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Chapter 8
Ukrainians in the Czech Republic: 
On the Pathway from Temporary Foreign 
Workers to One of the Largest Minority 
Groups

Yana Leontiyeva

8.1  Introduction

Ukrainian migration to Czech lands has a long history due to the geographical, cul-
tural and historical closeness of the two countries. As early as the sixteenth century, 
labour migrants from Halych and Bukovyna used to move for seasonal work, mostly 
to Bohemia and Moravia (Zilynskyj 1995). At the turn of the nineteenth century, 
Ukrainian intellectuals who had abandoned their native country for political reasons 
were drawn primarily to Prague and other big cities within the Austrian part of the 
Habsburg Empire. During the first decades of the twentieth century, the Ukrainian 
diaspora, represented by a number of associations with different aims and scopes, 
was very active educationally (its academic activities included publishing a number 
of textbooks, dictionaries and encyclopaedias, and establishing a university and the 
Higher Pedagogical Institute). The subsequent Nazi and Soviet occupations of 
Czechoslovakia led to the enforced closing down of Ukrainian associations, and 
most Ukrainian immigrants were assimilated into the majority population (Zilynskyj 
and Kočík 2001). Many Ukrainians in the Transcarpathian region, which has an 
especially long and intensive history of migration not only as a borderland region 
but also as a former part of Czechoslovakia, continued to have a close connection to 
the Czech lands in many cases based on wider family ties. After the fall of the Soviet 
Union, the Czech lands experienced an extensive new wave of predominantly eco-
nomic migrants from Ukraine. The “older” generation of immigrants continue with 
a more traditional form of civic activity and – at the turn of the century – tended to 
distance themselves from “new economic” immigrants (Leontiyeva 2005). Over the 
last decade these new immigrants have become more settled, participating more in 
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civic activity, and there has also been a gradual change in the activities of traditional 
Ukrainian NGOs aimed at the new wave of immigrants.

Today Ukrainians represent the largest migrant group in the Czech Republic. 
Researchers are therefore particularly interested in this group, which combines two 
rather different features when compared with the other two largest groups of 
migrants: (a) at first glance it is often not recognizable because its members appear 
culturally not so different from the local population, mostly have decent language 
skills, keep close contacts with a majority population, and are well integrated into 
Czech society (unlike the first generation of Vietnamese, who constitute the third- 
largest migrant group); however (b) it is still not that hard to find as it has a large 
number of members who are often concentrated in certain “migrant jobs” (unlike 
Slovaks, who can be found in all sectors).

Most of the literature on Ukrainian migration to the Czech Republic is devoted 
to contemporary labour migration. However, there are a good number of descriptive 
studies devoted to the history of Ukrainian migration to the Czech lands and the 
activities of the Ukrainian diaspora, mainly at the end of the nineteenth century and 
the first half of the twentieth century (Markus 1994; Zilynskyj 1995, 2000; Zilynskyj 
and Kočík 2001). There are a number of more general studies describing harsh 
working conditions and the position of Ukrainian immigrants in the labour market 
(Horáková and Drbohlav 1998; Lupták and Drbohlav 1999; Drbohlav and Dzúrová 
2007; Drbohlav et al. 2001); barriers to labour market integration (Ezzeddine- 
Lukšíková et al. 2006); over-education of Ukrainian migrants (Leontiyeva 2014; 
Leontiyeva and Pokorná 2014); and other important aspects of social integration 
and potential settlement (Leontiyeva and Nečasová 2009; Bernard and Mikešová 
2014). Some publications focus on more specific topics, such as the quasi-legal 
system of middlemen intermediating the employment of Ukrainian immigrants 
(Nekorjak 2006; Čermáková and Nekorjak 2009); irregular Ukrainian immigration 
(Nekorjak 2007); and less explored areas like transnational motherhood (Ezzeddine 
2012), civic participation and community activities (Zilynskyj 2002; Leontiyeva 
2005), transformation of national identities of Ukrainian immigrants (Trlifajová 
2009), and remittances sent by Ukrainians from the Czech Republic (Leontiyeva 
and Tollarová 2011; Strielkowski et al. 2012; Leontiyeva 2015). Shared history 
means that a great deal of attention (especially in ethnological research) has been 
paid to immigration from Transcarpathian Ukraine, which used to be a part of 
Czechoslovakia (Uherek and Plochová 2003; Uherek et al. 2008), and also to the 
resettlement of ethnic Czechs from Ukraine (Valášková et al. 1997; Nosková 1999; 
Janská and Drbohlav 2001).

8.2  Today’s Ukrainian Migration in Numbers

The number of Ukrainians in the Czech Republic has grown rapidly in the last 20 
years. From less than 10,000 in the early 1990s, the official number of Ukrainian 
citizens who reside in the Czech Republic today has risen to over 100,000. 
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Ukrainians are the largest migrant community in the country: they constitute about 
25% of all migrants and about 40% of immigrants from countries outside the 
European Union. The total number of Ukrainian citizens registered by the end of 
2015 was 106,019 (MoI 2015a), a significant reduction since the end of 2008, when 
the number of Ukrainians residing in the country was about 132,000 (CZSO 2015).

In addition to the official numbers, it is worth looking at irregular migration of 
Ukrainians. According to official statistics, the annual number of Ukrainian citizens 
who cross the border without valid documents is very small.1 However, most 
researchers and experts agree that Ukrainians (as well as many other immigrant 
groups) “fell into illegality” in the Czech Republic (Drbohlav and Lachmanová 
2008; Leontiyeva and Nečasová 2009), mostly as a result of a rigid migration pol-
icy, especially with regard to the extension of work and residence permits. According 
to the annual Ministry of the Interior report (MoI 2015b), checks in the Czech 
Republic during 2014 found 1020 Ukrainian citizens without valid documents. At 
the same time, the official figures in the report suggest that undocumented migration 
is nowadays considerably lower than it used to be before the country joined the 
Schengen Area. This may be all the more true in times of economic recession, as the 
Czech state has imposed more restrictions on employment of third-country nation-
als. According to estimates, the number of irregular immigrants in the Czech 
Republic could be as high as the number of officially registered immigrants 
(Drbohlav et al. 2010), with estimates ranging between 50,000 and 150,000 people 
(Nekorjak 2007).

Ukrainian migration to the Czech Republic, as is often the case in other migrant 
groups, is quite “young”. The average age of Ukrainian migrants is just under 35 
(CZSO 2015). Almost nine in ten (85%) Ukrainian nationals residing in the Czech 
Republic are of productive age (between 15 and 59 years of age), while the share of 
older Ukrainian migrants (60 and above) is negligible (less than 5%) and more than 
one in ten (11%) migrants officially registered in the country are under 15 (CZSO 
2015). Despite this significant number of Ukrainian children (who even predomi-
nate in several age groups) second-generation Ukrainian migrants do not figure in 
public and academic discourse, unlike, for example, Vietnamese migrants. This is 
probably the result of the assimilation of Ukrainian children, who seem to have 
become an “invisible” part of society in general.

Since the 1990s the share of women among Ukrainian migrants has fluctuated 
around 40%, with a slight increase during the last 4 years. In 2015 the share of 
women among Ukrainian migrants was almost 47% (MoI 2015a). Stagnation of the 
immigrant inflow due to a change in the approach to newcomers (as discussed 
below) has resulted in a significant increase in the share of “settled migrants”. The 
share of permanent residence permit holders among Ukrainians in 2000 was less 
than one-fifth; it was almost one-third in 2008 and more than two-thirds (73%) by 
the end of 2015. As in some other EU countries, Ukrainian female migration is more 
settled (see Chapter 710 on Italy in this volume); the share of permanent residence 

1 The Ministry of the Interior reports that in 2014 only 15 Ukrainian citizens were caught crossing 
the border without valid documents (MoI 2015b).
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permit holders is significantly higher among female migrants (76% compared with 
71% among men) (MoI 2015a).

Comparison of the data from four surveys conducted between 2001 and 2013 
suggests that almost half of Ukrainians (between 42% and 48%) in waged employ-
ment are married, and a considerable proportion (between 14% and 16%) are 
divorced (Bernard and Leontiyeva 2013).2 Transnational families are widespread 
among Ukrainian migrants in the Czech Republic; in most cases migrants’ family 
members have remained in Ukraine but in some cases migrants’ partners are work-
ing in other EU countries. A survey conducted in 2010 suggests that economically 
active Ukrainian men are more often separated from their partners and spouses 
(compared to female migrants) and that almost half of Ukrainians with children had 
to leave their offspring in the home country (Leontiyeva and Tollarová 2011).

8.3  The Predominantly Economic Nature of Ukrainian 
Migration

For more than two decades, Ukrainian migration to the Czech Republic has been 
predominantly economic in nature (similarly to Poland; see Chap. 7), although now-
adays the share of family reunions is also growing significantly. Like third-country 
nationals in general in the EU, most Ukrainian immigrants are employed in the 
secondary labour market. By the end of 2011, official records reported 68,650 eco-
nomically active citizens from Ukraine, of whom almost half were self-employed 
with the other half employed under a regular contract (CZSO 2015). This is the 
most recent date for which data on the employment of immigrants in the Czech 
Republic are available. The nature of the economic activities of Ukrainian migrants 
has obviously changed in recent years. Unfortunately due to changes at the Czech 
Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (MoLSA), including restructuring and prob-
lems with the implementation of new computer systems for migrant registration, 
detailed official statistics for Ukrainian citizens employed since 2012 are unavail-
able. Expert estimates provided by MoLSA since that date are mostly aggregated to 
include data on all third-country nationals (these estimates are discussed below). 
Despite the lack of recent data, some recession-related trends are obvious even 
between 2008 and 2011. Figure 8.1 illustrates the significant decline in the number 
of directly employed Ukrainians (i.e. those with the status of a regular employee); 
this group showed an almost 60% decrease in 2011 compared with 2008. This did 
not, however, coincide with the mass return of migrants, as the total number of 
Ukrainians officially registered in the country declined by only 10% during this 
period.

2 In spite of obvious methodological shortcomings, available quantitative data produce fairly stable 
outcomes when it comes to the main characteristics of Ukrainian nationals in waged employment 
(see Bernard and Leontiyeva 2013).
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In order to explain this development a short excursus into recent policy changes 
towards labour migrants in the Czech Republic is needed. It is important to note that 
in 2008 the vast majority (91%) of employed Ukrainians did not have free access to 
the labour market and had to apply for work permits, which were mostly issued for 
a period of up to 1 year and assigned to a specific employer, job and region (see 
Chap. 7 for comparison with the Polish case on facilitations in accessing the labour 
market). A foreign national who has been issued with a work permit had to apply for 
a residence permit for the purpose of employment (if there was no other legal reason 
for their stay). In times of economic boom (2004–2008) Czech labour offices issued 
large number of work permits for all jobs, including unskilled ones. In 2008 
Ukrainians constituted the vast majority of work permit holders. However, at the 
very beginning of the economic recession, the Czech state adopted a rather restric-
tive approach not only toward newcomers but also toward immigrants already in the 
country. Since the beginning of 2009, the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs 
(MoLSA) has sent several memoranda to labour offices aimed at facilitating employ-
ment of Czech citizens by strictly regulating the employment of third-country 
nationals. At first, the Ministry rather vaguely appealed for “greater consideration” 
of a general decline in the demand for foreign labour within the Czech economy. In 
spite of a declining trend in direct employment of third-country nationals (including 
Ukrainians), at the beginning of 2012 the Ministry decided to instruct labour offices 
to discontinue issuing work permits for positions for which employers do not require 
Maturita (General Certificate of Secondary Education – GCSE). In June 2012, fol-
lowing strong criticism from NGOs and Czech companies employing immigrants, 
the Ministry modified these regulations, instructing labour offices to issue and 
extend work permits for unskilled jobs for a shorter period of time: up to 6 months 

0

20,000

40,000

60,000

80,000

100,000

120,000

140,000

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

regular employees self-employed other migrants with valid residence permit

.

Fig. 8.1 Registered economic activities of Ukrainian nationals (Source: CZSO (2015). Foreigners 
in the Czech Republic 2014)
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for jobs with no GCSE requirements, up to 1 year for those requiring a GCSE cer-
tificate, and up to 2 years for jobs requiring a degree. However, the new memoran-
dum insisted that all applicants provide official proof of their qualifications. To 
obtain recognition of foreign educational qualifications in the Czech Republic 
involves a considerable amount of time, knowledge of procedures and paperwork, 
therefore many migrants may not perceive the advantage of skills recognition and 
do not expect the procedure to pay off in terms of matching their formal education 
to a job in the Czech Republic (Leontiyeva and Pokorná 2014).

In November 2013 the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs modified the regu-
lations again, this time extending the maximum validity of work permits for 
unskilled and semi-skilled workers to 12 months. The regulations for graduate jobs 
remained the same, but proof of qualifications was now only required for new work 
permits, not for the extension of existing ones. In June 2014 the Czech Republic 
introduced the employee card as a new type of permit for long-term residence where 
the purpose of stay is employment (see Chap. 7 for a comparison with the single 
permit introduced in Poland). This card replaced the long-term residence permit 
(visa) for the purpose of employment and is valid for up to 2 years. The advantage 
of an employee card lies in its dual nature: it entitles migrants to both reside and 
work in the territory of the country without needing to apply separately for a resi-
dence permit and a work permit in two places. This new card entitles migrants to a 
limited degree of mobility in the labour market, since both change of employer and 
multiple jobs are possible, subject to the approval of the ministerial authorities. The 
employee card is intended for all types of employment, regardless of the level of 
qualifications required. However, jobs for which foreign employees can apply must 
be on the central register of vacancies that are specifically designated “suitable for 
foreigners” and which cannot be taken by native Czech, EU/EEA and Swiss citizens 
and their family members.3

Although the general decline shown in Fig. 8.1 is obvious, statistics for third- 
country nationals employed since 2012 are missing due to the changes mentioned at 
the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs. Available aggregated estimates provided 
by the Ministry show that by the end of 2014 the number of employed Ukrainian 
citizens was 35,319 (MoI 2015b), which is almost the same as the number of regular 
employees with Ukrainian citizenship back in 2011 (35,250 people as shown in Fig. 
8.1). However, given the growing number of Ukrainians with permanent residence 
permits who have free access to the Czech labour market (in 2011 there were 12,798 
such employees), it is obvious that the number of employment permits issued to 
Ukrainian citizens (work permits, employment cards, green cards and blue cards) 
has fallen significantly since 2011. The same estimates for 2014 show that the total 
number of employment permits issued to all third-country nationals was less than 
21,000 (MoI 2015b).4 This is quite a difference compared with 2011, when the 
number of work permits issued to third-country nationals was 36,640, of which 
22,348 were issued to Ukrainian citizens (CZSO 2015). It is not entirely clear how 

3 This register is available on the web site of the MoLSA: http://portal.mpsv.cz/sz/zahr_zam/prociz
4 Unfortunately these estimates are not available for Ukrainian migrants separately.

Y. Leontiyeva

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-41776-9_7
http://portal.mpsv.cz/sz/zahr_zam/prociz


139

effective the measures described above have been in boosting the employment pros-
pects of the domestic workforce. Statistics indicating whether Czech workers sub-
sequently filled positions for which foreigners failed to get permits are not available. 
As we have seen, the recession did not have such a significant impact on the total 
number of Ukrainians residing in the country. Given the dynamic of the Czech 
unemployment rate, it is logical to assume that rather than combating unemploy-
ment and exclusion, the measures taken by MoLSA merely influenced the nature of 
Ukrainian labour migration. It is interesting to compare the situation with that of 
employed foreign nationals who were not subjected to these rather strict work per-
mit regulations. According to the official numbers, the economic recession did not 
seem to have such an important impact on the economic activities of Ukrainians 
(and other third-country nationals) who had free access to the Czech labour market 
(holders of permanent residence permits, family members, students, etc.), or EU 
nationals employed in the Czech Republic. On the contrary, these groups exhibited 
a slight increase in numbers. Thus, the decline in direct employment of Ukrainians 
cannot be explained purely by staff reductions and the bankruptcy of Czech compa-
nies; rather, it seems to be strongly associated with the changing approach to regula-
tion of the labour market (Leontiyeva 2011).

Another important change illustrated in Fig. 8.1 is the 60% growth in the offi-
cially registered entrepreneurial activities of Ukrainian migrants since 2008. In 
order to understand the dynamics of self-employment among Ukrainians in the 
Czech Republic, it is important to consider a basic fact behind these official num-
bers: there are different forms of irregular economic activity carried out by immi-
grants. In addition to the employment of immigrants without valid residence permits 
and/or valid work permits, there is the widespread phenomenon of employment 
hidden behind self-employment. In practice this means hiring the holder of a trade 
licence (a person who works freelance) without a contract, not only for occasional 
jobs but also for regular working hours. Although these “bogus employment prac-
tices” (in the Czech context often called the “Švarc system”)5 are actually illegal 
under the Czech Labour Code, they are sometimes preferred (mostly for tax rea-
sons) not only by employers and migrants, but also by the native population. This 
alternative employment strategy may be preferred by immigrants because it seems 
a more convenient and flexible way to obtain employment avoiding rather rigid 
foreign labour regulations. A trade licence is relatively easy to obtain in the Czech 
Republic.6 In most cases no proof of qualification is required; and it is possible to 
change jobs and even to be economically inactive for a while without the threat of 
losing the official “purpose of stay” status. The relative flexibility of this status in 
the Czech context (compared with very strict regulations when it comes to the 
 regular employment of foreigners) might seem like a great advantage, especially for 

5 This employment practice was nicknamed after the Czech building contractor (M. Švarc), who in 
the early 1990s fired his employees only to re-hire them again as self-employed to avoid paying 
social security and health insurance taxes.
6 Besides, before the crisis it was also relatively easy to obtain a residence permit on the basis of 
entrepreneurial activities.

8 Ukrainians in the Czech Republic: On the Pathway from Temporary…



140

unskilled workers such as cleaners, cashiers, welders, construction workers, etc. 
However, the great disadvantage of this hidden employment is the vulnerability of 
immigrants who are not protected by the Labour Code and therefore do not enjoy 
job security, regular pay, adequate working conditions, sick leave, and so on.

There are no reliable data on how widespread the “Švarc system” is among 
Ukrainian immigrants, although several studies suggest that it may be an important 
strategy for a considerable share of immigrants, and not only Ukrainians (Drbohlav 
2008; Hofírek and Nekorjak 2010; Leontiyeva and Nečasová 2009; Drbohlav, et al. 
2010; Čermáková at al. 2011). Estimates on the “Švarc system” (like any irregular 
economic activities) are of course rather problematic due to the sensitive nature of 
the subject. However, according to the results of the survey conducted in 2010, just 
over 5% of economically active Ukrainians interviewed admitted that they had been 
employed while holding a trade licence. In the 2013 survey the share of Ukrainians 
admitting to the bogus employment practices mentioned above was almost 8%.7

8.4  Typical “Ukrainian Jobs”

Most economically active Ukrainians work in low-skilled and low-paid jobs in the 
Czech Republic. As we have seen, strict regulations concerning direct employment 
have especially targeted low-skilled immigrants working in jobs where secondary 
education is not a requirement. Figure 8.2 provides an interesting time comparison 
of the occupational status of Ukrainian employees who held work permits and those 
who had free access to the labour market. The occupational status of Ukrainians 
with free access to the labour market was fairly stable between 2004 and 2011. As 
suggested above, during the same period the employment of Ukrainians regulated 
by the state experienced striking changes.

According to official statistics, during the economic boom there was rapid 
growth in elementary (unskilled) occupations, but a significant decline after 2009. It 
seems that in the wake of the economic crisis the overall occupational status of 
Ukrainian nationals holding work permits has improved slightly. Later data are not 
available; however, a significant trend in occupational structure should be expected 
because of rather strict regulation of the employment of semi-skilled and unskilled 
migrants described above. At the end of 2011, 52% of employed Ukrainians occu-
pied elementary jobs (ISCO 9); while 41% of them occupied semi-skilled jobs 
(ISCO 4–8), most often as craft and related trade workers (ISCO 7; 20%). During 
the same period only 7% of employed Ukrainians succeeded in securing manage-
rial, professional or other skilled job (ISCO 1–3). When it comes to economic sec-
tors, Ukrainians were mostly employed in construction (44%), manufacturing 

7 Numbers are based on the author’s analysis of primary data from the surveys mentioned. The 
quality and comparability of the quota samples described (including the comparison with available 
statistical data) are discussed in the methodological article by Bernard and Leontiyeva (2013).
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(21%), wholesale and retail trade, repair of motor vehicles, personal and household 
goods (8%), and transport, storage and communications (6%) (CZSO 2015).

Unfortunately, there are no detailed data on the occupational structure of self- 
employed Ukrainians. The lack of official statistics is at least partly compensated by 
the surveys of economically active Ukrainian migrants conducted in 2010 and 2013 
cited above. The 2010 data suggest that the employment status of migrants affects 
their chance of having a skilled job (ISCO 1–3). Regardless of age, education, ori-
gin, etc., self-employed migrants were much more likely to be in skilled jobs (as 
opposed to semi-skilled) than waged, employed migrants. At the same time, this 
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survey suggests that self-employed and waged Ukrainian employees have an equal 
propensity toward being employed in unskilled jobs (ISCO 9) (Leontiyeva 2014a). 
Data gathered in 2013, however, produced slightly different findings, suggesting 
that self-employment might improve the position of Ukrainian migrants on the 
labour market – it improves the odds of being employed not only in skilled jobs but 
also in semi-skilled (ISCO 4–8) as compared with unskilled jobs (ISCO 9) (Bernard 
and Leontiyeva 2013).

Although quantitative data available suggest that domestic work is still not very 
widespread among the largest group of immigrants – which is still rather dominated 
by men – it has become more relevant over the last decade. The involvement of 
migrants in care and domestic work is attracting growing attention among Czech 
researchers, especially with regard to the rights of female immigrants engaged in 
domestic work – primarily cleaning and less frequently care. A report by Ezzeddine 
et al. (2014) suggests that there is an increasing demand for domestic services in the 
Czech Republic. Exploratory research based on interviews with 105 migrant women 
(60% of them from Ukraine) employed in the domestic sector revealed that, unlike 
Filipino women, most Ukrainian domestic workers do not live at the employer’s 
house and often have several jobs. According to this study a significant proportion 
of Ukrainian women working in the domestic sector are over-qualified and often 
come from transnational families. Since these women often leave their children 
back in Ukraine, they have little choice but to accept precarious work in order to be 
able to support their family (Ezzeddine et al. 2014). An interesting example is the 
campaign “Do you know who cleans your place?” initiated by a Czech NGO and 
aimed not only at supporting the rights of domestic workers but also at raising 
awareness of the phenomenon among the native population.8 The advertisement 
featured a Ukrainian teacher working as a cleaning lady, treated without respect by 
her employer.

8.5  Just a Low-Skilled Labour Force – or Well-Educated 
but Over-Qualified Workers?

Ukrainians in the Czech Republic are portrayed as well-educated but over-qualified 
and underpaid (Drbohlav et al. 2001; Uherek and Plochová 2003; Drbohlav and 
Dzúrová 2007; Drbohlav et al. 2010; Ezzeddine 2012). However, recent data and 
available statistics might suggest a different picture. According to internal statistics 
from MoLSA, at the end of 2011 the educational level of employed Ukrainian citi-
zens was in fact low, as the majority of work permit holders only had elementary 
education (see Table 8.1).

These detailed data gathered by the Czech labour offices until 2011 are available 
on demand. The data include detailed information about third-country nationals 

8 The link to this social advertisement is available on the website of the project: http://www.
migrace.com/en/support/media/video/6_vite-kdo-vam-doma-uklizi
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with free access to the labour market as well as work permit holders. The educa-
tional level achieved and required were reported by the employee during a work 
permit application process or reported by the employer based on the regulations 
concerning the employment of third-country nationals (those with free access to the 
labour market). In most cases labour offices did not require proof of the migrant’s 
qualifications (diploma or certificate), i.e. the data was based on their declaration or 
self-reporting. Despite these shortcomings, it is logical to expect these unique data 
to show relatively high validity. This is due to the fact that the results of this report-
ing had a direct impact on the migrant’s official status and his or her employment 
(especially for work permit holders).

According to available sample surveys, the share of university graduates among 
directly employed Ukrainians varies between 10% and 13%, while around five or 
six in ten of Ukrainian employees have not completed secondary education 
(Horáková and Čerňanská 2001; Leontiyeva and Nečasová 2009; Leontiyeva and 
Tollarová 2011; Bernard and Leontiyeva 2013). The share of university graduates 
among self-employed Ukrainians is slightly higher but still comparable (Leontiyeva 
and Tollarová 2011). The results of these surveys do not seem to support rather 
popular stereotypes of the average Ukrainian as a university-educated construction 
worker or cleaner.

Labour market incorporation is generally considered a precondition for the suc-
cessful integration of migrants into the host society. In turn, matching the education 
and skills of migrants to jobs in the destination country is often used as an indicator 
of labour market integration (Eurostat 2010; OECD 2014). A large proportion of 
Ukrainian migrants have lower than secondary education but what about those who 
have higher educational achievements? Survey data suggest that most of those with 
extended schooling tend to have skilled jobs (Leontiyeva and Tollarová 2011; 
Leontiyeva 2014). Nevertheless, a comparison of the educational and occupational 
status of migrants provides evidence of a significant waste of human capital, and 
suggests that well-educated Ukrainian immigrants are not always successful on the 
labour market. The risk of over-education among Ukrainians is relatively high; 
every fifth Ukrainian employed occupies a position in which most other employees 
have significantly lower educational achievements. The finding that post-migration 
experience (i.e. a longer stay in the Czech Republic) might not help Ukrainian 
immigrants to “catch up” in terms of matching their higher educational attainment 
to more appropriate occupations, especially when the starting point is at the bottom 
of the labour market, is also alarming. Institutional obstacles to labour mobility 

Table 8.1 Educational level of Ukrainian citizens employed in the Czech Republic in 2011

Absolute 
numbers

%

Elementary 
education and less

Secondary 
education

Tertiary 
education N/A

Work permit holders 31,407 61.8 35.8 2.1 0.3
Others employed 
without work permit

10,696 33.2 52.7 11.4 2.7

Source: MoLSA internal statistics valid for 31 December2011
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through work permit regulation may lower the expectations of immigrants and slow 
their integration into the Czech Republic. The reality that Ukrainians more often 
than, for example, Russian or even Vietnamese migrants occupy unskilled jobs can-
not be explained by the individual characteristics of these immigrants, or their less 
stable legal status and lower educational level. Detailed analysis of the data from 
surveys conducted in 2006 and 2010 showed that having Ukrainian citizenship 
increases the migrant’s risk of being over-educated and occupying the least presti-
gious jobs compared with other frequently found nationalities with the same char-
acteristics (Leontiyeva 2014).

8.6  Temporary Labour Migrants or Future Largest National 
Minority?

There is no straightforward answer to whether Ukrainian immigrants want to settle 
down in the Czech Republic, bring their families, and limit contact with the destina-
tion country to a minimum. However, there are certain developments that have 
become rather obvious within the last decade. The share of permanent residence 
permit holders among Ukrainian immigrants has grown significantly, especially fol-
lowing the economic recession, when the Czech state limited the number of new 
long-term visas and work permits for Ukrainians.

Almost seven thousand Ukrainian nationals (6, 656 people) received Czech citi-
zenship between 1993 and 2013 (CZSO 2015). Previous studies suggest that many 
Ukrainians did not apply for Czech citizenship because they did not want to lose 
their Ukrainian nationality (Leontiyeva and Nečasová 2009). The Czech Republic’s 
new citizenship law (Act No. 186/2013 Coll.), which came into force on 1 January 
2014, introduces dual citizenship. Although Ukrainian law does not allow dual citi-
zenship, the number of applications is expected to increase. According to an MoI 
report the number of Ukrainian citizens naturalized in 2014 was 2077, which was 
more than double the annual maximum in previous years (MoI 2015b).9

Certain features of Ukrainian immigration support the notion of transnational 
spaces: the geographical proximity of Ukraine; a high degree of separation from the 
nuclear family; intensive contact with the country of origin; and frequent visits back 
home, etc. (Drbohlav and Dzúrová 2007; Leontiyeva and Nečasová 2009). Given 
the relatively high degree of separation from their closest family members it is not 
surprising that a significant proportion of Ukrainian migrants financially support 
someone back home. A case study by Strielkowski et al. (2012) conducted in the 
region of Transcarpathian Ukraine suggests that the typical Ukrainian breadwinner 

9 According to internal statistics from the authorized centres for compulsory exams required for 
citizenship application, Ukrainians also represent the vast majority of applicants in the first half of 
2015.
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is a middle-aged man from a fairly poor family, irrespective of education.10 
According to a 2010 survey, approximately six in ten economically active Ukrainian 
immigrants, irrespective of gender, sent financial remittances to support family and 
close relatives between 2008 and 2010. This survey suggests that (under similar 
circumstances) both Ukrainian women and men face similar obligations to support 
their family back home, but men tend to transfer larger sums than women (Leontiyeva 
and Tollarová 2011; Leontiyeva 2015).

There is limited data on whether Ukrainian immigrants want to prolong their stay 
in the Czech Republic. The results of a 2006 survey revealed that 36% of Ukrainian 
work permit holders wished to stay in the country for at least five more years, while 
more than one-third of them were undecided about their future. Similarly, 43% did 
express a wish to apply for permanent residency, a status that in many respects 
affords them the same rights as Czech citizens, while about one-third did not express 
specific plans to change their residence status (Leontiyeva 2010). A later survey, 
conducted in 2013, showed that Ukrainian migrants expressed an even stronger ten-
dency to plan a long-term stay in the Czech Republic: the share of economically 
active Ukrainian respondents who would like to stay in the country for the next 5 
years was over 80%. Besides, migrants who remained in the country already had 
their families with them and appeared to be more integrated in terms of contact with 
the Czech population than the Vietnamese immigrants (Bernard and Mikešová 
2014).

8.7  Conclusions

Ukrainians are the largest group among migrants in the Czech Republic. Due to 
geographical, cultural and historical closeness and because of the significant growth 
of the Czech economy and the rather liberal migration policies of the Czech state 
towards unskilled immigrants before the economic recession, this country offered 
many Ukrainian migrants not only a chance to enhance their financial status and 
feed their families back in Ukraine but also an opportunity to build strong ethnic 
networks and find a relatively comfortable new home in the European Union. In 
fact, in the region of Central and Eastern Europe the Czech Republic is one of the 
most attractive destinations when it comes to contemporary Ukrainian migration; 
the number of officially registered Ukrainian citizens in the Czech Republic is 
higher than, for example, in Poland and almost as high as in Germany (see Chaps. 1 
and 7). Ukrainian migration to this country is an interesting example of transforma-
tion from the temporary foreign labour force (with rather low aspiration to settle-
ment and very widespread transnational practices including back-and-forth 
migration) to one of the largest groups of settled immigrants (who put down roots in 

10 This exploratory study focused on immigrants in the region sending remittances and their fami-
lies left back home. The results are however far from representative and could hardly be general-
ized to the total population of Ukrainians living in the Czech Republic.
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the country of destination, became settled or even naturalized and started bringing 
in family members). The global economic recession adversely affected Czech eco-
nomic performance and had a significant impact on the country’s attitude towards 
foreign labour. Although Ukraine’s migration potential is still significant, the inflow 
of Ukrainians to the Czech Republic practically stopped after 2008 due to rigid poli-
cies and practices. Although the absolute number of Ukrainian migrants officially 
registered in the country dropped slightly, there was no massive return of migrants.

Nowadays Ukrainians in the Czech Republic represent a very diverse group of 
migrants. They can be found on construction sites, in supermarkets and in cleaning 
services, at Czech schools and universities, in managerial positions in big compa-
nies, among owners of small businesses, and even among the winners of prizes for 
the best young scientists. Many of them are integrated into Czech society, especially 
when it comes to the second generation of immigrants. Although a considerable 
proportion of Ukrainians rely on ethnic networks to look for jobs and many of them 
occupy jobs very typical for migrants, they do not form ethnic enclaves and are not 
very concentrated spatially (Leontiyeva and Nečasová 2009; Valenta 2012; Bernard 
and Mikešová 2014).

More in-depth research is needed to answer many outstanding questions.

• How has the economic recession influenced the migration patterns of Ukrainians?
• Will the new state regulations have an impact on transnational practices of 

Ukrainian nationals and their preferences toward settlement in the Czech 
Republic?

• Will a potential increase in the spatial concentration of Ukrainians result in ghet-
toization in the future?

• What is the role of ethnic economies and family migration on the integration of 
Ukrainian immigrants?

• What is the integration potential of the second generation of Ukrainian immi-
grants in the Czech Republic?
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