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Sparrows of Despair: Migration as a
Signalling Device for Dysfunctional States
in Europe

This article considers the utility of emigration figures for signalling political
dysfunction in Europe. If given a choice, most people would prefer not to leave
friends, family and homes in order to find work. By assuming that international
migration is more of a burden than a freedom, international migration patterns
can help us distinguish between politically successful and politically dysfunctional
states. This approach is first applied to international refugees and migrants to the
EU, then used to study internal EU migrant flows. In doing this, it creates two
sets of rankings (in overall and per capita terms) for Europe’s most and least
successful states. Included among the most dysfunctional states in Europe are
Romania, Lithuania, Ireland, Croatia and Latvia. It would seem as though
policymakers in these states are unable to satisfy their constituents’ needs.
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AS NOTED IN THE INTRODUCTION TO THIS SPECIAL ISSUE, THERE IS A

growing recognition that democratic states struggle to maintain their
vitality and legitimacy; they appear as politically dysfunctional. There
can be many causes for this perceived dysfunctionality: Jones and
Matthijs (2017) point to the important role played by a decline in
solidarity; others point to a receding faith in democratic institutions
(and their capture by economic elites); the hollowing-out of national
sovereignty by the forces of globalization; the rise of populist, anti-
establishment, parties; and so on. The modern democratic state, it
seems, has difficulty satisfying the demands of its citizenry.

In Europe, these concerns are often packaged with reference to a
democratic deficit.1 As with other democratic states, only more so,
the forces of economic integration have made it difficult for
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European elected officials (at the national level) to satisfy the eco-
nomic and political desires of their citizenry. As the EU encourages
and facilitates political and economic integration, it necessarily
undermines the sovereign reach of its component (and more
representative) governments.

I believe that there are two concomitant developments that help to
explain political dysfunction in Europe. First, and most obviously:
there has been an ongoing transfer of political authority from
democratically accountable national parliaments and governments to
European-wide institutions that are further removed (e.g. geo-
graphically) from the people they represent. Worse still, many of
these EU-level institutions lack democratic legitimacy. Second, Eur-
opeans are beginning to feel squeezed by the shrinking democratic
scope that accompanies any process of economic liberalization. As
governments embrace rules over discretion, they lose discretionary
(read democratic) influence over policy and outcomes. In short,
democratically elected governments in Europe are less able to
influence their own national contexts, and these very governments
are becoming less germane for determining political and economic
outcomes in Europe.

Europe’s dysfunctionality was clearly evident in its response to the
recent financial crisis, as member states and EU officials seemed
paralysed by the scope of the challenge. In the face of rising unem-
ployment levels, and the exorbitant costs of bailing out their financial
sectors, one member state economy after the other was choked by
austerity, for lack of any real policy alternatives. When forced to
choose between prioritizing the needs of domestic constituents, or
those of the international financial community, Europe’s political
elite consistently sided with the latter, or were replaced by techno-
crats when they dithered.2 Even clear electoral mandates for policy
reform, such as the Irish general election in February 2011, were
unable to deliver the change they promised.3 It is no wonder that a
majority of Europeans feel that their voice does not count in the EU,4

and a majority of British people voted to exit the EU.
Clearly, if the EU hopes to overcome its democratic deficit, it will

need to modify its practices and institutions, such that the voice of
European voters can be better heard. Recent efforts to extend the
influence of the European Parliament, and to increase transparency
in European policymaking, are aimed at these important objectives.
While these types of solutions are welcome, they only address one
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component to the democratic deficit: institutional deficiencies at the
EU level.5 Citizens of Europe’s sundry member states are still left with
national governments that are losing their sovereign grip. Worse, the
very size and heterogeneity of the European Union will complicate
any effort to generate democratically responsive solutions: local
challenges will necessarily vary and resist any common solution
generated by a distant and larger body in aggregate.6

While the challenge to representative democracy may be especially
evident in Europe, so too is one possible solution. Unlike states in the
international system, the European Union offers its residents the
right of expatriation:7 the freedom to vote with their feet, from one
member state to another. This freedom provides Europeans with a
democratic safety valve and the opportunity to retract consent from
one government (and grant it to another). This right of expatriation
is a costly one – in that most people will not resort to it if they enjoy
access to other channels of influence – but it is a significant one,
linked to the heart of the European project.

When suffering under dysfunctional government – that is, govern-
ments that either cannot or will not address their people’s needs –

Europeans can wield a powerful corrective tool. In voting with their
feet, Europe’s migrants reveal a dirty little secret at the heart of
Europe: that some member states are not doing a very good job at
providing for their citizens’ needs, and that voting offers little recourse
for righting those wrongs. Just as important, Europe’s migrants can
help resolve the political inadequacies from which they flee by pro-
viding a clear signal about their political preferences and by shining a
spotlight on those EU member states that are most (and least) suc-
cessful in delivering desirable outcomes. In the doing, we can shift the
public’s perspective on migration from fretting over where migrants
are heading, to understanding why (and from where) they are fleeing.

This article examines recent migration patterns in the EU in an
effort to pinpoint Europe’s most dysfunctional states. I offer a novel
and controversial argument, and a brief investigatory check. By doing
this, we consider a series of related questions: To what extent can/
should migration be read as an extension of political voice? If
internal migration offers a surrogate measure for political dysfunc-
tion, what does the pattern of migration tell us about the quality of
governance across Europe? Which EU member states are able to
provide for their citizens’ needs, and which are sending them
packing?
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THEORETICAL MOTIVATIONS

There are many reasons why people migrate, and migration studies
are famous for their propensity to undertheorize. Migrants can be
pushed and pulled by any number of political, economic and social
factors, or they can be seen as small parts in elaborate networks.
Given the nature of contemporary migration restrictions, many
migrants are also motivated by family reunification. Consequently,
migrants relate to their countries of origin in different ways (some
will maintain strong ties after emigration) and display varying levels
of commitment (political and otherwise) to their host country.8

I wish to avoid this quagmire and to posit a very simple view of
migrants: that their actions signal political consent. In doing so, I do
not mean to suggest that migrants cannot be motivated by other
factors (e.g. family reunification and/or sunny beaches), or that
some migrants will maintain strong ties to friends and family at home.
I am trying to simplify what is necessarily a very complex phenom-
enon. In the context of a Great Recession, it does not seem unrea-
sonable to interpret migration as a political signalling device.

In particular, I suggest that we can interpret emigration as a sur-
rogate indicator for dysfunction. On leaving their country of origin,
migrants are tacitly withdrawing their consent for that regime. This is
clear with respect to refugees, but it is also true of so-called economic
migrants, who flee desperate situations born of poor economic
stewardship.9 On leaving home, migrants signal a protest to the lea-
dership (political, economic, social etc.) of the state from which they
flee. On choosing a new state of residence, migrants provide a tacit
vote of confidence in the leadership for the state that they enter.

Consent plays an important role in democratic thought, if not
always in contemporary practice (Moses 2009). Since at least John
Locke, Western thinkers have recognized that consent for govern-
ment can take two main forms: explicit and tacit. Unfortunately, the
modern state system provides little recourse for either type of con-
sent: our influence is mostly limited to voice (whose effectiveness
varies significantly).10 The democratic promise of the EU lies in the
possibility of exit, which provides citizens with a real opportunity to
signal (or withdraw) consent to political power. In granting this
consent, migrants signal their commitment to the host community
(and with this, solidarity). This opportunity is mostly absent in the
rest of the world,11 so it must not be undervalued.
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This proposition will not be controversial when applied to those
migrants who seek asylum in Europe (from abroad); after all, we
assume that refugees are fleeing unresponsive states in which the
political voice of the citizenry was muted and where policymakers
showed little regard for political dissent or difference. Recall that the
legal definition of a refugee is one:

owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion,
nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is
outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is
unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not
having a nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual
residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is
unwilling to return to it.12

A stream of refugees sends a clear political signal: these migrants are
fleeing dysfunctional states and seeking refuge in preferable states.
Recognizing this, we should be studying the size and makeup of
migrant flows, with an eye to stopping them at their source. Our
attention should be drawn to what we can do in Syria and Afghanistan
(but also Romania and Lithuania) in an effort to improve the
conditions that provoke migration. Likewise, on the receiving end, we
need to be more aware of what political and economic features attract
migrants. Given the options available (i.e. that there are many such
states to choose from), when a refugee prioritizes entry into one state
over another, s/he is signalling a preference for that state. That
preference may be grounded in something as simple as familiarity with
the language spoken, nearness to the origin country, or the fact that
friends or family members already await them there. But even these
seemingly individual and personal preferences reflect regime
characteristics (e.g. an openness to strangers, a more international
attitude) that signal political preference.

It is more controversial to assign political motives for those
migrating within Europe.13 After all, EU member states are repre-
sentative democracies that have sworn to protect human rights and
liberties, and we expect them to satisfy the needs of their constituent
citizens. But what if their governments cannot, or will not, satisfy
those needs? What if voting is no longer seen to be an effective means
to influence relevant outcomes? What if governments are no longer
able to manage their national economies in a way that can secure
economic well-being for their people? What recourse, then, does the
dissatisfied citizen have? I suggest that when voting or voice becomes
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ineffective, and exit is an option, we should expect to see Europeans
fleeing dysfunctional states.

As with the motivation of international refugees, the motivation
for internal European migrants can vary significantly: migration
might be driven by family reunification, the need for work, the
existence of diasporic transnational networks, strong language
connections, or even by a sense of adventure. As I suggested in
respect of international refugees, these apparently personal motives
can also be linked to a level of dissatisfaction with the nature of
politics at home. Consider, for a moment, what motivates the internal
migration that is propelled by family reunification. What could have
prompted other family members to have (earlier) left the country of
origin? What message might they have sent to encourage other family
members to follow? Why is the family reunification occurring in the
foreign (host) state, and not at home? Those who are familiar with
the ‘America letters’ from European immigrants in the US at the
end of the nineteenth century will recognize how very personal
motivations are often embedded in deeper political concerns about
the scope of opportunity available ‘at home’ (Moses 2011: ch. 5).

When migration is motivated by the lack of economic opportu-
nities at home, the implied political criticism is more apparent.
Citizens should expect their government to provide a stable
economic environment – one that can secure their livelihood. If
elected officials are unable or unwilling to secure that environment,
we can expect citizens to raise their voice to policymakers, in hopes of
being heard (and securing change). But when voice fails – or falls on
deaf ears – the disgruntled citizen must find alternative solutions.
When citizens leave their home state in search of better economic
opportunities abroad, they are clearly broadcasting their political
dissatisfaction.

It is important to note that migration is neither a simple nor an
easy solution. Most people will prefer to remain near their friends
and family, and secure their livelihoods under familiar conditions.
Voting or protest will almost always trump migration in the initial
calculations of dissatisfied citizens. In this light, we can assume that
migration is a desperate political act; it is a decision that is not made
lightly; and we can expect it only after several other options have
been tried and proved unsuccessful. As exit is extremely costly
(e.g. emotionally, financially, socially), the signal it sends should not
be discounted or ignored.
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The way I have framed this problem is borrowed from Albert
Hirschman (1970, 1993), whose work has been an inspiration for me
on several earlier occasions (Moses 2005, 2006, 2011). Hirschman
wished to provide decision-makers with the sort of information they
need to reform their organizations, in the face of what he assumed
was the inevitability of entropy. For Hirschman, all organizations –

whether they are states, firms, political parties, and so on – are prone
to entropy: they need to adapt constantly, or risk eventual demise.
For this reason, decision-makers need to rely on the signals sent by
dissatisfied consumers of the goods they provide (whether they are
the rights of citizenship, the quality of a service provided, or the
nature of a political platform to be embraced). I am proposing that
we do the same: rather than seeing migrants as a potential threat to
democracy, we can use them to gauge the quality of government in
(and its variance across) Europe.

This sort of political signalling is also the hallmark of so-called
Tiebout studies,14 which gauge how citizens choose among compet-
ing packages of locally provided public goods (tax levels, quality of
schools and parks, zoning policies, etc.). In Tiebout studies, local
governments are assumed to be responsive to local populations and
they offer sundry packages of government services, each at a different
price (tax rate).15 Mobile citizens choose the particular tax/services
package that best fits their needs/preferences by moving to that
location. By so doing, mobile citizens sort themselves into optimum
communities (i.e. some of us prefer more developed (read expen-
sive) welfare states; other prefer less so).

In either framework, migration trends reveal important signals
about political preference – signals that are akin to (and maybe even
more effective than) voting. Because European citizens are free to
move around the continent unhindered,16 we can use this movement
to gauge the degree to which European states satisfy their citizens’
needs (and which do not). In this context, Europe provides an
interesting prototype of how we might strengthen democratic influ-
ence by allowing exit to fortify voice in facilitating change.

MIGRATION PATTERNS IN EUROPE

In this section we examine the nature of migration patterns in
Europe, from an ‘exit as voice’ perspective. This examination
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contains three parts. We begin by looking at the character of external
migration (asylum flows) to the European Union. This examination
is brief, in that it requires little elaboration: by breaking down and
examining the external migration flows, we can clearly see which
states in the global system are dysfunctional, and which states in
Europe are most attractive.

The second section then zeros in on those European countries
that are attracting the most (internal and external) migrants. If we
interpret migration as a signalling device revealing political
preferences, these states offer Europe’s most attractive citizenship
bundles. The third section then turns to the EU member states that
are shedding citizens. These states can be identified as the EU’s most
dysfunctional states.

Asylum Patterns

We begin by tracking asylum applicants to Europe, as the resulting
pattern provides an unambiguous case of political signalling. In these
circumstances it is clear that people are voting with their feet: people
are fleeing political persecution and repression, and seeking to stake
out a new life under better circumstances.

Figure 1 provides an overview of where Europe’s asylum applicants
originate in the period 2008–14. Not surprisingly, most asylum
applicants were from war-torn Syria and Afghanistan. More unex-
pected, perhaps, is that Europe’s neighbours (in the form of Russia,
Serbia and Kosovo) are also among the top 10 asylum generators. In
effect, Figure 1 provides a list of the most dysfunctional states for the
period under consideration. There is a surprisingly large number of
dysfunctional states in the world, and this figure includes only those
states that have sent more than 10,000 asylum-seekers to Europe.
Indeed, between 2008 and 2014, Europe received 2,422,115 asylum
applications from 186 states – and another 37,115 from stateless
applicants (Eurostat [migr_asyappctza]).

Where did these migrants seek refuge? One might expect that
geographic proximity (to the state of origin) is an important con-
sideration when seeking asylum, but the ranking in Table 1 suggests
otherwise. Asylum-seekers recognize that some states are more
generous and provide better protections than others, and they tailor
their asylum applications accordingly. In terms of overall numbers,
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the most attractive states in Europe for asylum-seekers are Germany,
France, Sweden, Italy and the UK (in that order).

Table 1 ranks countries by the relative size of the asylum stream,
given the host country population. Here we see that a whole new set
of states reveal themselves to be more attractive (relative to their
size): Sweden is the most attractive state, followed by Malta,
Liechtenstein, Cyprus, Switzerland and Norway. As with the overall
rankings (which are dominated by large states), it is reasonable to
assume that these states offer the most attractive citizenship packages
for asylum-seekers, in part because their asylum policies may be more
liberal than in other states. What is curious about this list is that small
states are carrying such a large share of the burden, and that many of
the most attractive states find themselves outside of the European
Union (Liechtenstein, Switzerland, Norway). Malta and Cyprus are
the only countries on this list that are geographically exposed to
recent migrant flows17 – the other states are clearly drawing migrants

Figure 1
Total Asylum Applicants, 2008–14, by Country of Origin
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Table 1
Asylum and New Asylum Applicants: Annual Aggregated Data (Averaged 2008–14)

and Per Capita

Per capita (%) Annual average (Total ranking)

Sweden 0.43 41,488.6 (3)
Malta 0.43 1,818.6 (20)
Liechtenstein 0.28 105.7 (30)
Cyprus 0.27 2,342.9 (18)
Switzerland 0.26 20,846.4 (7)
Norway 0.23 12,002.9 (10)
Belgium 0.22 24,296.4 (6)
Luxembourg 0.21 1,165.0 (22)
Austria 0.20 16,730.7 (8)
Denmark 0.11 6,179.3 (14)
Hungary 0.11 10,782.1 (12)
Greece 0.11 11,804.3 (11)
Germany 0.10 81,339.3 (1)
Netherlands 0.09 15,975.0 (9)
France 0.08 55,937.1 (2)
Finland 0.07 3,725.7 (16)
Italy 0.05 29,545.0 (4)
Bulgaria 0.05 3,303.6 (17)
Ireland 0.04 1,876.4 (19)
United Kingdom 0.04 25,103.6 (5)
Iceland 0.03 98.6 (31)
Poland 0.03 9,509.3 (13)
Lithuania 0.02 496.4 (25)
Slovenia 0.01 289.3 (26)
Slovakia 0.01 607.9 (24)
Czech Republic 0.01 1,008.6 (23)
Latvia 0.01 185.0 (29)
Spain 0.01 3,765.7 (15)
Romania 0.01 1,471.4 (21)
Estonia 0.01 68.6 (32)
Croatia 0.01 218.6 (28)
Portugal 0.00 282.9 (27)

Note: The top five states (in terms of annual average asylum numbers)
are indicated by italics. The per capita figures take the 2008–14 average
(from the middle column) and divide it by the 2014 population of the
host country, multiplied by 100. Hence, in the country most exposed to
refugees, Sweden, the annual refugee flow between 2008 and 2014
constituted less than one half (0.43) of one per cent of the
total population.
Sources: Eurostat [tps00191] and [demo_gind].
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because of what they offer (they are not, in other words, casualties of
geographic consequence).

Europe’s Magnet States

In 2013, a little more than 3.4 million people had immigrated to EU
member states, with the UK, Germany, Italy, Spain and France being
the largest destination countries (in that order).18 In the UK, for
instance, most of the immigrants were citizens of Poland (14.8 per
cent), followed by India, Ireland, Pakistan and Lithuania. In other
words, and as we might expect, the largest countries in Europe are
attracting the largest numbers of immigrants (in total), and they are
attracting immigrants from both within the European Union, and
beyond. It could be that migrants are most attracted to large states,
given their more cosmopolitan features and the increased likelihood
of finding a suitable immigrant milieu/ghetto in which to settle. But
if we control for size (by dividing the immigrant figures by the
population of the host country), we get a better picture of the
inherent country features that attract European migrants. When this
is done, the most attractive destination countries are very small
countries: Luxembourg, Cyprus, Switzerland, Liechtenstein and
Malta (in that order).19 In Luxembourg, for example, most immi-
grants came from Portugal (21.7 per cent), followed by France,
Belgium, Italy and Germany – the first non-European source of
immigrants to Luxembourg was the US.

While interesting, these figures and rankings are far too rough for
our purposes, as they include return immigrants and immigrants
from non-EU member states. Indeed, in several countries (e.g.
Romania, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia), a majority of the immigrants in
2013 were nationals returning home. In other countries (Italy,
Bulgaria, Slovenia, Sweden), the majority of immigrants in 2013 were
from non-EU states.

If we focus solely on the immigrants from other EU member states,
the total number of EU immigrants shrinks to just 1.2 million people,
or about 0.24 per cent of the total (EU-28) population in 2013.20

When we examine the national backgrounds of these (internal) EU
migrants, then the geographic pattern varies slightly from the overall
immigration trends described above. Figure 2a lists European
states in order of the number of immigrants in 2013 who were
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citizens of (other) EU-28 member states.21 Here we see that the
most attractive destinations included large states (Germany and
the UK), but also Switzerland (which is a non-EU member state and
relatively small).22

The pattern becomes even more surprising when we weigh these
internal EU-immigration figures by the total population, and rank
the states accordingly (as is done in Figure 2b). In light of the
discussion from the previous section, this is probably the best
indicator for capturing those states that offer the most attractive
citizenship bundles for EU citizens voting with their feet.

In Figure 2b, Luxembourg towers above the other states, with an
impressive share of immigrants (almost 3 per cent of its total popu-
lation consists of citizens from other EU-28 member states). Given
Luxembourg’s unique status as a wealthy international hub
(Luxembourg tends to top the global GDP/capita tables (see also
Figure 4b, below), and the City of Luxembourg is the seat of several
EU agencies and institutions), this is not too surprising. What is
surprising, however, is the list of small countries that follows in

Figure 2a
Total EU-28 Immigrants, 2013
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Luxembourg’s wake: Switzerland, Liechtenstein, Iceland, Cyprus,
Malta, Norway …). Not only are these countries very small, but four
of the top seven host countries of EU-28 immigrants are not members
of the European Union! Without ignoring other potential determi-
nants for migration, we can say that all of these states are seen to be
attractive and successful polities: people want to live there.

If we use this indicator as a measure of political attractiveness in
2013, what kind of states are appealing to Europe’s politically alie-
nated? The sundry rankings are listed in Table 2, to ease compar-
isons. Here we can see that foreigners seem to be attracted to large,
relatively wealthy states with robust economies (such as Germany and
the UK, with Spain being the possible exception). These are the
same states that are attracting asylum-seekers, as we saw in Table 1.
Indeed, there is a surprising degree of overlap across the list of top
five states receiving asylum-seekers and immigrants from the EU-28.
The two surprises, I would say, are Sweden (among asylum havens)
and Switzerland (as an EU-28 magnet): as these are both relatively
small states.

Figure 2b
EU-28 Immigrants, % Population, 2013
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When we turn to the two columns at the right-hand side of
Table 2, which rank states in terms of their draw (relative to the
domestic population), we see that wealthy states tend to dominate
both of these lists (Malta and Cyprus being the exceptions), but that
these states tend to be very small. Here too there is significant overlap
across the two rankings, with non-EU states (such as Switzerland,
Lichtenstein and Iceland) doing surprisingly well.

Europe’s Dysfunctional States

It is remarkably difficult to find good emigration23
figures, even

within the EU; it seems that counting those who leave a country is
harder than counting those who enter, and so-called mirror statistics
(which compare immigration and emigration statistics) tend to reveal
as much. To estimate the emigration destinations of those Europeans
who are voting with their feet, I have had to conduct a number of
tedious recalculations.

Using the EU’s population statistics for 2013, we can examine the
population on 1 January 2013, by citizenship (using Eurostat’s
[migr_pop1ctz]). This is one of Eurostat’s favourite means of mea-
suring internal emigration.24 Taking the citizenship makeup for each
of the EU-28 member states as my point of departure, I then factored
out the domestic population (citizens of the home state) and gen-
erated emigration statistics for each of the other member states.
Breaking down the population statistics in this way shows us where
citizens from individual member states are choosing to reside abroad
(in other member states). For example, we can learn that there

Table 2
Most Attractive States in Europe, 2013

Annual average (raw numbers) % of host country population

Ranking
Top asylum
draws

Top EU-28
draws

Top asylum
draws

Top EU-28
draws

1 Germany Germany Sweden Luxembourg
2 France UK Malta Switzerland
3 Sweden Switzerland Liechtenstein Liechtenstein
4 Italy France Cyprus Iceland
5 UK Spain Switzerland Cyprus
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were 23 Belgian citizens living in Latvia in 2013, while 28,209 Belgians
had moved to the Netherlands. This reveals something about
the attractiveness to Belgians of settling in the Netherlands, relative
to Latvia.25

Figure 3 ranks Europe’s most dysfunctional states, in terms of total
number of emigrants, and as a percentage of the home population.
In Figure 3a, we find that the EU’s largest overall exporter of citizens
was Romania (2,271,379), followed by Poland, Italy, Germany and the
UK.26 When we examine more closely where emigrants were choos-
ing to re-settle, we find that the top 10 destinations for all of these
countries were remarkably similar: relatively wealthy states, with
developed markets such as Switzerland, Austria, UK, the Netherlands,
Belgium, Italy, Sweden, Norway, Denmark, etc.27

For our purposes, it is more interesting to look at the share of the
population in any country that seems to be dissatisfied with

Figure 3a
Europe’s Dysfunctional States: Emigration to EU-27, 2013
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Note: Registered number of citizens living in one of the other EU-28 member
states in 2013. The study includes all EU-28 countries (as is seen along the
horizontal axis), but the emigration figures are calculated by looking at the
out-migration from one member state to the other 27.
Source: Eurostat [migr_pop1ctz].
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conditions at home. Figure 3b provides the best measure of Europe’s
most dysfunctional states, in that it lists states in terms of their per
capita emigration rates to other EU member states. When this is
done, we see a large number of states that appear unable to
provide for their citizens’ needs. I find it astonishing that almost 11
per cent of Romania’s population (over 2 million people) is now
living in another EU member state. The share of Lithuanians, Irish,
Croatian and Latvians who have left home in search of better
conditions is lower, but equally shocking. For whatever reason,
these countries are not able to satisfy the needs of a significant
share of their population.

We can now see which states in Europe are able to attract mobile
Europeans and which states are repelling them. In the next section
we consider whether it is reasonable to attach political significance to
this internal mobility. Does the flow of migrants within the EU signal
the ineffectiveness of voice across Europe?

Figure 3b
Europe’s Dysfunctional States: Emigration, as % of Origin Population, to EU-27, 2013
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Note: Registered number of citizens living in one of the other EU-28 member
states in 2013. The study includes all EU-28 countries (as is seen along the
horizontal axis), but the emigration figures are calculated by looking at the
out-migration from one member state to the other 27.
Source: Eurostat [migr_pop1ctz] and [demo_gind].
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EXIT AS VOICE

To what extent is it reasonable to interpret exit in Europe as a form
of political voice? This section tries to answer that tricky question by
looking at how emigration relates to several economic and political
variables. Given the exploratory nature of this project, and the
remarkable paucity of data, I rely on simple bivariate scatter plots to
consider the degree to which political and economic indicators of
strife are related to per capita emigration figures (to other EU
member states).

Economic Variables

When applied to economic conditions, the argument for exit as voice
rests on two, related, observations.

First, we should recognize that states in Europe lack many of the
discretionary tools that were once used to secure full employment
and economic stability (Moses 2015). To facilitate economic
integration (and consistent with the neoliberal economic logic that
drives it), the EU has slowly outlawed the sort of protectionist mea-
sures that states once used to achieve domestic economic growth
(e.g. public procurement projects, infant industry protections, local
content requirements and industrial policies, etc.). More obvious has
been the need to jettison domestic monetary policy (and politically
responsive central banks) as part of the effort to secure a monetary
union in Europe. Now, in the wake of the recent crisis, additional
constraints are being drawn up to limit the capacity of states to
pursue counter-cyclical fiscal policies.28 In short, member states can
no longer employ the policy instruments that they have traditionally
used to secure economic stability. As a result, politicians find them-
selves at the mercy of market conditions.

This brings me to the second point. As member states are no longer
able to manage their domestic economies, elected officials can no
longer be held accountable for economic failure. Consequently, the
outcomes of national elections mean less for the national economy – as
the most relevant policy decisions are now being made in Frankfurt or
Brussels. If national policymakers have less influence over real eco-
nomic outcomes, then there is less incentive to influence them by
traditional channels of voice (voting, lobbying, public advocacy, etc.).
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In this context, exit is more effective than voice in securing (person-
ally) preferable economic outcomes (at least in the short term).

Imagine you are a citizen of contemporary Greece, in the midst of
a deep economic crisis, and mainstream political elites are informing
you that the only possible remedy is an internal devaluation, or wage
squeeze, which will probably take several years before it has the
desired effect on your country’s international competitiveness. As a
citizen of Greece, what can you do to improve your circumstances?
You might vote for more populist and/or radical parties, only to find
that they cannot deliver what they promise; you could protest and/or
abstain from the mainstream political process, but this hardly
changes matters on the ground. It seems to me that there are only
two options available: stay and suffer (while you pray for long-term
improvements); or leave for greener pastures. In this context, exit
represents a vote against the status quo. Migrants are demonstrating
that they lack confidence in the ability of elected officials to turn
things around – and are heading out on their own (despite the
significant personal costs incurred).

To examine the relationship between economic mismanagement
and emigration, Figure 4 provides scatter plots of the level of internal
EU migration (emigration/population, as depicted in Figure 3b,
above), and a series of economic variables. My intent with these
scatter plots is not to exaggerate causal linkages, but to provide
readers with an opportunity to see the general patterns, and how
individual member states relate to these patterns. On offer is a sim-
ple, initial investigation – not a formal test or argument.

In each of the four panels that make up Figure 4, we see a clear
relationship, in the expected direction: emigrants are fleeing contexts
that are characterized by poorer economic management (or the per-
ception of such). While some of the relationships are stronger than
others (GDP/capita; perceptions of the national economy), the overall
picture is clear.29 Per capita emigration, to another EU member state, is
highest in those member states that suffer relatively more unemploy-
ment and national poverty, and it is highest in those countries where
citizens are most sceptical about the state of the country’s economic
strength and its capacity for economic management. Emigrants from
Europe’s most dysfunctional states are clearly fleeing from their home
state’s inability to secure economic opportunity and/or stability. These
emigrants lack confidence in the ability of their elected officials to
correct the problem, and their exit signals a vote of no-confidence.
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Having said that, given the depth of the economic crisis, I find it
remarkable that the level of internal migration within the EU is not
even greater, and recent studies have confirmed that economically
motivated migration in Europe is not as prevalent as one might
expect (e.g. Recchi 2015: 45–6). When we look more closely at the
overall stock of European immigrants in the EU over time, as is done
in Figure 5,30 we see that the number of internal (EU) immigrants
took off in 1999, and received a boost in 2005. It is important to note
that this increase was driven by the EU’s expansion eastwards, and
the access to (western) labour markets that it provided. The
post-2008 growth trend is still high, and may have increased in recent
years, but it is not significantly higher than we saw in the pre-crisis
years. When we consider the immigration figures for some of
the largest states in Europe (in the stacked columns beneath the
line), we see the largest growth seems to be occurring in Spain, Italy
and the UK.

Figure 4a
Economic Drivers: Unemployment

y = 0.2043x + 1.4044
R² = 0.0822
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Note: The horizontal axis displays the average annual unemployment level
(in %) for the period 2009–13. The vertical axis uses the data in Figure 3b.
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Political Variables

The political argument for exit as voice is tangential to the economic
argument outlined above, but much broader in scope. Here too, we
expect migrants to be aware of the reduced effectiveness of political
sovereignty at the member state level – but now the sovereign scope
extends to broader concerns (than just the economy). In effect,
emigration can be read as a sign of political alienation or frustration:
citizens abandon hope of trying to influence policymakers to improve
conditions at home, and seek refuge abroad.31

If citizens feel that they have no voice, or that their voice is not
being heard, we might expect them to avoid the ballot box, have
diminished trust in the national government, be dissatisfied with the
democratic quality of their home government and presume that their
voice does not count. Figure 6 considers each of these relationships.

Figure 4b
Economic Drivers: GDP/Capita

y =-7E-05x + 5.1178
R² = 0.1273
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Note: The horizontal axis displays the average annual GDP/capita level in
euros for the period 2009–13, in current prices. The vertical axis uses the
data in Figure 3b.
Sources: Eurostat [migr_pop1ctz] and [tec00001].
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As in the previous figure, Figure 6 provides four different panels
that relate emigration figures (per capita) with a number of variables
related to political alienation. Here too, we find that the relationships
are as hypothesized, and in some of these scatter plots the relation-
ships appear to be remarkably strong. For example, in Figure 6a we
see that the almost 40 per cent of the variance in emigration rates
can be explained by a single variable: voter turnout levels in the
preceding decade (R2= 0.38). There are also clear links between
the relative size of the emigrant diaspora and the level of dis-
satisfaction with the nature of democracy at home (Figure 6c), and
the belief that their voice is not being heard at home (Figure 6d).
Although the correspondence is weaker, we can also see how
emigration is inversely related to trust in national governments
(Figure 6b).

Figure 4c
Economic Drivers: Perception of National Economy
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Note: The horizontal axis displays the share of total ‘Bad’ responses to the
question: ‘How would you judge the current situation of the national
economy?’ (QA4a.1), spring 2012. The vertical axis uses the data in
Figure 3b.
Sources: Eurostat [migr_pop1ctz] and Eurobarometer (2012: T8).
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In all of these scatter plots, we find the level of emigration to be
highest in those countries where we find a greater sense of political
alienation and frustration. In light of these exploratory findings, it
does not seem unreasonable to read emigration as a kind of political
voice, enunciating political frustration about the dysfunctional states
from which they flee.

When we remember that the list of dysfunctional states is topped
by Romania, Lithuania, Ireland, Croatia, Latvia and Portugal, it
seems clear that citizens from these countries are escaping the eco-
nomic fallout from the eurozone crisis. These emigrants recognize
that their national governments can do little (or are willing to do
little) to generate the economic growth (and jobs) they need. Left to
their own devices, citizens leave their dysfunctional states and head

Figure 4d
Economic Drivers: Government Response to the Financial Crisis
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Note: The horizontal axis displays the share of total ‘Not effectively’ responses
to the question: ‘Since the beginning of the economic crisis, would
you say that the national government acted effectively or not to combat
the crisis up to now?’ (QC8.2), spring 2012. The vertical axis uses the data in
Figure 3b.
Sources: Eurostat [migr_pop1ctz] and Eurobarometer (2012: T151).
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off to greener pastures. When one considers the kind of states to
which they are fleeing: small states with strong economies, many of
which are outside the EU (and its eurozone), then the lesson
becomes even more pronounced.

Indeed, case evidence from Romania suggests it is not unreason-
able to interpret the emigrant population as politically dissatisfied,
and Romanian democracy as dysfunctional. When provided an
opportunity to vote, the Romanian diaspora tends to support the
opposition centre-right parties and candidates (Burean 2011; Burean
and Popp 2015). This influence became especially evident in the
2015 elections, when Klaus Iohannis managed to become president
with the help of a motivated diaspora community voting through
foreign embassies. Obtaining 89 per cent of the emigrant vote, he
secured a 4 per cent gain over his opponent (Burean and Popp 2015:
2; The Economist 2014).

On the other hand, the timing of the immigration spurt, as seen in
Figure 5, suggests that the growth may be fuelled by something else.
Recchi (2015: 52) argues that the motivation may be political: that

Figure 5
European Immigrant Population in the EC/EU
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the take-off occurs at a time when visa requirements for Eastern
Europe were being removed, and the people had free access to
Western Europe as new EU member states.32 The data are too sparse
to test this conclusively.

CONCLUSIONS

I have suggested that many citizens in Europe have given up on voice
as an instrument of democratic influence. It would seem that elected
officials at the member state level lack the tools, or the will, to secure
better conditions at home. Clearly, citizens in Europe need stronger
tools to influence political outcomes. Exit is one possibility, and
Europeans are lucky to enjoy it. This article has indicated that Eur-
opeans are using this opportunity to signal their dissatisfaction with

Figure 6a
Political Drivers: Voter Turnout

y = -0.1459x + 13.516 
R² = 0.3789
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Note: The horizontal axis displays average voter turnout over 10 years (valid votes
cast in the elections compared with the list of registered voters). The vertical axis
uses the data in Figure 3b. Three countries (in bold italics in the figure) have
compulsory voting laws in effect: Belgium, Cyprus and Luxembourg.
Sources: Emigration: Eurostat [migr_pop1ctz] and Delwit (2013: 49).
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political leadership. The empirical evidence, although it is rough,
suggests that this is not an unreasonable interpretation: emigration is
clearly related to the sort of economic and political variables that are
consistent with the argument.

I have been careful not to overstretch the argument. I recognize
that some migration in Europe is motivated by non-political factors.
The British immigrants to Spain are a case in point. I am also
sympathetic to the notion, often made by EU officials, that migration
represents a real opportunity (and a fourth freedom), but it is
important to rein in this political rhetoric, as it seems that
most Europeans are not leaving home to expand their cultural
horizons or to embrace their new European identities. Rather,
Europeans are being forced to leave home because their govern-
ments are unable to meet expectations. In a context where a vote is

Figure 6b
Political Drivers: Trust in Home Government

y = 0.0398x + 0.9329
R² = 0.0468
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Note: The horizontal axis displays the share of those who ‘Tend not to trust’
their national government (QA13.2), spring 2012. The vertical axis uses the
data in Figure 3b.
Sources: Emigration: Eurostat [migr_pop1ctz] and Eurobarometer
(2012: T47).
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seen to be ineffective, Europeans are turning to exit to secure pre-
ferable outcomes.

I have begun to trace out the relationship with a series of very
simple scatter plots. More sophisticated empirical tests are possible,
but this is really not necessary.33 It should not be controversial to
argue that people flee desperate situations, when given the oppor-
tunity. Rather, the point of this article is to draw attention to the
political consequences that should follow in the wake of these
internal migration flows. The existence of these emigration
patterns is consistent with an argument that voice in Europe is not
working as it should, and that local (national) officials are either
unwilling or unable to provide stable economic and political condi-
tions at home.

Europeans are lucky and privileged to have recourse to exit, but
they would be luckier still if they had governments that could deliver

Figure 6c
Political Drivers: Satisfaction with Democracy at Home

y = 0.0528x + 0.7186

R² = 0.1775

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Not satisfied with how democracy works at home, 2012

E
m

ig
ra

tio
n/

po
pu

la
tio

n,
 2

01
3

Note: The horizontal axis displays the share of total ‘Not satisfied’ responses
to the question: ‘On the whole, are you very satisfied, fairly satisfied, not very
satisfied or not at all satisfied with the way democracy works in your country?’
(QA20a), spring 2012. The vertical axis uses the data in Figure 3b.
Sources: Eurostat [migr_pop1ctz] and Eurobarometer (2012: T75).
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the sort of economic and political conditions that would allow their
citizens to stay at home, near friends and family. By examining
migration trends we can focus attention on the shortcomings of some
EU member states, with hopes of shaming them into providing more
for their citizens. In other words, I hope to leverage citizen influence
by focusing on the signalling effect of exit.
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Figure 6d
Political Drivers: Voice Is Not Heard
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Note: The horizontal axis displays the total share of those who ‘Disagree’ with
the statement, ‘My voice counts in my country’ (QA21a.5), spring 2012. The
vertical axis uses the data in Figure 3b.
Sources: Eurostat [migr_pop1ctz] and Eurobarometer (2012: T81).
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APPENDIX

Figure A1
Total Immigrants, Annual Average, 2009–13
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Figure A2
Total Immigrants/Population
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NOTES

1 The literature on the democratic deficit is large, and not limited to Europe (e.g. Lax
and Phillips 2012; see also Norris 2011). In Europe, the headline works include Hix
(2008) and the exchange between Follesdal and Hix (2006) and Moravcsik (2008)
(but see also Lindberg and Scheingold 1970; Moravcsik 2002; Scharpf 1999;
Schmitter 2003; Siedentop 2001). More recent research suggests that European
parliaments are increasingly ‘mainstreaming’ EU affairs scrutiny, blurring the
distinction between national and European policies (Gattermann et al. 2016). See
also Bellamy and Kröger (2014).

2 In both Italy and Greece, democratic governments were replaced with former EU
officials in November 2011, with Mario Monti and Lucas Papademos steering
technocratic governments in Rome and Athens. Both were responsible for
implementing the austerity cuts and structural reforms that the Troika had
demanded in return for direct financial support (in Greece) and tacit support of
the European Central Bank (in Italy). The one exception is Iceland, which
responded to its financial disaster by punishing the financial sector that was
responsible for the mess. See Moses (2016).

3 See Moses (2016) for elaboration along these lines.
4 In the 2014 Eurobarometer, respondents showed a significant change in their
attitudes about whether their votes counted in the EU. From 2013 to 2014, the
percentage of those that ‘Totally disagree’ with the statement that ‘My vote counts
in the EU’ dropped from 66% to 52%. See Eurobarometer (2014: 7). This break in
the general trend is most likely a result of the fact that the survey was conducted (21
May to 14 June 2014) relatively soon after the European elections had been held
(22–25 May 2014).

5 We must also recognize that the process of democratizing European institutions,
and making them more transparent, can only go so far. Some EU institutions will
simply refuse to accept such constraints on their mandate (e.g. the European
Central Bank).

6 I have in mind the way in which regional economic cycles can vary across a shared
monetary union (the challenge of asymmetric shocks in the literature on Optimum
Currency Areas (OCAs)), but this can also include local reactions to EU directives
that seem completely foreign to local traditions, climates, and cultures.

7 For an elaboration on what this right entails, and its history, see Moses (2009).
8 The literature on the determinants of migration is both broad and deep: it starts
with Ravenstein (1885), includes iconic contributions by the likes of Michael Piore
(1979) and Douglas Massey et al. (1993), and continues today with massive research
projects on determinants of migration funded by the European Research Council
(e.g. IMI n.d.). For a useful and recent overview, see de Haas (2014). With
particular regard to the determinants of migration for those fleeing Central and
Eastern Europe, see Engbersen et al. (2013).

9 When Europeans are asked about their main concerns (‘What do you think are the
two most important issues facing the EU at the moment?’), they focus over-
whelmingly on economic topics that once were the responsibility of member
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states: the ‘economic situation’ (39%); unemployment (34%); ‘the state of Member
State public finances’ (25%); ‘immigration’ (21%) and ‘inflation’ (10%). See
Eurobarometer (2014: 12).

10 Very few of us have granted explicit consent for the basic constitutional framework
under which we live: we may have voted for a government, but we have not voted for
the underlying constitutional framework. In effect, our consent was granted by our
forefathers, and it has been passed down to us as a political legacy. Immigrants are
the one exception to this depressing rule, as they are often required to pledge an
allegiance to their new state. The lack of explicit consent is not necessarily a
problem if citizens have recourse to tacit or implicit consent. But in the absence of
free migration, tacit consent is a sham as individuals have little recourse but to
submit to the laws, privileges and protections of the country to which they are born
(see e.g. Pitkin 1965: 995).

11 Although the 1948 UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights provides the
freedom to emigrate, there is not a single state in the world that freely accepts
international migrants. For this reason, citizens of the world do not enjoy a right of
expatriation. See Moses (2006: 54–5).

12 Article 1.A.2 in the 1951 UN Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees,
Geneva, Switzerland: Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR), Communications and Public Information Service, 1967.

13 I am aware that, since the early 1980s, EC/EU officials and documents have referred
to internal migration in Europe in terms of mobility, rather than migration – but I
find the framing awkward and somewhat disingenuous.

14 The impetus for this work is Tiebout (1956). See also Fischel (2006) and Oates
(2006). A popular and influential account can be found in Bishop (2009). For a
blistering academic critique of Bishop, see Abrams and Fiorina (2012).

15 Actually, local communities have two possible strategies: they can collaborate (as in a
cartel), enforcing the same tax rate across various communities; or they can engage
in tax/service competition.

16 This is not entirely true, of course. In effect, freedom of movement means
that EU nationals have a three-month window of opportunity during which they
can enter another EU labour market and compete unhindered with natives
for work. If they find a job within three months, the host nation must issue
any necessary work and residence permits to the EU migrant and his family
members. If the migrant does not land a job within three months, s/he is no longer
welcome in the host country. During the interim, the migrant worker does not
usually benefit from the social security benefits that native workers in that
country enjoy.

17 Malta is rather unique, I think, in that it has been overwhelmed by asylum-seekers
arriving by boat (mostly from Somalia and Eritrea) after Spain strengthened its
patrols in 2002 and precipitated a change in migration routes. In Cyprus, a quarter
of the applicants are of Afghan, Eritrean or Syrian origin.

18 This ranking is made by taking the average annual inflow of immigrants to each
country between 2009 and 2013 [migr_imm1ctz]. By Eurostat’s definition, an
immigrant is a person arriving or returning from abroad to take up residence in a
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country for a certain period, having previously been resident elsewhere. See the
Appendix for the total immigration rankings of European states.

19 Here the ranking is done in the same way as described in the previous note, but
then the average annual immigration tallies are divided by the total (2013)
population in each country, using the [demo_gind] Eurostat variable, and
multiplied by 100.

20 The numbers do not always speak for themselves. 3.4 million people in total
immigrated to one of the EU-28 member states, but 1.4 million of these came from
non-member countries, 830,000 were returning nationals, and 6,100 were stateless.
Of the 3.4 million in total, the EU estimates that 1.2 million were EU-28 member
state citizens (Eurostat 2015: 1).

21 Rather remarkably, this data is limited to 2013, so we cannot develop annual
averages over a longer period of time.

22 It is interesting to note that the four countries (UK, Ireland, Sweden and Norway)
that allowed immediate access to EU workers from the 10 new East European
member states (the so-called A10) are not especially ‘swamped’ with immigrants;
while Germany, which chose to protect its domestic labour market until the entire
grace period had expired (in 2011), was the most popular (overall) immigration site
in 2013.

23 Using Eurostat’s definition, an emigrant is a person leaving the country where s/he
usually resides and effectively taking up residence in another country.

24 The reader should note that this generates a stock figure at a given point in time
(2013). It does not tell us anything about when these foreign citizens arrived, or how
long they have lived in the host country. Given our concern, stock data is preferable,
as it avoids short-term flows (that are common in Europe) and because there is
widespread reluctance by migrants in Europe to register as residents.

25 It also might say something about geography, as Belgium and the Netherlands are
neighbouring countries, whereas Riga is 1453 kilometres away from Brussels. Still,
the point is that it is much more attractive for Latvians to move to Belgium, than
Belgians to move to Latvia. Why is that?

26 Having learned that countries outside of the EU were receiving many of the EU-28
emigrants, I calculated the emigrant flow to the EU-27 and to Greater Europe
(which included the EU-27, plus Switzerland, Liechtenstein, Norway and Iceland).
The patterns were remarkably similar, with only Portugal and France trading places
among the top five emigration sites.

27 The outlier was the UK, whose top emigration destination was Spain. I will leave it
up to the reader to speculate as to the nature of this emigrant stream.

28 By way of the two-pack, the six-pack, the Treaty on Stability, Coordination and
Governance (TSCG), etc. For clarification of these terms, see http://ec.europa.eu/
economy_finance/articles/governance/2012-03-14_six_pack_en.htm.

29 I have imposed linear regression lines on all the subsequent figures, even though it
is possible to see an exponential or polynomial (second order) relationship in
much of the data. Indeed, in several figures (4a, 4c, 4d, 6c and 6d) a curvilinear
relationship explains (slightly) more of the variance. This is not a problem: an
exponential relationship is consistent with the proposed argument, in that
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we can expect the number of emigrants to increase proportionally once a
frustration threshold is breached (i.e. migrants first try and employ voice, then
turn to exit when voice proves ineffective). On many of the scatter plots,
Greece appears as an outlier, clearly affecting the slope of the regression line. As
this is only a first pass at the data, future analyses should employ a more fine-toothed
approach.

30 The Eurostat site does not post time series data on emigration, it takes down figures
from earlier years, when posting new data. For this reason, I am grateful to Ettore
Recchi for sharing his data with me, as he has been collecting it over time.

31 While I have been emphasizing the ineffectiveness of voice (alone), it is important
to point out that internal migrants in Europe do enjoy local and European
Parliament voting rights in their new host countries. It is only in national elections
(whose sovereign scope is shrinking) that the European immigrant is disenfran-
chised – otherwise, s/he will continue to enjoy the same voting right as locals.
Indeed, the naturalization rates of mobile European citizens in EU member states
are close to zero (Reichel 2011). For the national particulars, across the EU, see
Your Europe (2014). To learn more about the electoral rights of third country
citizens in the EU, see Arrighi et al. (2014: 22–3, Table 1).

32 ‘To a larger extent, the boom was driven by the expectation of the enlargement of
2004 and 2007’ (Recchi 2015: 55). This does not actually fit the data, as the visa
requirements were lifted in 2002, and the spurt began in 1999.

33 Rather than develop more sophisticated empirical tests of the nature of the
relationship between political/economic failures and emigration, the next stage of
research should zero in on individual migrant motivations – to better document the
political signals being sent by migrants, and to shine light on these (thereby
amplifying the voice, being projected by exit).
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