
The study of immigration is a complex matter presenting numerous facets. The purpose of this issue
of TRANSFER is to explore some of these facets, focusing on both qualitative and quantitative
aspects of this ingredient of our societies. Issues examined include policies of control and integ-
ration – as distinct from assimilation – conducted in the framework of the European Union; the
factors, regarded from the standpoint of labour market supply as well as demand, which contribute
to making immigration attractive; the gender dimension of immigration; as well as trade union posi-
tions and discourse in relation to immigration.

There are some 19 million immigrants in the EU, amounting to 5.1% of the total population.
Of this total immigrant population, some 30% (around 6 million persons) are citizens of other EU
member countries. The largest numbers of immigrants belonging to this category are found in
Germany and France, with 1.8 and 1.3 million respectively, followed by the UK with 800 000 and
Belgium with 500 000. These migrants benefit from rights of freedom of movement, residence and
family reunification within the EU; but there are a further 13 million non-EU immigrants who do
not enjoy these rights. Some 65% of the total foreign population of the EU lives in Germany, France
and the UK. The countries with the highest immigration measured as a proportion of their popula-
tion are Austria (9.3%), Germany (8.9%) and Belgium (8.3%). The largest groups of immigrant
workers in Germany come from Turkey, Yugoslavia and Italy; in France from Portugal, Algeria and
Morocco; while in the United Kingdom the largest group is composed of Irish immigrants.

According to Eurostat figures, immigration in the EU has increased by around 27% since 1988.
One new development, examined in this issue of TRANSFER, is the increase, since the 1980s and
1990s, in immigration to the countries of southern Europe. These societies have economies with
a high concentration of labour-intensive sectors such as agriculture, tourism, personal services
and construction. Immigrants, meanwhile, are choosing to come to these countries in order to flee
poverty, demographic imbalance, economic crisis and political, religious or ethnic conflict in their
countries of origin. As highlighted in this issue of TRANSFER, the fact that these immigrants are in
search of jobs enables employers and governments to spend less on recruitment and active labour
market programmes, thereby reducing labour costs.

Immigrants tend to be employed in the most precarious segments of the labour market, generally
performing the least skilled work for the lowest pay in sectors such as agriculture, cleaning, domes-
tic work, catering and construction. Generally speaking, immigrants have fixed-term contracts, 
atypical contracts, or are working in the informal economy. Temporary contracts among immi-
grants in the EU average 20%, whereas the average among national workers is 13%. Moreover,
immigrants constitute the most vulnerable group in the face of unemployment. At the same time,
however, there are other groups of highly skilled immigrants, occupying professional positions with
better working conditions, as is the case for example in the United Kingdom in sectors like health.
These highly qualified immigrants come, in particular, from the countries of eastern Europe.

Immigration and the trade unions

Viewed in a historical perspective, migration and geographical mobility are the phenomena which
have constituted the world of labour and the proletarian movement since the 19th century. The
European working class took shape through successive waves of migration. Industrialisation was
accompanied by a process of rural exodus and concentration of the population in cities where the

EDITORIAL

TRANSFER 3/03 389



working class and trade union movement came gradually into being. Trade unions were the first
forum enabling the integration of immigrant workers; they offered an opportunity for socio-political
participation and involvement, as well as social advancement, for numerous generations of immi-
grants.

Nevertheless, migration has not always been a visible phenomenon. Frequently, and systematically,
it has been concealed by European nation societies and the position of trade unions in the course
of their history has not been exempt from a certain ambiguity. The unions have called for equality
of social and economic rights between immigrant and local workers as a strategy to oppose capita-
lism and competition among different groups of workers. At the same time, they have adopted a
defensive stance in the face of immigration, demanding restrictive state controls and calling for
protection against labour market competition. Both positions have been part of the history of trade
unionism towards the phenomenon of immigration.

Currently, unionisation rates among the immigrant population in European countries are lower
than average. Though reliable comparable data for immigrant unionisation rates across the EU are
not available, in recent years immigration has acquired greater social visibility in the labour market
environment and the positions adopted by trade unions. The European Trade Union Confederation
calls for a common European policy characterised by solidarity and responsibility in the face of
immigration movements and populations.

The ETUC has maintained a critical stance towards official EU immigration policy. In 1999, with
the entry into force of the Amsterdam Treaty, immigration policy became a Community compe-
tence. In the same year, the EU Tampere summit established general objectives for the development
of Community policy and legislation on immigration and after 2004 such legislation should be
developed in more detail. The European Commission subsequently presented various legislative
proposals covering matters such as regulation of migrant flows, rights of third-country nationals,
measures to combat illegal immigration, etc. In some respects these regulations entail improvements
in the rights and treatment of immigrants. However, four years on from the Tampere Summit, very
few proposals have been adopted by the EU Council. What is more, the policies of individual EU
Member States do not always appear compatible with the declared objectives of the European
Commission.

The ETUC has called (see ‘Our Priorities’, ETUC Resolutions 2002) for an end to illegal immigra-
tion and human trafficking. In the same breath, it demands a policy of integration and the formul-
ation of agreements with the immigrants’ countries of origin. At the European Councils in Tampere
and Seville the ETUC called on the European Union to devise and adopt a common policy on immi-
gration and asylum that would reduce illegal immigration, combat the networks in human traffick-
ing and penalise unscrupulous employer behaviour. The ETUC also calls for a policy on the inte-
gration of third-country immigrants and has proposed to the European Council the drafting of a
Directive on the right to family reunification, the consultation of trade unions and employer associ-
ations in the setting of quotas and devising of arrangements governing immigrants’ conditions of
entry and residence. The ETUC calls, further, for common criteria underlying legislative measures to
deal with immigrants arriving without permits, including guarantees for their incorporation into
working life and the right to trade union membership in accordance with ILO Convention No 87.

On asylum policy, the ETUC reiterates that its objectives are to ensure protection of persons perse-
cuted on political grounds. These common criteria for EU policy formulation are based on the
Geneva Convention and other legal instruments that recognise the status of refugees.
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Content of the articles

The first article, by Carlota Solé, considers how policies of control and integration are being
conducted in the different European countries at the same time as a European identity is being
constructed. The presence of immigration gives rise to a debate on its effects on political unity, rais-
ing, once again, the issue of citizenship. In the EU framework this citizenship is taking shape in a
plural mode, with individuals and groups belonging to different, yet superimposed and compatible,
communities. In other words, the underlying question is the connection between the existence of
transnational immigrants and citizenship understood as membership of a nation state.

Kitty Calavita examines the dialectic of integration and marginalised identity of immigrants in the
United States and in Europe. Within this comparative perspective she pays special attention to the
countries of southern Europe and to immigrants’ incorporation into given segments of the labour
market characterised by low pay, such as agriculture, construction and domestic services. This
incorporation into the lowest segments of the labour market bears some similarities with processes
already recorded in North America and predominantly characterised by social inequalities between
different groups. As such, the author posits a trend towards the Americanisation of southern
European labour markets, indicating that policies appear directed more towards the assimilation
than the integration of immigrants. 

Ludger Pries, using Germany as a case study, identifies types of immigration including, notably,
transmigration. It is transmigrants, suggests Pries, that could be an ingredient of the cement of the
supranational policy conducted on the scale of the EU that is required to tackle the reality of immi-
gration. Such a policy would need to be based on the European social model as a way of cement-
ing and giving impetus to a social Europeanisation.

The article by Ivana Fellini, Pedro Gois and José Carlos Marques is a comparative analysis of
labour recruitment practices in the Italian and Portuguese construction industries. The authors set
out to investigate the place of immigration in the underground economy and the reduction of labour
costs in a sector characterised by subcontracting, externalisation of tasks, proliferation of self-
employed workers and deregulation. This article well illustrates the way in which immigration infil-
trates the lowest segments of the labour market.

Meanwhile, Lorenzo Cachon and Miguel S. Vallés explore the varying strands of trade union dis-
course concerning immigrants. This article also adopts a comparative approach, bringing us back
to the debate on the contradictory role played by the trade unions which oscillate between a stance
of nationalist economic protectionism and one of international solidarity. In conclusion, these
authors stress the need for education to strengthen tolerance and enhance appreciation of multi-
culturalism, and the importance of trade union training in the values of solidarity.

Simon J. Tonelli analyses immigration flows and population movements in the East, paying partic-
ular attention to the relationship between migration and democracy. In many of these countries the
fall of the Berlin Wall precipitated changes in frontiers, as with the Baltic States, the dissolution of
the former Yugoslavia, the separation between the Czech Republic and Slovakia and the procla-
mation of new independent countries like Ukraine, Belarus, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia and
Moldavia among others. A combination of factors, including the aforementioned changes in fron-
tiers, economic crises and poverty, have constituted powerful stimulants to emigration. At the same
time, the transition to democracy has opened doors to strong intra-regional migratory movements,
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and to a migratory process from eastern to western Europe. Nevertheless, the idea that the new
democracy would entail the right to emigration has been belied by the immigration restrictions
imposed by the countries of western Europe. As such, Tonelli concludes on a note of despair:
the walls of the European Fortress have replaced the Berlin Wall.

Sonia Parella explores a fascinating and little known topic: the role of the immigrant woman in
domestic services in Spain and Italy. The results of her investigation show that even in a peripheral
and insecure segment of the labour market, like domestic services, there exist sub-segments in which
immigrant women are employed under conditions even more precarious than those endured by
local women. The invisibility of this type of work is compounded still further, under the model of
the familistic welfare state regime which has characterised the countries of southern Europe, by the
fact that women’s labour is enclosed and buried in the domestic and informal sphere.

In the ‘News and background’ section, Beate Brüggeman and Rainer Riehle give an account of the
influence of the European Employment Strategy on the integration of ethnic minorities in Germany.
In other short articles David García examines the situation of ethnic businesses in Germany, Spain
and the United Kingdom, while Katia Lurbe explores the access of non-European immigrants to the
public health services in Spain. In all these articles the authors are dealing with research still under-
way and offer us here their preliminary findings and hypotheses concerning further results.

In summary, the varied content of this issue covers various interrelated topics, including the policy
of control and integration; the debate on integration versus assimilation; the European Employment
Strategy, the role of the European social model as the cement to make immigration cohere and inte-
grate. Other aspects explored are employer practices in recruiting immigrant labour; its location in
peripheral segments of the labour market; the trade unions’ stance and discourse; the invisible
nature of immigrant women’s work; and the continual pressure deriving from the political collapse
of the countries of the East. 

Antonio Martín Artiles
Carlota Solé - Barcelona, July 2003

L’étude de l’immigration est une matière complexe aux multiples facettes. L’objectif de cette édition
de TRANSFER est d’explorer certaines de ces facettes, en mettant l’accent sur les aspects à la fois
qualitatifs et quantitatifs de cette composante de nos sociétés. Parmi les questions examinées figu-
rent les politiques de contrôle et d’intégration (par rapport à l’assimilation) menées dans le cadre de
l’Union européenne, les facteurs - considérés du point de vue de l’offre et de la demande du mar-
ché du travail - contribuant à rendre l’immigration attractive, la dimension de genre en matière
d’immigration, ainsi que les positions syndicales en la matière. 

L’UE compte quelque 19 millions d’immigrants, représentant 5,1% de la population totale. Sur
cette population immigrante totale, quelque 30% (environ 6 millions de personnes) sont des
citoyens provenant d’autres pays membres de l’UE. Les plus grands nombres d’immigrants appar-
tenant à cette catégorie se trouvent en Allemagne et en France, soit respectivement 1,8 et 1,3 millions
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