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Should Europe shut the door on 
immigration? Definitely Not! 

By Antigone Lyberaki  

Professor of Economics, Panteion University 

Europe is in crisis. Fiscal uncertainty, public services cutbacks and soaring unemployment are stealing the 

attention of most governments. Migration policy (let alone Migration Strategy) takes the back seat; this turns 

out to be a very uncomfortable seat, fraught with hostility and negative defensive outbursts.  

In the meantime, the world is changing. Europe’s attraction as a “promised Land” destination is failing. The 

real powerhouses of development have moved to the East. This is fuelling emigration from Europe to Asia, 

Brazil, Mexico, but also to other, less glamorous destinations. Interestingly, the number of Portuguese 

emigrating to Angola is larger than the number of Angolans migrating to Portugal these days. 

In order to assess the merit of shutting the door on immigrations, first we need to reflect what we know about 

the issue. So, what do we really know? 

First, that one out of ten Europeans were born in other countries, two thirds of which outside Europe. This is 

less than elsewhere; one in eight Americans, one in five Canadians and one in four Australians are foreign 

born. 

Second, fewer immigrants have arrived in Europe since the onset of the recession, but also fewer than 

expected have returned home. 

Third, while European politicians remain fixated with annual arrival numbers, the very assumption that Europe 

will remain an attractive hub of migrants is being questioned. 

Fourth, we Europeans, are experiencing a dramatic worsening of demographics: the baby-boomers are 

retiring, fewer and fewer young people are potential entrants to the labour market, the number of pensioners 

looking forward to a long and healthy retirement will need to be financed by a decreasing number of workers 

contributing to the system. This creates a stark dilemma: either we make do with shrinking population, 

shrinking contributors and massive tax increases (which, incidentally, may fuel a new exodus of people, making 

the situation even worse), or we reconsider the case of relaxing immigration policies in order to put more 

people into the system (provided that we ensure that they get integrated into the labour market and into the 

society). 

If we want to maintain our European way of life we have to acknowledge that we need more immigration and 

better integration before it is too late. Considering the alternatives (much longer working lives or shrinking 

welfare provisions) increasing immigration with integration may be the softest means of preserving the welfare 

state as we know it. 
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Fifth, we also know that the politicians have got wrong the relationship between immigration and 

unemployment. An extra immigrant does not take a job away from someone else. Given that the amount of 

work available is not fixed, the labour market does not operate like a game of musical chairs. In reality, 

immigration can increase the size of the economy. It is not a case of what you gain, I lose. Instead, economies 

are positive sum games. When production increases, i.e. more people work, we can all potentially become 

better off. This might seem counter-intuitive at a time of high unemployment. However, let me remind you of 

two facts: 

The Greek economy in the 1990s was able to absorb more than 1 million immigrants, without increasing 

unemployment, but instead enabling the rate of growth to rise above the puny rates of the 1980s. 

On a more structural level, the arrival of women immigrants allowed the creation of a new market for care of 

old people and children, which allowed many women to leave their home and work on their own.  

This goes to show that immigrants do not compete directly with native labour, and in some cases, such as 

women, they may actually help, i.e. boost their employment through complementarities. 

Sixth, we need to examine the contribution of migrants in a more dynamic way. Not only the skills needed for 

today, but also the skills and ideas for tomorrow. Most politicians focus exclusively on current skills-shortages 

for the immediate future. From the angle of the sending countries, this is also called “brain drain”. The brain 

drain gives you ready-made and relatively cheap human capital. Doctors and engineers from India, nurses and 

doctors from Africa, Professors of Economics from Turkey and Greece… However, of greater importance is the 

increase in long-term potential, which comes from widening the variety of skills and cultural inheritance in the 

country. 

For example, for every first generation of migrants (for every Einstein) who come already trained, there are 

many more second generation successes. Like Steve Jobs of Apple (whose father was Syrian), Carlos Sims 

(also Syrian) and untold hundreds of Greek-Americans, Greek-Australians, Greek-Canadians etc… Looking to 

my own University, the parents of some of my best students were born in Albania, Nigeria, Kenya, South 

Africa. 

Their contribution cannot be foretold, but their injection of dynamism and innovation in their countries of birth 

are undeniable. In the end, development and economic growth is not only about exchanging products and 

capital. It is about exchanging ideas, creating new ways of producing and innovating constantly. The mobility 

of people is an important stepping stone for dynamism, constant adaptation and innovation. 

Seventh, we need them but they also need us (and this is why they come in the first place). Poor countries 

benefit from their emigrants. The sheer size of remittances worldwide is estimated at 600 billion dollars 

annually, while the total amount of foreign aid stands at 80 billion (around one eighth). What is more 

important, the remittances go directly to poor people, they pay for food, education, health, medicines and help 

to set up local businesses. They do not stagnate as idle balances in Banks, or finance weapons or corrupt 

regimes. This is why, even critics of globalisation such as Dani Rodrik, suggest that the fastest and most 

equitable way to increase world production is for rich countries to relax their restrictions on immigration. 

Nothing else on their agenda, not Doha, not Global Financial regulation, nor even expanding foreign trade 

comes even close in terms of enlarging the global pie and reducing world poverty.  

Finally, we also know very well, that the rich countries gain from immigration, but everyone does so in a 

different way and to a different degree. Certain groups gain more than others. The pie is larger, though not 

ever piece will grow to the same extent. However, this is an argument for spreading the benefits more evenly, 
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not an argument for ensuring that there are no benefits at all. 

In this way, it is important to meet counter arguments head on, by saying openly what we believe, and not 

legitimizing prejudice for fear of alienating political support. Two such misleading and dangerous political lines 

can be cited, the first applying to the conservative side of the political spectrum, while the latter to the 

radical/progressive side: 

1. There is an argument that because some voters may have racist views, we (the political system) should 

try not to alienate them but rather try to meet them halfway, by acknowledging an important part of 

their position. Fear of strangers breeds hostility for the “other”, together they are frightening, if mixed 

they will fester and end up terrorizing us. 

2. The left is prone to adopt the old position that my enemy’ s enemy is my friend –for example, 2 years 

ago, on the top part of the Syntagma Square in Athens was the extreme Right, on the bottom of the 

Square was the Left. Because they were united in shouting abuse against Parliament (facing them) and 

the established political class, this tacit alliance ended up legitimising the extreme Right as a political 

force within the pale. 

To conclude, for most people it seems that the crisis appears as a difficult time to deal with migration policy 

issues. My argument is somewhat different. Based on the available evidence, there are economic, welfare, 

demographic, innovation-related and social cohesion arguments for addressing immigration in a new way. I 

wish to join forces with all those people arguing that it is precisely in this critical moment that Europe, and we 

Europeans, need to think strategically and calmly in order to adopt a longer-term horizon. Far from shutting 

the door on immigration, we need to integrate it in a more successful manner to the vision of the future 

Europe in 20 years’ time. 

First, because given the tectonic changes in the world scene and the emergence of new economic 

powerhouses, we shall need to become more active in order to attract people, especially given our 

demographic outlook. 

And secondly, because we Europeans, have a moral obligation towards the rest of the world, and because we 

need to realize that we cannot prosper in our ivory tower, because no such tower can realistically exist. 
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