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Abstract: 

Lithuania has faced problems of large international immigration since 2004 as a result of its 

joining the European Union. The largest number of immigrants come from Belarus, Ukraine, 

Moldova, and more recently from China and Turkey. This paper analyzes the current 

migration policy and discusses to what extent Lithuania is prepared to receive new 

immigrants.  

 
*** 

 
The phenomenon of international migration is a new challenge for Lithuania. Lithuania has 
experienced large-scale emigration since the restoration of independence in 1990. Since 
joining the EU in 2004 it has become a “new” immigration destination, although emigration is 
still substantial. 
 
A new debate has emerged, and the questions are still open. Who are these new immigrants? 
What migration policy tools could best contribute to successful migration management? What 
policies are applied? Which other EU countries provide good and applicable examples of 
migration management? What models of migrant integration would be appropriate in 
Lithuania?  
 
The main aim of this paper is to outline the current situation of immigration policy in the 
Republic of Lithuania, taking into account only regular migration flows, as the phenomenon 
of irregular migration is not very important for the present political agenda of Lithuania.  
 
This paper is based on the author’s research results carried out for the shadow report in the Centre of Ethnic 

Studies in Vilnius. The report entitled “New Immigrants in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania” was later published by 

the Legal Information Centre of Human Rights in Tallinn in 20101.  

                                                 
1 The report „New Immigrants in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania“ authored by Julia Kovalenko, Peter Mensah, 
Taras Leončikas and Karolis Žibas can be downloaded here: http://www.lichr.ee/main/assets/epim-lichr.pdf 
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International migration in Lithuania, as well as in other Baltic States, must be examined 
considering three distinct historical periods:  
 

1. 1990-2004  Migration flows after restoring independence and before joining the EU. 
2. 2004-2009  Migration flows after joining the EU and before the global economic 

crisis.  
3. 2009-  Migration flows during the economic crisis. 
  

This paper discusses only the last two periods and its aim is to analyze migration trends in 
Lithuania including the identification of problems that newly arriving immigrants face, it 
provides analysis of current policy tools which are used in addressing immigration and 
integration, migrants’ rights; and the public discourse on migration. The analysis is based on 
data from governmental institutions, treaties and other legal acts, newspaper articles and 
statistics.  

 
Migration flows in 2004-2009 

 
Between 2003 and 2007 Lithuania experienced an increase in immigration as well as in 
emigration. The level of emigration has fluctuated over time, while the volume of 
immigration has been increasing steadily from one year to the next. Comparing the period 
from 2004 (when Lithuania joined the EU) to 2007, an increase in immigration is apparent: 
from 5553 new applications in 2004 to 8609 in 2007. The number of work permits issued 2to 
foreigners increased sharply as well. Emigration flows increased as well in 2005 (compared 
with 2004) and decreased in 2006 (compared with 2005) only to rise again in 2007. Despite 
these fluctuations Lithuania has had a negative migration balance (4858 fewer immigrants 
than emigrants in 2006, in 2009 it was 13 900).3 
 
Economic reasons continue to be dominant in both emigration and immigration patterns in 
Lithuania. The largest groups of foreigners coming to Lithuania are citizens of three CIS4 
countries: Belarus, Russia and Ukraine. Between 2006 and 2008 migrants arrived from 33 
countries, mostly from the abovementioned countries, followed by Turkey and Moldova.  
 

                                                 
2 According to the Republic of Lithuania Law on the legal status of aliens, the foreigner can obtain a temporary 
residence permit on following conditions: 1) work; 2) studies; 3) family reunification; 4) scientific research; 5) 
other legal activities, ecc. http://www3.lrs.lt/pls/inter3/dokpaieska.showdoc_l?p_id=243642 
3 International Organisation for Migration. http://infocentras.iom.lt/lt/migracija---skaiciai-ir-likimai/statistika/.  
4 Commonwealth of Independent States  
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With Lithuania’s accession to the EU (2004) migration flows changed not only in numbers, 
but also in terms of countries of origin. Since 2004 an increase in numbers of immigrants 
from Turkey, China, and Moldova has been registered.  
 
Immigration of males prevails in labour migration. The dominant age group of immigrants is 
the age category of between 15 and 59 years.  
 

Immigration in the Republic of Lithuania 1997-2008. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Source: Kovalenko, J., Mensah, P., Leončikas, T., Žibas, K. (2010). New Immigrants in Estonia, Latvia 

and Lithuania. Tallinn: Legal Information Centre for Human Rights. Graph based on statistical data from 

Lithuania Labour Exchange, Statistics Lithuania and Migration Department.  

Note: No data on total immigration in 2008, including granted refugee status and temporary protection, 

is available to date.  

 

Where do immigrants work? 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Based on: Kovalenko, J., Mensah, P., Leončikas, T., Žibas, K. (2010). New Immigrants in 

Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. Tallinn: Legal Information Centre for Human Rights. Graph based on statistical 

data from Lithuania Labour Exchange, Statistics Lithuania and Migration Department.  

 
General policy approach to migration 
The main document on migration policy is the Law of the Republic of Lithuania on the Legal 
Status of Aliens (which came into force on 29 April 2004), however there are other 11 key 
legal acts in migration policy, such as “The Strategy of Regulation of Economic Migration”.  
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A brief overview of the legal acts that regulate migration processes (including citizenship and 
visa policy) shows that the main legal basis of migration policy in Lithuania is now 
established.  
 
For a long time there has been no unifying document regulating the objectives, purposes and 
actions of economic immigration to Lithuania. Lithuanian migration policy used to refer to 
the Law on the Legal Status of Aliens, the Strategy of Long-term Development and the 
Strategy of National Demographic Policy of Population.5 After 2004, Lithuania substantially 
revised its law while accommodating the EU’s immigration policy. The main piece of 
legislation continues to be the Law on the Legal Status of Aliens, which has been 
substantially amended during the last few years. 
 
Other objectives of the “Strategy of Regulation of Economic Migration” are: (1) to formulate 
long-term regulation measures of economic migration; (2) to regulate factors, which stimulate 
economic migration in order to ensure a match between labour force demand and supply; (3) 
to encourage workers from third countries and also to encourage the remigration process and 
give priority to EU citizens; (4) to maintain close relations with Lithuanians living abroad; (5) 
to ensure effective institutional cooperation regarding issues of economic migration. 
 
The Strategy of Regulation of Economic Migration outlined the state’s preference to attract 
labour migrants from those countries that have similar social structure, culture and language 
to that of Lithuania. Belarus, Ukraine, Moldova or countries of the South Caucasus should be 
thus given certain preference.  
 
Also, it is important to determine other priorities of Lithuanian migration policy that are being 
established by the Government of the Republic of Lithuania: (1) the promotion of circular 
migration; (2) combating irregular migration; 3) encouraging selective highly qualified labour 
migration; 4) supporting migrant integration, esp. through providing Lithuanian language 
courses; (5) promoting migration from neighbouring countries6.  
 
However, considering the effects of the current global economic crisis which became 
especially noticeable in early 2009, the patterns of labour migration as well as general trends 
of regular and irregular migration may change. Along with these changes, integration 
measures for newly arrived migrants may change as well. Regardless of the economic 
situation, employers are still interested in cheaper labour from abroad.   
 
Recent labour migration to Lithuania has not yet been sufficiently analysed, although the 
public, the media and research institutions have become more interested recently.  

 
 

                                                 
5 Republic of Lithuania Law on the Legal Status of Aliens. 
http://www3.lrs.lt/pls/inter3/dokpaieska.showdoc_l?p_id=243642 
6 Strategy on Regulation of Economic Migration. Available at: www.urm.lt, (17.04.2009) 
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Integration policies and measures 
 
As for integration policies, there are currently no specific integration measures applied. 
However, some initiatives in this area have been undertaken: 

1) Since 2005, schools can organise special classes for pupils who come from different 
cultural backgrounds and need time to adjust.  

2) There are at least 23 institutions (governmental and non-governmental) in Lithuania, 
whose activities are concerned with refugee integration and acceptance.  

 
However the integration measures are directed only to refugees and those who have been 
granted temporary protection. In general, migration policy is directed towards return 
migration rather than to immigration policy and measures of migrant integration. This 
suggests that immigrants in Lithuania in 2004-2009 were considered as a means to satisfy 
labour force shortages as long-term integration aspirations were not considered. Currently 
there is no specific social insurance for immigrants; all immigrants are entitled to the same 
social insurance as Lithuanian citizens. 

 
Equal measures treatment  
 
Most of the equal treatment measures apply for migrants in the same way as they apply for 
citizens and are defined by the following laws: The Labour Code, The Law on Public Service, 
The Penal Code, The Code of Administrative Offences, and by the Law on Legal Status of 
Aliens (Art. 3). The Law on Equal Opportunities enabled foreigners to issue complaints 
through the Office of Equal Opportunities Ombudsperson.  
 
Specific forms of xenophobia and intolerance are expressed as individual commentaries on 
the Internet. They are very often addressed at ethnic minorities, but also towards immigrants.  
 
As to civil and political rights, immigrants gain access to most of them only after becoming 
Lithuanian citizens. EU nationals are entitled to more rights (e.g. to vote in the European 
Parliament elections) than third country nationals.  

 
Media coverage of migration 
 
The mass media play an essential role in the formation of public opinion towards immigrants 
and it influences immigrants’ social and cultural integration into the receiving society.  
 
From 2005 to 2008 the Centre of Ethnic Studies at the Institute for Social Research undertook 
public opinion polls on public attitudes towards various social and ethnic groups. In 2008 
respondents were asked to indicate groups they would not like to have as neighbours. 69% 
answered that they would not like to live with the Roma, 56% – with homosexuals, 48% – 
with Chechens, 45% - with Muslims, and 43% – with refugees (see graph below).  
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Another opinion poll, also carried out in 2008 by the Centre of Ethnic Studies suggested that 
public attitudes towards labour immigrants and labour immigration are unstable. On one side 
data has shown that more than 80% are in favour of equal rights for foreigners and Lithuanian 
nationals in labour relations, but on the other side – more than 60% believe that migrant 
workers can trigger social disorder. Almost 47% think that there are already enough foreign 
workers in Lithuania. These numbers show that Lithuanian society is not well informed about 
current processes of labour migration. For instance, people do not know whether labour 
migrants complement or replace the internal labour force, or what status labour migrants have 
in Lithuania. On the one hand, attitudes towards immigrants are negative, but on the other 
hand people envisage advantages from economic immigration.  

In terms of the image of migrants in the Lithuanian mass media, there are three types of 
immigrants who are not treated in the same manner: 

 
1. Immigrants from EU Member States (very often from Italy and the United Kingdom) 
 
Mass media mostly reports on this group of immigrants in a positive way. 7 These immigrants 
seem to be integrated automatically into Lithuanian society and cultural life. Usually, the 
media speak about this category of immigrants using interviews where foreigners speak about 
the traditions of their countries and their personal experience in Lithuania, and compare the 
cultures in both countries.  
 
2. Immigrants from CIS (Belarus, Ukraine, Russia) countries and other neighbouring 
countries 
 
This category of migrants is assessed in a neutral manner without very positive or negative 
assessments. The mass media does not demonstrate a strong interest in their culture. They are 
very often perceived as cheap labour of quite good quality, which is also supported by the fact 
that Lithuanian employers like to employ them. 8 
 
3. Immigrants from other third countries 
 
This group is considered the most “exotic” and problematic by the media. This group consists 
of asylum seekers, refugees or more recently migrant workers. The mass media mostly 
discuss these immigrants in a mistrustful or openly fearful manner. Their image is very often 
full of stereotypes.  
 
 
 

                                                 
7 Interviu su Guglielmo Benini – italų kalbos dėstytoju. Available in Lithuanian at: 
http://www.italija.lt/content/view/18/9/lang,lt/, (16.04.2009) 
8 Nedveckaite J. Atvykėliai iš Rytų okupuoja laisvas darbo vietas  
Savaitrastis “Laikas”, 2 August, 2005. Available at in Lithuanian: 
http://www.delfi.lt/archive/article.php?id=7209550, (15.04.2009) 
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In general the Lithuanian mass media’s reporting on migration has the following 
features: 

 
1. The image of immigrants in the mass media is not yet entrenched and not all types of 

immigrants are treated in the same way. 
2. The mass media speak more about emigration than immigration problems. 
3. There is no coherent approach to discussing the issue of immigrants: the need for 

foreign labour is acknowledged, but possible negative consequences are feared.  
4. The issue of migration is treated in the manner in which the problematic aspects are 

not emphasized, but individual cases and points of view are presented. 
5. The media are quite balanced when speaking about the Government’s policies – they 

both present good practices9 (e.g. equal reimbursement with Lithuanian nations) as 
well as criticising failures and bad practices. 

6. Headlines often use frightening rhetoric: “Flood of Migrants”, “Immigration – a Time 
Bomb”, “Lithuanians Become a Minority”.  

 
Migration after 2009 
 
After 2009 the situation changed because of the global economic crisis. As predicted by 
A.Sipaviciene, the director of the Association of International Migration, in May 2008, the 
number of new immigrants has changed. Due to the steep increase in unemployment from 6% 
in January 2009 to 15% in May 2010, labour immigration has decreased. Although it is now 
too early to speak about the consequences of the economic crisis, some changes are 
noticeable: 

 
1) Quantitative changes of migration flows in 2010: In 2009 only 61 000 of 
foreigners came to Lithuania. It means that in 2010 there were 25 000 fewer 
immigrants than in the year before the crisis.10 
2) Mostly professions that were traditionally reserved for men were influenced 
by the economic crisis. This may affect migration flows in the future in terms of 
models, gender and age of immigrants. 
3) Mass medias’ reaction - before 2009 the mass media were worried about 
large flows of immigrants from third countries, now, after 2009 there are many 
articles that are anxious about decreasing immigration.  

 
 
 
 

                                                 
9 Nedveckaite J. Atvykėliai iš Rytų okupuoja laisvas darbo vietas  
Savaitrastis “Laikas”, 2 August, 2005. Available at in Lithuanian: 
http://www.delfi.lt/archive/article.php?id=7209550, (15.04.2009) 
10 Statistics Lithuania. 
http://www.stat.gov.lt/uploads/docs/MigrTendImigrSrautai_Lietuvoje.ppt?PHPSESSID=.#314,4,2009 m. sausio-
lapkričio mėn TARPTAUTINĖ MIGRACIJA LIETUVOJE.  
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In conclusion 
 
In the case of general immigration into to Lithuania, one can make the following remarks:  

1) Relevant legal acts and official migration policy documents lack a coherent approach 
to migration and concrete measures.  

2) Despite the fact that the Lithuanian law deals with immigrant integration, most of the 
efforts are directed to asylum seekers and refugees and not to migrant workers.  

3) Highly skilled specialists, specific professions and migrants from neighbouring 
countries are given preferential treatment.  

4) European directives as well as Lithuanian national law address the issue of equal 
treatment and non-discrimination. Officially documented cases relating to racial 
violence and discrimination are very fragmental making it difficult to identify trends 
in a reliable way. 

5) The right to participate in political life is tied closely to obtaining citizenship in the 
country. Migrants with any other status are not granted their political and civic rights 
in Lithuania. 
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