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In this essay, Niamh Howley argues that Eastern Europe’s demographic trends point towards a looming economic crisis. Howley
diagnoses Eastern Europe’s demographic crisis as being caused
by low fertility rates, high emigration rates, and an increasingly high dependency ratio. It is argued that demographics are an
issue of immediate political and economic concern in Eastern
Europe as current demographic trends in Eastern Europe will
increasingly lead to adverse economic effects if not addressed.
Howley ultimately argues that by increasing female labour force
participation and by limiting the push-effects encouraging outward migration, Eastern Europe can stem a looming demographic and economic crisis.
I. Introduction
While the focus of debates on European migration has primarily centred on its
impact on wages and unemployment, a more discrete yet dramatic crisis that
is inextricably linked to migration has been brewing. Higher life expectancy
coupled with lower fertility rates has led to considerable ageing of the European population. While the European population is still growing in most member
states, it is doing so at slower rates and some member states are beginning to
experience a decline in their population levels. By extension, this will have
critical impacts on the future of the labour force and economic growth in
Europe. In particular, in several Eastern European nations, high levels of emigration has not only led to population ageing, but also to population decline.
This essay will discuss inter-EU migration with regard to its effects on the
demographic and economic prospects of Eastern European countries in the
European Union.
II. Demographic trends in Eastern Europe
Higher life expectancy, low fertility and emigration have led to the ageing of
the Eastern European population. While old-age dependency ratios were mostly at or below the EU average of 29.9% in 2017, the projected average old-age
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dependency ratio for the European Union is expected to reach 57% by 2100,
with projections for many Eastern European countries above this average
(Eurostat). This highlights the drastic change in demographic structures that
will occur unevenly throughout the EU during the current century. The effect
of a rise in the old-age dependency ratio, however, is considerable. Higher ratios indicate a lower number of workers supporting the economically inactive
elderly population, diminishing tax revenues, increased pressures on health
systems and larger pension payments as a % of GDP.
In many Eastern European countries, the population is not only ageing, but it
is shrinking. Indeed, the world’s ten fastest declining populations are all located in Central and Eastern Europe. The populations of Bulgaria, Romania and
Poland are expected to decline by 24%, 18% and 15% respectively by 2050
(UNDESA, World Population Prospects, 2017). In addition to negative net
migration levels, Eastern European countries have had declining fertility rates
well below the 2.1 replacement level. This decline is largely due to the rise of
postmodern values, economic austerity, unemployment, and the withdrawal
of numerous social welfare mechanisms (Fihel and Okólski, 2019). Declining
fertility rates alongside constant mortality rates have thus resulted in a negative natural change in populations. This, however, is a challenge currently
faced by many European states. What makes Eastern Europe more vulnerable
to population decline is the additional pressure caused by negative net migration.
III. Emigration: Eastern Europe’s empty nest
Before the end of communist regimes, migration from Eastern European countries was rigorously controlled and movement from East to West was limited.
After 1989, migration to the EU-11 countries increased, driven by a search for
work opportunities and higher living standards. As Eastern European nationals formed communities abroad, migration towards these locations became
increasingly attractive (Fihel & Okólski, 2019). The ascension of Eastern
European countries to the EU in 2004, Romania in 2007 and Croatia in 2013,
the end of 2012, it is estimated that 16% of the 1990 South-Eastern European
essentially been one-directional with a large amount of emigration from Eastern European states to Western Europe, and very little in the other direction.
The share of non-nationals from other EU member states in Romania is 0.3%,
0.1% in Poland and 0.1% in Bulgaria compared to 5.2%, 8.1% and 7.9% in
Germany, Austria and Belgium respectively, illustrating the largely asymmetrifrom non-EU countries is equally low relative to western member states. As a
result, several Eastern European countries in the European Union are experiencing negative net migration. Other countries, particularly in Central Europe,
such as the Czech Republic, Hungary or Slovenia have experienced positive
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positive effects, these are outweighed by the negative economy-wide impact
of emigration.
IV. A “silver” lining for Eastern Europe?
Boosting fertility rates are tackling the symptoms, not the cause.
Much of the debate over the policies required to remedy the current change
in demographic structures have focused on increasing fertility rates. Hungary has introduced measures such as free IVF treatments or loans for couples
promising to have a child in the future. Similarly, Poland’s “Family 500+”

However, these policies can also have counterproductive effects. According
These policies are also extremely costly and occupy a proportion of the budget
which should be used to tackle the causes and not the symptoms of emigration.
that lead to emigration, emigration is likely to continue, and increased fertility

Increasing labour force participation
provide a solution to the unsustainable future dependency ratio is conditional
on labour participation and integration into society and the workforce. Indeed,
while immigration can increase the working population, it can also increase
participation rate of male immigrants is only slightly lower than that of the
native population. This is not the case for female immigrants whose participation rates remain much lower. In addition, immigration characterized by low
levels of human capital will be problematic as automation and technological
counterproductive effect can be avoided by selective immigration policies targeting highly skilled immigrants who may contribute more to the system while
a less welcoming attitude towards immigration and due to lower wages and
poorer institutional quality, have remained less sought after as a destination for
economic migration.
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V. Conclusion
Eastern Europe will likely face considerable demographic and economic challenges in the face of population decline and ageing driven by natural change
and emigration. This will have negative repercussions on growth and development. Eastern European countries must focus on retaining their skilled workforce and on increasing labour force participation, particularly that of women,
in order to mitigate these effects.
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