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ABSTRACT. The aim of this study is to retrace the changes in foreign immigration 
to Poland in the years 1990ï2004. It attempts to provide an assessment of certain, 
seemingly the most important aspects of immigration to the extent permitted by the data 
available, such as the size of these inþuxes and their structure, as well as indicating main 
directions of such þows of people. The results showed that in recent years the numbers of 
foreign immigrants to Poland have been growing slightly but steadily. 
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Foreign immigration in Poland has a long and noteworthy history. Migrations 
to our country were particularly connected with speciýc socio-economic 
determinants. In different periods of history the extent, structure and directions 
of migration changed. This was the case when Polish people returned to their 
country after WW I and, upon Polandôs regaining her independence, when some 
former ®migr®s returned, as A. MaryaŒski put it, ñhaving earned some moneyò 
(1984). This was also the case in the new situation after WW II, as a result of 
changes in the political situation and borders (Zdrojewski, 2000). Also in the 
recent history of our country, immigration has been inþuenced, both in qualitative 
and quantitative terms, by the new reality connected with the changes that took 
place in Poland and in Europe as a whole after 1989. They have had a signiýcant 
impact on the pattern of immigration to our country, the latter still in the process 
of transformation. Today the most recent ýfteen years of the transformation are 
seen as a period of fundamental change in this respect, since on the one hand 

BULLETIN OF GEOGRAPHY (SOCIO-ECONOMIC SERIES) NO. 7/2007



Zbigniew Dğugosz

   ð   56    ð

SELECTED ASPECTS OF FOREIGN IMMIGRATION TO POLAND...

   ð   57    ð

the highest inþux of people has been noted, both Poles with their roots in the old 
or more recent emigration and foreigners who see the prospects of better living 
conditions, a better life and the opportunities to realize their plans. The causes of 
such migrations are varied, stemming from political reasons, through family to 
job or for economic reasons. Referring to Polandôs Demographic Situation covered 
in the Report by the Government Demographic Council Centre for Strategic 
Studies, there are two categories of immigrants to our country: foreigners not 
having Polish citizenship, and Poles or persons with Polish roots returning from 
abroad, who, most often, either lost the right to permanent residence after leaving 
the country or sometimes have lived abroad since they were born and who because 
of the turbulent history stayed outside the borders of Poland (e.g. Poles in the 
neighbouring Eastern countries or Kazakhstan). Apart from illegal immigration, 
a large group consists of refugees seeking asylum because of political persecution 
in their country of origin. The Act on Foreigners of 1997 (Journal of Laws No 
114, item 739) and EU legislation lays down guarantees of protection, by which 
immigrants in this category may be offered the opportunity to obtain the right of 
permanent residence in Poland. 

The aim of this study is to retrace the changes in foreign immigration to 
Poland in the years 1990ï2004. The analysis was based on statistical data from 
Roczniki Demograýczne (Demographic Annals) of the General Statistical 
Ofýce. It attempts to provide an assessment of certain, seemingly the most 
important aspects of immigration to the extent permitted by the data available, 
such as the size of these inþuxes and their structure, as well as indicating the 
main directions of such þows of people. Part of the data enabled us to provide 
an overall assessment of this phenomenon and some empirical materials enabled 
us to cover the spatial aspects stemming from the administrative division of 
the country into voivodeships, which has been binding in Poland since 1999. 
However, it should be borne in mind that all data, and therefore the results, refer 
to the numbers of immigrants who have been registered as permanent residents, 
and not to the number of those who have actually come to Poland. Thus following 
the discussion below one can, in rather general terms, assess the proportions 
of the size and structure of the wide immigrant population which is difýcult to 
assess and remains in our country both legally and illegally (without registered 
permanent residence), treating their stay here as a stage in further migration or 
waiting for the legitimisation of their residence in Poland. 

Firstly one should note that the rate of inþux of people to Poland has been 
steadily growing over the recent decade or so. While in the years 1963ï1990 
immigration to Poland did not exceed 3,000 per year, since 1991 the ýgure did 
not fall below 5,000 a year to reach the level of 9,500 per year in 2004ï2005. The 
largest proportion of foreign immigrants went to urban centres. Since 1991 at 
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least 4,000 foreign newcomers have been registered annually in towns. while in 
rural areas these ýgures did not exceed 2,500 immigrants per year, except for the 
recent years 2004ï2005 (Fig. 1). Referring to the above-mentioned Report of the 
Government Demographic Council, recently a half of the number of immigrants 
have been Poles who emigrated in the 1980s and have now returned to Poland. 

In total, in the years 1990ï2005, 114,300 immigrants registered their 
residence in Poland, of this slightly more than 75% being towns and cities. In 
total, in the period 1990ï2004 (Fig. 2) the largest number of them were men 
(52%), but their percentage was unstable and varied from 56.4% (1990) to 49.3% 

Fig. 1. a) Total foreign population immigration to Poland (in thousand), b)  Foreign 
po-pulation immigration to Poland (in thousand)
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(1998). Only in 1998 was the proportion of women higher than that of men (Fig. 
3). However it seems noteworthy that in this period the percentage of immigrants 
to towns gradually fell, ranging from 84.9% (1990) to 70.9% (2004), and as 
a result the people coming to rural areas reached almost 1/3 of the total number 
of immigrants. 

Fig. 2. Foreign population immigration to Poland by gender in the years 1990ï2004 (in %)

Fig. 3. The dynamics of foreign population immigration to Poland by gender (in %)

In the aspect of the sex and age structure (Fig. 4), in total in the years 
1990ï2004 the highest proportion in the total number of immigrants was of those 
in the years of the peak of occupational activity (20ï44 years). If the percentage 
in this age group is broken down into ýve-year groups, these proportions were 
above 10% for men and more than 8% for women. A relatively high proportion 
of immigrants consisted of the youngest (0ï4 years of age) and the oldest (70+) 
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Fig. 4. Demographic structure of population immigration to Poland in the years 
1990ï2004

Fig. 5. Foreign population immigration to Poland by marital status in the years 
1990ï2004 (in %)
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age groups, both male and female. The lowest proportion in the total immigrant 
population was of those of 10ï14 and 15ï19 years of age, hence young people 
of school age. Only a slightly higher proportion of groups aged 55ï69, i.e. 
the groups of declining occupational activity or in post-productive age, was 
noted both for men and women. As regards foreign immigration to towns and 
cities in the period discussed, women outnumbered men in the groups 10ï24, 
55ï64 and 70+, whilst as regards the inþux to rural areas, the proportion of 
women was higher in groups 10ï14, 60ï64 and 70+ years of age. It should 
be stressed that, considering the generally higher proportion of immigrants to 
towns and cities in our country, men prevailed in migrations to rural areas in the 
following age groups: 15ï29 (almost double in the 20ï24 group) and above 55 
years of age, while women in groups 20ï29 and above 60.     

As for the marital status (the population aged above 20 was covered by the 
study), in total for 1990ï2004, married immigrants prevailed, accounting for 
66% (Fig. 5). The second category (over 25%) were single. The remaining two 
categories were widows/widowers and the divorced, whose proportions were 
similar. The trends in inþux of speciýc groups in the period discussed were 
noteworthy. While the proportion of married immigrants was on average around 
2/3, the proportion of single persons grew from one year to another (14.2% to 
26.6%), and the remaining groups declined: widow/widowers (8.5% to 3.9%) and 
divorced (8.5% to 5.2%) ï Fig. 6. 

Fig. 6. The dynamics of population immigration to Poland by marital status (in %)

Immigration to Poland as regards to the origin of immigrants from different 
continents was noteworthy. In the years 1990ï2004 the largest number of 
immigrants (over 48.6 thousand) came from European countries, accounting 
for 67.7% of the total population of those with the status of permanent residents 
in Poland (Fig. 7), and this percentage during the period discussed ranged from 
62% (1995) to 70% (2001) ï Fig. 8. The second largest stream of immigrants 
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came from North America (including Central America), wherefrom 14.5 
thousand people came to Poland, accounting for 20.2%. In this case the annual 
proportions of immigrants ranged from 17.8% (1991) to 22.8% (1996). Asia was 
also a signiýcant source of inþow of people in the years 1990ï2004, wherefrom 
over 5.7 thousand persons came and settled as permanent residents, accounting 
for 8% of the total number of immigrants to Poland. In this case the annual 
proportions ranged between 4.4% (1995) and 9.5% (2003). Immigration from 
South America to Poland in the period discussed was the lowest (413 persons). 
Immigrants from that continent accounted for 0.6% of the total number of people 
registered as permanent residents in the period in question. While analysing the 
dynamics of this process it should be stated that the immigration from individual 

Fig. 7. Regional structure of population immigration to Poland in the years 1990ï2004

Fig. 8. The dynamics of population immigration to Poland by continetns (%)
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continents was unstable in quantitative terms, and the proportions varied from 
1.5 percentage points (for Australia and Oceania) to 8 percentage points (for 
Europe).

However, such an assessment of the immigration from various continents 
would be too great a simpliýcation, since the inþux of people seeking permanent 
residence in Poland is highly variable depending on the country of origin. On 
the basis of data published for the entire period 1990ï2004, the main wave of 

Fig. 9. The structure of foreign immigration to Poland in the years 1996ï2004 by main 
directions

immigration to Poland (Fig. 9) was from Germany, wherefrom over 21 thousand 
people came to settle here as permanent residents, accounting for 30% of the 
total number of immigrants to our country. Immigration from the USA was a half 
of this (over 11 thousand). Signiýcant proportions among foreign immigration 
were of people coming from Ukraine (7%), Canada (4.7%) Kazakhstan (4.6%) 
and France (3,8%), as well as Great Britain (3.2%), Italy (2.9%), Russia (2.6%), 
Austria (2.4%) and Belarus (2.1). Over 1/5 of all immigrants were from other 
countries, with the highest proportion in this group being those from Australia 
and Sweden, and, to a lesser extent, Bulgaria, Lithuania and the Netherlands, as 
well as Vietnam. 

Poland is highly diversiýed as regards the spatial distribution of immigrants 
from different continents and countries concerning their residence in speciýc 
voivodeships. According to comparable statistical data in the years 1999ï2004, 
in total 46.4 thousand foreign immigrants were registered in Poland as residents, 
of this the largest number being in the Mağopolskie (5.9 thousand), Mazowieckie 
(5.8 thousand), ślŃskie (5.6 thousand), Opolskie (4.5 thousand.) and DolnoŜlŃskie 
(4.3 thousand) voivodeships, which accounted for over 50% of the total of 
incomers granted permanent residence, whereas the lowest numbers were in 

Ryc. 9 Struktura imigracji zagranicznej do Polski 
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Fig. 10aïi. Foreign immigration to Poland (per 100,000 inhabitants)
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