spain received some 52,000 citizens from 
Morocco per year between 2000 and 2009, 
accounting for nearly one in every ten foreign 
immigrants during that period. Morocco was the 
second major country of origin of foreign 
immigrants to Spain during that period after 
Romania. Italy received some 23,000 immigrants 
per year from Morocco between 2000 and 2009, 
up from 11,000 per year in the 1990s. Morocco 
was the third major country of origin for foreign 
immigrants to Italy during the period 2000-2009 
after Romania and Albania.  
 
 While the overall net migration to countries 
in Southern Europe was positive between 1990 
and 2010, a large number of citizens emigrated 
from those countries as well. Italy lost some 
41,000 citizens per year during the period 2000-
2009, one of the highest levels of emigration 
among all countries in Europe. Spain also 
recorded high outflows of nationals, with an 
average of 25,000 citizens leaving per annum 
between 2000 and 2009. Yet, in Spain the number 
of citizens returning to Spain during that period 
was greater than those who left, while in Italy the 
number of citizens who emigrated exceeded those 
who returned. The main countries of destination 
for nationals emigrating from Italy between 2000 
and 2009 were Germany, Switzerland, the United 
Kingdom and the United States of America; while 
France, Germany, the United Kingdom and the 
United States of America were the main 
destinations for citizens leaving Spain.  
 

4. Western Europe 
 
 As with Northern Europe, the intake of 
foreign immigrants to Western Europe was highly 
skewed, with Germany recording more inflows of 
foreigners during the period 1990-2009—712,000 
per annum—than the other six countries in 
Western Europe with data combined.12  

 Between 1990 and 2009, Germany took in 
the second largest number of foreign immigrants 
in the world among countries with data after the 
United States of America. The inflow of 
foreigners to the other countries in Western 
Europe was much smaller during that period. 
France (172,000 per year) received the second 
largest number of foreign immigrants among six 
Western European countries during the period 
1990-2009, followed by Switzerland (107,000 per 
year), Austria and the Netherlands (81,000 per 
year, each), Belgium (62,000 per year) and 
Luxembourg (12,000 per year). 
 
 While Germany recorded the largest inflows 
of foreigners between 1990 and 2009, the number 
of foreign immigrants to Germany declined by 
25.2 per cent during that period (figure III.7). In 
the other six countries in Western Europe, the 
average number of foreign immigrants arriving 
per annum rose between 1990-1999 and 2000-
2009. The increase was particularly pronounced in 
Austria, Belgium and France, each of which saw 
their average annual intake of foreigners increase 
by at least one-third during that period.  
 
 The difference in the number of foreign 
immigrants to Germany between 1990 and 1999 
compared to the period 2000-2009 was mainly the 
result of the decline in the intake of foreigners 
from Southern Europe after 2000. Between 1990-
1999 and 2000-2009, the inflow of foreigners to 
Germany from Southern Europe declined by an 
average of 149,000 per annum. The largest 
declines were recorded among foreigners from 
Bosnia and Herzegovina and the former Serbia 
and Montenegro. France and Switzerland also 
witnessed a sharp decline in the number of foreign 
immigrants from Southern Europe between 1990-
1999 and 2000-2009. Much of that trend can be 
attributed to the decline in the numbers of 
immigrants from traditional countries of 
immigration to Western Europe, notably Italy, 
Portugal and Spain. 
 
 As with other regions in Europe, Western 
Europe witnessed an upturn in the number of 
foreign immigrants from Eastern Europe between 
1990 and 2009. Inflows of foreigners from 
Eastern Europe to the Netherlands, for instance, 
increased by more than three and a half times 
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Figure III.7. Foreign immigrants to selected countries in Western Europe by major area of origin, 1990 to 2009 

  

 

 
 Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2011).  International Migration Flows to and 
from Selected Countries: The 2010 Revision. (United Nations database, POP/DB/MIG/Flow/Rev.2010). 

 Notes: Data refer to foreigners by citizenship. The category “Other” includes Latin America and the Caribbean, Northern America and 
Oceania.  
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.

during those two periods. The majority of those 
immigrants came from Bulgaria, Poland and 
Romania. In Germany—the country with the 
highest percentage of foreign immigrants from 
Eastern Europe (on average, 33.5 per cent during 
the period 1990-2009) among the six countries in 
Western Europe—the intake of immigrants from 
Eastern Europe remained constant from 1990-
1999 to 2000-2009. However, owing to the 
decline in the number of immigrants from 
Southern Europe, the share of foreign immigrants 
from Eastern Europe in Germany rose by nearly 
ten percentage points from one period to the next. 
Thus, the number of foreign immigrants 
originating from Poland, Slovakia and the Ukraine 
increased considerably, while the number of 
foreign immigrants from Romania and the 
Russian Federation declined. 
 
 Migration within Western Europe, often 
facilitated by a common language and 
geographical proximity, was also widespread. In 
Luxembourg, for example, nearly one-third of all 
foreign immigrants during the period 1990-2009 
came from Belgium, France or Germany. 
Likewise, immigrants from Germany accounted 
for 21.2 per cent of all foreign persons arriving 
from abroad to establish permanent or temporary 
residence in Switzerland during the period 2000-
2009. From 1990-1999 to 2000-2009, the number 
of foreign immigrants in Switzerland originating 
from another country in Western Europe increased 
from 19,000 per year to 38,000 per year.  
 
 With the exception of France, the intake of 
foreign immigrants from outside Europe was 
relatively small. In France, inflows of immigrants 
from Africa accounted for 41.1 per cent of all 
foreign intakes during the period 1990-2009. 
Between 1990 and 2009, the number of foreign 
immigrants from Africa to France doubled, with 
an average of 89,000 per annum between 2000 
and 2009, compared to an average of 43,000 
during the period 1990-1999. The majority of 
those immigrants (28.8 per cent of the total) 
originated from Northern Africa, mainly Algeria 
and Morocco. 
 
 Belgium, Germany and the Netherlands also 
attracted relatively large inflows of foreign 

immigrants from Africa during the period 1990- 
2009: 11,000 per year, 35,000 per year and 10,000 
per year, respectively. The major countries of 
origin for those immigrants were, in order of 
magnitude, Morocco Egypt, Ghana and Nigeria. 
Yet in both Germany and the Netherlands the 
number and the share of foreign immigrants from 
Africa declined from the first to the second decade 
of the period 1990-2009. In Germany, the intake 
of foreigners from Africa fell by an average of 
12,000 per year between 1990 and 2009, equal to 
a 30.2 per cent decline. Likewise, in the 
Netherlands the number of immigrants from 
Africa declined by an average of 6,000 per 
annum, or by 47.2 per cent. Immigrants from 
Africa accounted for less than 8.5 per cent of all 
foreign intakes to the Netherlands during the 
period 2000-2009, compared to nearly 17.1 per 
cent of all foreign intakes in the 1990s.  
 
 A number of countries in Western Europe 
also recorded relatively large inflows of foreign 
migrants from Asia. The Netherlands had the 
highest share of immigrants originating from Asia 
in the period 1990-2009—equal to 22.7 per cent 
of all foreign immigrants—followed by Germany 
(21.8 per cent) and Austria (19.4). Yet in many of 
those countries, both the number and the share of 
foreign immigrants from Asia, and particularly 
those from Western Asia, declined from 1990-
1999 to 2000-2009. In the Netherlands, the intake 
of foreigners from Asia declined by 11.4 per cent 
between those two periods, mainly on account of 
declines in foreign intakes from Iraq and Turkey. 
Germany witnessed an even sharper decline from 
1990-1999 to 2000-2009 in the number of 
immigrants from Asia: by 17.8 per cent. The 
average number of Turkish immigrants to 
Germany—the main country of Asian foreign 
immigrants to Germany—fell from 68,000 per 
annum in the period 1990-1999 to 40,000 per 
annum in the period 2000-2009. 
 
 While all countries in Western Europe, 
recorded a net gain of foreigners between 1990 
and 2009, Germany and the Netherlands saw that 
net intake decline substantially between the first 
and second decade of that period. In Germany 
much of that decline was due to the large outflow, 
including the return, of foreign immigrants from 
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Southern Europe, particularly from Greece, Italy, 
Portugal and the former Serbia and Montenegro. 
In Germany, net migration of foreigners from 
those countries went from being strongly positive 
in 1990s to being strongly negative during the 
period 2000 and 2009.  
 
 Five out of the six countries in Western 
Europe with data reported a net loss of citizens 
between 1990 and 2009. The Netherlands, for 
instance, lost some 18,000 citizens per year 
between 1990 and 2009. During the same period, 
Belgium and Switzerland lost an average of 7,000 
and 6,000 citizens per annum, respectively. In 
both Belgium and the Netherlands the average net 
loss of citizens increased from 1990-1999 to 
2000-2009. Germany, which recorded a net gain 
of citizens between 1990 and 2009, saw that net 
gain eroded from the first to second decade of the 
period, as the number of persons of German 
descent (Aussiedler) who arrived in Germany 
from countries in Eastern Europe and the former 
Soviet Union dwindled in the aftermath of that 
country’s reunification.  

 

 

_____________ 

NOTES 

 
1
 The chapter reviews data from International Migration 

Flows to and from Selected Countries: The 2010 Revision 
(United Nations database, POP/DB/ MIG/Flow/Rev.2010). 
The data presented in the chapter are rounded to the nearest 
thousand. Data on migration flows differ from those on 
international migrant stock presented in earlier chapters. 
International migrant stock refers to the number of persons 
living outside of their country of birth or citizenship at one 
point in time (1 July 1 in the case of the estimates produced 
by the Population Division). Migration flows refer to the 
number of persons who moved from one country (origin) to 
another (destination) in a given time period, usually one 
year.  
2
 The major area Northern America comprises Canada 

and the United States of America.  
3 U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services 
(USCIS). Available at: http://www.uscis.gov/USCIS/Re 
sources/Reports%20and%20Studies/tri3fullreport.pdf and 
http://www.uscis.gov/USCIS/Resources/Reports/usc is-
annual-report-2008.pdf (Accessed on 10 May 2012). 
4
 Three-quarters of the 2.7 million immigrants whose 

status was regularized as a result of the Immigration 
Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986 were Mexican 
citizens. Cited in United Nations (2004). World Economic 

and Social Survey 2004: International Migration (United 
Nations publication, Sales No. E.04.II.C.3).  
5
 The region Australia/New Zealand comprises Australia 

and New Zealand. 
6
 Immigration New Zealand. Available at: 

http://www.immigration.govt.nz/NR/rdonlyres/205C529D-
49F1-4465-B91F-108B6BEADE54/0/Chapter2Backgr 
oundCharacteristics.pdf (Accessed on 10 May 2012). 
7
 Data for Eastern Europe were available for the 

following nine countries: Bulgaria, Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Poland, the Republic of Moldova, Romania, the 
Russian Federation, Slovakia and the Ukraine.  
8
 For most countries in Eastern Europe, data were not 

available prior to the year 2000.  
9
 United Nations (2010) World Population Policies 2009 

(United Nations publication, Sales No. E.09.XIII.14).
 

10
 Data for Northern Europe were available for the 

following ten countries: Denmark, Estonia, Finland, 
Iceland, Ireland, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, Sweden and 
the United Kingdom.  
11

 Data for Southern Europe were available for the 
following six countries: Croatia, Greece, Italy, Portugal, 
Slovenia and Spain.  
12

 Data for Western Europe were available for the 
following seven countries: Austria, Belgium, Germany, 
France, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Switzerland.  
 



 

 

 


