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8. Migration from China to the EU: The Challenge within Europe 

 

Bin Wu and Kevin Latham  

 
 
Abstract 
 
At the beginning of the 21st Century, we have witnessed a rapid growth in Chinese immigration to 
the European Union (EU), which has had a profound impact on local Chinese communities in various 
ways. This chapter aims to reveal the latest developments in Chinese immigration in the EU, as well 
as the new dynamics, features and impacts on local Chinese communities. The above questions are 
addressed by a combination of secondary data analysis and our own observation in Italy and the UK 
in recent years. Some challenging issues facing Chinese communities are highlighted. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
As a part of China’s rise and “going global” strategy since the late 1990s, more and more Chinese 
citizens have joined the flow of international migration (Wang and Liu, 2011). The unprecedented 
process of Chinese international migration has had a profound impact on major destinations in 
various ways.  
 
With regard to Europe, the literature on Chinese immigration can be roughly divided into three 
areas: works dealing with the international movement and working conditions of low-or un-skilled 
Chinese immigrants (Pieke at al 2004; Gao, 2010; Pai, 2009; Zanin and Wu, 2012; Wu and Liu, 2013); 
those looking at Chinese international student migration and circulation (Shen, 2009) and those 
considering the history and latest developments of Chinese Diasporic communities (Benton and 
Pieke, 1998; Chan, 2005; Benton and Gomez, 2008;). It is commonly recognised, furthermore, that 
overseas Chinese communities in Europe and beyond are diverse, segmented and fragmented, 
which prevent them integrating into the mainstream society (Wang and Liu, 2011; Wu and Sheehan 
2012; Liu, 2013). With respect to the on-going transformation within local Chinese communities in 
Europe, it is important to ask: how has the new wave of Chinese immigration influenced Chinese 
communities in Europe and what are the new challenges for the community development and 
integration? The above questions will be addressed through an analysis of official informationi, plus 
our own observations in Veneto and Prato, Italy (Zanin and Wu, 2012; Latham 2010) and the East 
Midlands, UK (Wu, et al 2010). This chapter attempts to shed new light on the links between the 
latest developments in Chinese international immigration, changes in local Chinese communities in 
destination countries and their processes of integration.  
 
 
Chinese immigration and its impact on the growth of the Chinese Diaspora in the EU 
 
China's economic reform and open door policies starting from the late 1970s have resulted in not 
only large scale capital and commodity flows across its borders but also increasing mobility of its 
citizens both internally and internationally (Benton and Pieke 1998; Li and Roulleau-Berger 2012; 
Yeung 2002). In relation to the new wave of Chinese international migration, furthermore, we have 
witnessed rapid growth in the overseas Chinese population world-wide. According to an estimate by 
Gui (2011:54-55), the total overseas Chinese population world-wide  has increased from 27 million in 



1983 to 40 million in 2000 and 45 million in 2007. Despite a small share (less than 5 per cent) of the 
world total, Europe has experienced a rapid growth in the Chinese population from 0.60 million in 
1980 to 1.45 million in 2000 and jumping to 2.15 million in 2007 (see Table 1). With a focus on the 
period from 2000 to 2007, in particular, the growth rate in Europe was about 48.3%, considerably 
higher than the 12.5% global growth rate over the same period. The impact of the new wave of 
Chinese immigrants varies greatly with region. Compared with other regions, Europe is more 
sensitive with regard to the new wave of Chinese immigrants due to the relatively small size of the 
Chinese population in the past and its low profile in public perception (Wang and Liu 2011: ). 
 
With a focus on EU, the impact of the new wave of Chinese immigration in local Chinese 
communities varies greatly from country to country (see Table 1)1. Some 87 per cent are 
concentrated in the top 6 countries by size of Chinese population: the UK, France, Italy, Spain, 
Germany, and Netherlands. This is due partly to the colonial history of the UK and France and to the 
work, benefits and commercial opportunities available in those four states. Italy and Spain have 
implemented amnesties for illegal immigrants over the past couple of decades, and Italy has been a 
convenient place for Chinese to conduct business, particularly in the grey and black markets.  
 
Table 1: Growth and distribution of the Chinese population in the EU, 1998–2008 

Rank  Country 1998 2008 2008/1998 

1 United Kingdom 250,000   600,000  2.40 

2 France 225,000  500,000  2.22 

3 Italy 70,000  300,000  4.29 

4 Spain 35,000  168,000  4.80 

5 Germany 100,000  160,000  1.60 

6 Netherlands 127,500  150,000  1.18 

7 Ireland 10,000  60,000  6.0 

8 Belgium 23,000  40,000  1.74 

9 Austria 20,000 40,000  2.0 

10 Portugal 2,700  30,000  11.1 

11 Sweden 12,800  30,000  2.34 

12 Denmark 12,800  18,000  1.41 

13 Greece  600  12,000  20.0 

14 Hungary 10,000   16,000  1.60 

15 Romania 3,000   10,000  3.33 

  Other 16,320   19,970  0.54 

  EU Total 939,720  2,153,970  2.29 

Sources:2008 data are based upon an estimate by the European Chinese Association. The 1998 data 
are from Minghuan Li, ‘Analysis of Chinese population in Contemporary Europe’.Both sets are 
quoted in Qu et al., 2011: 23, 57.2 
 
Table 1 also highlights (in italics) those countries which have experienced fast growth in the Chinese 
population over the last decade.3 The majority of these countries are more peripheral countries of 
Europe (Italy, Spain, Portugal, Greece and Ireland), with their own histories of emigration in the past.  

                                                           
1
 In this table, ‘Chinese’ refers broadly to people of Chinese ethnic origin, including older generations of 

Chinese immigrants from Hong Kong and Indochina.  
2
 It is important to note that due to the variety of sources and methods of data collection, a certain caution is 

necessary when considering official statistics across the EU in terms of accuracy and consistency. For instance, 
irregular migrants are not included in official statistics, which leads to an underestimate of the true Chinese 
population. 



 
A number of observations can be drawn from Table 1. Firstly, the new cohort of Chinese immigrants 
has, to varying degrees, made a significant contribution to an expansion of local Chinese 
communities in almost all EU member countries since the late 1990s. Secondly, we have witnessed 
accelerating growth of Chinese populations not only in the new destination countries in southern 
Europe but also in those old destinations in western and northern Europe such as the UK, France and 
Germany.  
 
 
Factors behind the new wave of Chinese immigration 
 
Having identified the new wave of Chinese immigrants and its contribution to the growth of local 
Chinese communities in host countries in the last decade or so, this section attempts to identify 
some of the principal factors which have played a significant role in fostering this process. In 
particular, we concern ourselves with state-owned enterprise (SOE) reform, China-Europe trade, 
rising consumer power and inequalities in China, as well as the internationalisation of higher 
education. 
 
State-owned enterprise (SOE) reform. In the late 1990s, SOE reform led to the closure or transfer of 
hundreds of thousands of small and medium-sized SOEs into private hands or joint venture 
administration with  tens of millions of SOE employees being made redundant (CLIN, 1999). The 
effects of SOE reform varied greatly from region to region: Northeast China (or Dongbei in Chinese), 
the country’s heavy industrial heartland and home to many  SOE workers, was one of the most 
seriously affected regions. The vast majority of redundant workers were forced to migrate to other 
regions of China or to seek employment in the service sector, but a large number of former SOE 
employees also went abroad, mainly to Europe, in search of alternative business and job 
opportunities (Blanchard and Maffeo, 2011: 74–75). This has reshaped Chinese immigrant 
communities in Europe in terms of both local Chinese labour supply, and the geographical location 
of sending communities in mainland China. As a result, the proportion of Europe’s Dongbei Chinese 
immigrant population has been growing rapidly, making people from that region a more prominent 
and influential group in some Chinese communities alongside those new immigrants from south 
China (mainly from Zheijiang and Fujian provinces).4 
 
China-Europe trade. China’s rise in the international community has seen an increasing 
interconnection and interdependence between China and Europe in all fields. This includes 
international trade and mutual investment, which has provided a sound base and strong demand for 
international migration. From 1999 to 2009 for instance, international trade between China and 
Europe increased from US$68.1 billion to US$427 billion, slightly faster than the average total 
growth rate of China's total international trade. Foreign direct investment (FDI) from Europe to 
China has remained fairly constant, increasing by only 15 percent over this period even though the 
total scale of FDI has doubled. By contrast, there has been a rapid growth of outward direct 
investment (ODI) from China to Europe, from just US$500million in 2005 to over US$3 billion in 
2009, an increase of 6.6 times in just four years. The rapid development of China-Europe economic 
collaboration in the past decade has had a profound impact on Chinese international migration to 
Europe in several ways. These include the diversification of Chinese business interests away from the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
3
That is growth of more than 2.3 times the mean growth rate of the Chinese population in the EU in the period 

from 1998 to 2008,  
4
 This is witnessed by some European Chinese newspapers which offer increasing numbers of news stories on 

the north-east of China. The Italian published Europe China News (欧洲侨报) for instance now regularly has a 

page for Dongbei and Fujian news in addition to its Wenzhou and Lishui section, the largest proportion of 
Overseas Chinese in much of Europe coming from the Wenzhou and Lishui areas of Zhejiang province. 



traditional catering sector to other areas of commerce, manufacturing and personal services 
(Pastore and Castagnone, 2011: 9; Cologna 2011) ranging from the sale of everyday items and 
hardware to traditional Chinese medicine and services, such as accommodation and catering, for the 
increasing number of Chinese tourists and business delegations coming to Europe (Arlt 2011). It has 
also led to increasing demand for Chinese international migration in order to fill job vacancies in 
different sectors within local Chinese communities and beyond. For instance, many Europe-based 
small Chinese businesses, such as the tailoring and leather-goods manufacturers in Italy and France, 
employ almost entirely Chinese staff. Increasing business, which often means greater imports of 
materials from China, also means increasing staff levels and in turn greater demand for immigrants 
(Ma, 2011).   
 
Rising consumer power and inequalities in China. The increasing importance of China in the world 
economy results from not only the rapid growth of its capital and commodity outflows, but also the 
purchasing power of Chinese citizens abroad, leading to the increasing demand for products and 
services in or from the EU. A good example reflecting this demand is the increasing popularity of 
outbound tourism (Arlt 2006; CASS, 2011; CTA, 2011; Latham, 2011a) with more and more Chinese 
tourists visiting Europe in recent years. In 2010, trips to Europe, which numbered around 3.1 million, 
accounted for more than 20 percent of all Chinese outbound tourism (excluding travel to Hong Kong 
and Macao) (ITB, 2011). Official statistics also foresee an annual growth in outbound tourism of 
between 15 and 20 percent over the next few years (CTA 2011). This tourism is strongly associated 
with the consumption of luxury goods (Moore, 2011) and also with investment migration and 
property purchasing in European cities such as London, Paris and Milan.  
 
Although the vast majority of Chinese citizens have gained in some way from China’s rise, the 
distribution of the benefits of its economic development have been quite uneven, with economic 
and social inequality increasing between different social groups. For instance, rural incomes 
continue to rise at a slower rate than urban incomes, leading to increasing income gaps between 
urban and rural residents in term of the ratio of annual net income per capita from 2.65 times in 
1999 to 3.33 times in 2009 (see NBS 2009). This uneven development has been closely associated 
with increasing rural-to-urban migration in China (Pieke and Mallee, 1999; Sun, 2007), and it has two 
important consequences for international migration. Firstly, social inequality and discrimination, for 
instance against rural-to-urban migrant workers (Pun, 2003; Yan, 2003), is a major factor driving 
some Chinese people, including both rural and urban residents, to seek economic opportunities in 
Europe (Christiansen, 2003), even via illegal channels. Secondly, the authors’ fieldwork in Europe has 
found that income inequalities, which reflect social stratification and labour market segregation in 
China, have also influenced economic and social structures in overseas Chinese communities in 
Europe, resulting in poor working conditions and forced labour in some European Chinese 
businesses (Zanin and Wu, 2012; Wu et al, 2010).  
 
The internationalisation of higher education. The number of Chinese students coming to the EU has 
shown strong growth in the past decade. Chinese student numbers in the EU in 2010 were 
approximately six times those in 2000 (GHK, 2011: 18). It is difficult to give precise figures for 
student numbers but national statistics compiled by the European Commission and the Chinese 
Ministry of Education suggest that there were around 120,000 Chinese students in the EU in 2011 
(GHK, 2011: 18). However, this figure should be taken as indicative rather than as a precise 
representation of student numbers, and more generous estimates would put it nearer 200,000.5 
These students come almost entirely from China’s growing middle classes, who now find themselves 

                                                           
5
 There is much variation between definitions used to identify and count students across different EU 

countries, and in some cases there is a considerable lack of clarity as to how national statistics have been 
compiled. For a detailed discussion of the methodological difficulties associated with counting Chinese student 
numbers in the EU, see GHK, 2011: 19–22). 



with sufficient disposable income to send their children overseas to study. Many Chinese students 
return to China on completion of their studies but employment opportunities in the EU entice many 
to stay on. Consequently, the trend towards increasing numbers of Chinese students in the EU is also 
contributing to larger numbers of highly educated and white-collar immigrants.6 
 
 
New features and changes within Chinese communities 
 
Recent developments in Chinese international migration since the late 1990s have had a profound 
impact on local Chinese communities in the EU in a number of ways, bringing both new 
opportunities and new challenges relating to community development and integration. This section 
highlights some of the key changes that have occurred within Chinese communities in recent years 
and considers the implications for issues of integration. Further challenging issues will be dealt with 
in the next section.  
 
 
The transformation of the Chinese ethnic economy 
 
The most salient impact of the new cohort of Chinese immigrants is perhaps an ongoing or 
accelerating process of the transformation of Chinese ethnic economies in terms of industrial 
structure or ownership since the late 1990s. The former refers to the diversification of Chinese 
ethnic economic activities, leading to a significant growth of new business sectors such as retailers, 
tourism and student services in host countries. The latter is related to the emergence of new 
Chinese entrepreneurs as so many new immigrants have arrived in Europe who have different 
profiles from the old cohort of Chinese entrepreneurs in terms of the region of origin, educational 
level, professional background, and principles or visions of business operation. 
 
Bearing in mind the great variation in Chinese businesses across EU member countries, it is 
impossible to generalise about the transformation of Chinese economies. Instead, drawing upon 
secondary data and our own observations in Italy and the UK we would like to illustrate some recent 
developments in Chinese businesses in these countries. 
 
Taking Milan, for example, until recently Chinese there were employed predominantly in shops 
selling Chinese goods, in catering, import-export companies and wholesale; some were also in 
fashion manufacturing and selling. Furthermore, in recent years some Chinese have even come to 
corner markets for some non-Chinese ethnic cuisines, running bars selling Latin American food to 
Latin American immigrants for instance (Cologna 2011). Chinese now run wedding shops, newspaper 
stands, barber’s shops, tailors, grocery stores and much more. Indeed, in 2012 the number of 
Chinese businesses offering personal services such as hairdressing, nail treatments or massage 
increased by 38.8 percent compared with 2011 to more than 2,500 businesses (Europe China News 
2013). Many of these businesses are serving the general Milanese community, including Italians and 
immigrants of all kinds. In fact, there are indications that many Chinese, even first-generation 
immigrants, are changing their attitude to learning languages. Many are now learning basic 
conversational Italian, Arabic and Spanish because it is good for business (Cologna, 2011).  
 

                                                           
6
 According to the Chinese Ministry of Education, of the 1,067,000 students who came to the EU to study 

between 1978 and 2006, only 275,000 returned to China (GHK, 2011:40). However, the trend in recent years 
has been for a larger proportion of students to return home on completing their studies. The China Scholarship 
Council reported in 2009 that more than 50 per cent of Chinese students studying overseas did return to China 
(China Scholarship Council 2009). But even though a higher proportion of students may be returning to China, 
the growing number of overseas students means that there are still large numbers who remain in the EU.  



This kind of diversification is also happening elsewhere in Europe. In London, for instance, the past 
five years have seen a plethora of Chinese traditional medicine shops opening across the city. Many 
Chinese have opened nail parlours and it is becoming usual to find Chinese hairdressers and shops 
selling Chinese goods. This constitutes a significant diversification of Chinese business in the UK, 
which was for decades heavily concentrated in the catering industry.  
 
The transformation of Chinese economies in the EU is not limited to the diversification of businesses 
alone but also relates to the changing Chinese entrepreneurial landscape in terms of place of origin. 
Taking the East Midlands of the UK as an example, our observations conducted in 2009, indicated 
that of a total of 61 Chinese businesses, including Chinese restaurants or take-aways, Chinese 
retailers and herbal medicine shops, over half (52.4%) were controlled by established Chinese 
groups including Hong Kongers and other overseas Chinese from Malaysia and Vietnam, 30% were 
owned by Southern Chinese, mainly from Fujian and Guangdong, and the remaining one quarter 
were Dongbeinese or other Northern Chinese (e.g. Shandong, Inner Mongolia, Jilin). The Fujian, 
Guangdong and Dongbeiness groups between them owned or controlled nearly half of Chinese 
businesses in the area, which, just a decade earlier were totally owned by Hong Kong and other 
established Chinese diasporic groups.  
 
 
Mobility and transnationality of Chinese entrepreneurs  
 
Another distinctive characteristic related to the new wave of Chinese immigrants to the EU is their 
mobility and transnationality. Many Chinese stay in a place only for a few years before moving 
somewhere else, possibly in the same countries but also often elsewhere in Europe. This mobility is 
especially visible within the Schengen treaty zone, where travelling between the countries with the 
largest Chinese populations, such as those in Italy, France, Spain and Germany, without a visa is 
possible.7 
 
The transnationality of Chinese immigrants in Europe – the way that they live lives that are regularly 
informed or shaped by relationships, connections and social practices that cross or defy national 
boundaries8 – can be partly understood in terms of this kind of mobility. The fact that many 
immigrants do not feel limited by national boundaries but extend their vision to other EU countries 
when making choices about their life and future in relation to work, education, business or family is 
an indication of how their lives are transnational. And many Chinese immigrants lead lives that are 
transnational in other senses. Especially noteworthy are their relationships with China, often 
conducted through media of one form or another (see below) and the way in which Europe is for 
many just one possible destination among several. Indeed, in recent years, with the downturn in the 
European economy, destinations such as Africa and South America have started to look more 
appealing to many immigrants or would-be immigrants with a keen eye for emerging business 
opportunities (Polyzou 2011).   
 

                                                           
7
In the past, countries such as Spain and Italy have organised amnesties for illegal immigrants (see above), 

offering them the chance to legalise and document their presence in the country. Such moves have led to 
surges of immigrants moving from elsewhere in Europe in order to take advantage of these opportunities. 
However, these surges do not account for the more mundane flow of Chinese immigrants between European 
countries. 
8
 This is broadly in line with Laurence Ma’s approach (2005: 4-7) to transnationalism where following Schiller et 

al. (1992: 1-2) he takes transnationalism as ‘the process by which migrants build social fields that link together 
their country of origin and their country of settlement.’ Ma notes that this ‘puts heavy emphasis on the 
process of creating transmigrants’ “social fields” and sees transnationalism as a dynamic social process’ (Ma 
2011: 5). 



The diverse opportunities available to Chinese overseas are related at least in part to China’s 
increasingly visible and active presence on the global stage. For example, Chinese government 
organisations and Chinese businesses investing in Africa, South America and Southeast Asia 
contribute to building up Chinese ethnic business networks in those countries. And Chinese outward 
direct investment, which, as we have seen, has been rising sharply in recent years, creates 
opportunities and markets for Chinese workers and entrepreneurs (Ma 2011).  
 
 
The emergence and influence of new media 
 
New media, predominantly the Internet and mobile phones and including new kinds of digital social 
media, has been increasingly popular amongst Chinese immigrants in the last decade.9 With a great 
potential to influence the degree of integration of Chinese communities in Europe, they have been 
recognised as an important factor in diasporic identity construction and daily life among overseas 
Chinese (see, e.g., Sun, 2002; 2007). Chinese in Europe have for years been watching satellite and 
cable relays of China Central Television’s (CCTV) overseas channels while reading a range of Chinese-
language newspapers in Europe, where there are more than a hundred Chinese-language newspaper 
and magazine publishers (Zhou 2011). Chinese-language newspapers have long played a central role 
in providing Chinese communities with news about Chinese community leaders in Europe and also 
important classified advertisements for those seeking work or to buy or sell businesses or other 
property.  
 
However, an ever more important feature of overseas Chinese communities is their now extensive 
reliance upon new media. New media are accompanying a transformation of the way of life of 
overseas Chinese communities in Europe. They open up new links to China as well as to other 
Chinese in Europe or other parts of the world and also offer new opportunities for business, 
communication, entertainment and information-gathering. Although new media have been widely 
available for more than a decade, there has been a major expansion of new media use in recent 
years. In particular, online video and broadcasting have opened up new modes of mass media 
consumption, e.g.online television, radio and newspapers, while social media have created new 
possibilities for Chinese immigrants to link up with each other for social, business or leisure 
purposes.  
 
In many parts of Europe, Chinese immigrants are now watching local television stations from China, 
e.g. Zhejiang Television or Wenzhou Television, over the Internet. They also often access Chinese 
newspapers and general Chinese web portals such as Sina.com, Sohu.com or QQ.com. The Internet 
is also used widely for instant messaging with other Chinese both in Europe and back in China, with 
QQ probably the most popular service. Some Chinese also read and write blogs and micro-blogs 
while many participate in online bulletin board system discussions. The Internet is also used widely 
for gathering news and information of all kinds and, perhaps most of all, as a medium for 
entertainment, such as online gaming, watching online television and film and downloading music.  
 
In recent years, new media have played a big part in forming notions of identity among second-
generation European Chinese. In the UK, websites such as www.dimsum.co.ukor 
www.britishchineseonline.com have created new spaces for reflection, dialogue and debate, 
information-sharing and expressions of emotional support (Song, 2011).Similar websites in other 
European countries have played a corresponding role. In countries such as the UK and the 
Netherlands, where the principal economic activity of overseas Chinese has been in the catering 
sector, a strong sense of community among Chinese was often lacking before the possibilities that 

                                                           
9
 By ‘new media’ we refer principally to the Internet and mobile telephony although other digital media, such 

as DVDs, satellite television, online video and broadcasting and digital photography, are important too. 

http://www.dimsum.co.uk/
http://www.britishchineseonline.com/


new media offer. Chinese families, often running the one Chinese restaurant or take-away in a small 
town or village, had very little contact with other Chinese people. New media can thus be associated 
in some cases with the formation of a sense of second-generation Chinese diasporic identity (Parker 
and Song, 2006).  
 
With the growing significance of new media in various aspects of identity-formation among Chinese 
immigrants in Europe, it is clear that new media have the potential both to link immigrants more 
strongly to their home communities and to detach them further from the immediate contexts of 
their host countries (Denison and Johanson, 2009; Johanson and Fladrich, 2011). However, Chinese 
immigrant media can also work to encourage better integration and affiliation with host 
communities (Zhou, Chen and Cai, 2006; Zhao 2006).  
 
 
New challenges facing Chinese communities 
 
A range of complex factors including language and different cultural traditions have meant that the 
processes of integration of Chinese international migrants and overseas Chinese communities world-
wide has been varied and uneven (Wang and Liu, 2011). Thinking of integration as a process of 
effective communication, interaction and cooperation of all Chinese groups with their counterparts 
in mainstream societies, this section aims to highlight a number of challenging issues facing Chinese 
communities: changes to immigration policies in many EU countries and social isolation and poor 
working conditions of Chinese migrant workers in some Chinese-owned workplaces.  
 
 
Impact of immigration policies 
 
Given the increasing demand for Chinese migrant workers in host countries across the EU, it may be 
useful to consider a specific example. Table 2 illustrates the development of Chinese businesses 
registered in Veneto since the 1970s and strong demands for Chinese labour in Chinese-owned 
workplaces including Chinese catering, manufacturing, trade and retail shops up until the early 
2000s. The rapid growth in the number of Chinese businesses led to a shortage in Chinese labour in 
many of them. Despite many amnesties in Italy and other countries (Denison et al., 2009; Soothill, 
2010), according to our observation (Zanin and Wu,2012), irregular migrant workers accounted for 
up to 20% of the total of Chinese workers in those  factories sampled for that research.   
 
Table 2: Chinese Entrepreneurs registered in the Trade Chambers  in Veneto, 1970–2005 

Sector 1970–79 1980–89 1990–99 2000–05 

Bar/cafe/restaurant 6 30 132 609 

Trade/retail 0 3 61 934 

Factories 0 1 104 1,299 

Other activities 0 1 15 61 

Total 6 35 312 2,903 

Source: Elaboration by Valter Zanin based on data of InfoCamere, Unioncamere, Veneto, Italy (see  
Zanin 2012). 
 
A similar story can be told relating to the growth of Chinese catering outlets in the UK from 15,000 in 
2001 to 17,500 in 2008. One recent estimate suggested that this new growth in labour demand led 
to a shortfall of more than 60,000 Chinese workers out of a potential 100,000 job opportunities (Lam 
2009). As a result, the shortage of Chinese migrant workers has become a serious issue facing 
Chinese businesses and the Chinese community in the UK.     



 
The gaps between the demand for and the supply of Chinese migrant workers via legal channels in 
the UK and other EU countries have inevitably led to the establishment and development of 
international networks for irregular migration from China to Europe (ref). No reliable data is 
available for irregular Chinese population in the EU and some of conservative estimation is about 
10% of local Chinese populations (Li, ) 
 
The dependency upon irregular migrant workers in many Chinese businesses has serious 
consequences in terms of integration. Firstly, it prevents Chinese businesses and Chinese 
communities from opening up to their host societies for fear of incurring penalties for the 
employment of irregular migrant workers. Secondly, it also deters Chinese migrant workers from 
communicating more fully with their local host communities through fear of the discovery of 
illegalities in their situation, about the potential loss of work opportunities and even deportation.  
 
The constraints of migration policies have become even more salient in recent years. Owing to the 
global economic recession, many EU countries have adjusted immigration policies, leading to 
tougher border controls and efforts to clamp down on illegal immigration. As a case in point, the 
Italian town of Prato, for decades a fortress of the centre-left Italian parties, has been ruled since 
2009 by a centre-right local government elected on the basis of a heavily anti-immigration, and 
particularly anti-Chinese-immigration, agenda. Since coming to power, the local government has 
sought to crack-down on illegal businesses, tax evasion, poor working conditions in Chinese 
workshops and other regulation violations such as rubbish disposal. This has led to tension not only 
between the two sections of the local population but also between the Chinese embassy and the 
authorities in Rome. It is too early to assess fully the impact of such hardening attitudes on 
immigration trends. However, initial indications are that they may deter some immigrants from 
coming to Prato and encourage others to consider moving, either as individuals or businesses, 
elsewhere in Italy or Europe.10 
 
As immigration has become a more sensitive political issue in some major European countries, e.g. 
the UK and France (see Kofman, Rogoz and Lévy, 2010), some countries have introduced stricter 
controls on immigration. After the UK general election in 2010, for instance, the coalition 
government followed through with a Conservative Party election pledge to introduce a cap on the 
number of immigrants coming into the country from non-EU countries. The UK authorities have also 
introduced a range of measures aimed at reducing both regular and irregular non-EU immigration. 
Among them are tighter rules for Tier 4 visa applications (UKIN, 2011a), limitations on Tier 2 intra-
company transfer visas (UKIN, 2011b), the introduction of biometric residence permits for 
immigrants (UKIN, 2011c) and tightening language test requirements for Tier 1, 2 and 4 visa 
applicants (UKIN, 2011d).11 
 
From the integration perspective, a friendly and mutually respective environment could be very 
helpful for those new Chinese migrant workers to develop their confident and effective 
communication channels with local counterparts including trade unions and civil society 
organisations for mutual understanding and support. In this regard, the changes of immigration 
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 No systematic statistical data is available yet to confirm this trend. It has only tentatively been identified by 
the authors of this report through interviews with Chinese immigrants and community representatives during 
fieldwork in Prato between May and September 2011 and Milan 2013 
11

 The UK immigration system is based upon the notion of five tiers with each tier having different conditions, 
entitlements, and entry requirements for potential immigrants to the country. Tier 1 is for entrepreneurs, 
investors and graduate students, tier 2 is for skilled workers with a job offer, tier 3 for low-skilled workers 
meeting temporary labour shortages, tier 4 is for foreign students and tier 5 is for youth mobility and 
temporary workers (UKBA 2012: 5-6).    



policies in many countries may have a negative impact on those vulnerable immigrants who could 
benefit most from contact and communication with local host communities.  
 
 
Social isolation of Chinese migrant workers 
 
The difficulty Chinese migrant workers encounter in integrating into local communities is not only 
caused by tougher immigration policies in host countries, but is also related to the structure of 
overseas Chinese communities which are characterised by closure, segmentation and fragmentation 
(Wu, 2010; Liu, 2013: 231-236;). As a result, Chinese migrant workers are the most vulnerable group 
in the bottom of Chinese communities, whose voices, needs and sufferings can hardly be heard from 
the outside.  
 
The nature of the social isolation experienced by Chinese migrant workers, according to our 
observation in Italy and the UK (Wu and Sheehan 2011, Wu et al 2010), can be measured by paying 
attention to the following features: whether or not their voices are to be heard by either the outside 
(local mainstream societies) or inside (Chinese community members); whether their exist channels 
for them to express their interests and communicate to other groups; whether or not there are 
external resources and social support available to them. Social isolation among  Chinese migrant 
workers is therefore the most challenging issue facing Chinese communities in host countries. 
 
There are many factors contributing to the social isolation of Chinese migrant workers today. 
Besides the Chinese community structure, according to our empirical studies, the following factors 
cannot be ignored. 

 Poor language skills which prevent most of them from finding job opportunities with 
employers other than Chinese; 

 Dependency upon Chinese employers or other Chinese community support groups in terms 
of not only employment opportunities but also other services such as translation, 
accommodation, dealing with bureaucracy and transportation; 

 Short-term vision or thinking focused upon making money to relieve poverty or service 
heavy loans for their international migration; 

 Underdeveloped civil society organisations within Chinese communities capable of properly 
representing Chinese migrant workers. 

 
Social isolation as a key indicator reflecting the poor status of Chinese integration in the new century 
has many negative consequences on Chinese migrant workers in both physical and mental health. 
The former can be seen in the difficulties that migrant workers face in accessing local medical 
services, for example, leading to them frequenting popular underground Chinese clinics with a range 
of potential risks involved (Wu and Zanin, 2008). The latter can be seen from many mental health 
issues amongst Chinese migrant workers (Wu et al 2010).  
 
 
Poor working conditions and forced labour in some Chinese businesses  
 
One of the consequences  of the social isolation of Chinese migrant workers is the poor working 
conditions in some Chinese-owned workplaces in Europe where disenfranchised workers have no 
voice. The poor working conditions in Chinese-owned businesses can be seen from a detailed 
comparison between Chinese- and Italian-owned factories in the textile, garment and leather sectors 
(Zanin and Wu, 2009). Research suggests that despite a higher income available from the former, 
many Chinese workers nonetheless  preferred to work with Italian employers, where they felt free 
from the extremely long working hours each day with no welfare and no insurance.  



 
Another survey, conducted in the East Midlands of the UK by one of the co-authors and sponsored 
by the International Labour Organization, suggests not only that irregular migrant workers are often 
abused and exploited in the workplace but also that some legal migrant workers with work permits 
such as Chinese chefs or doctors of traditional Chinese medicine may also be subjected to conditions 
of bonded labour and abuse. In such cases, they have their personal identity documents taken away 
by the labour agents who find them work or by their employers. They then have to pay either a large 
one-off payment or a large proportion of their monthly salary in the hope of eventually getting their 
documents back (Wu et al, 2010).   
 
The issues of Chinese sweatshop labour that exist in some Chinese-owned businesses in Europe 
cannot be blamed merely on the bad behaviour of a few Chinese entrepreneurs. It is a more 
complex structural issue, related to many complicated factors, especially the characteristics of 
overseas Chinese communities (Wu, 2010). As a result, the voices, needs and sufferings of exploited 
Chinese migrant workers are rarely heard. 
 
Just as in recent years there have been increasing protests and labour movements in China, so a new 
class consciousness has emerged among new Chinese migrant workers to Europe, even though they 
often have only limited influence (Wu and Liu, 2013). This trend is evidenced by several 
developments: violence against bosses in some workplaces and workers joining local trade unions 
and even creating Chinese trade unions, such as the Chinese migrant network in London.       
 
 
Conclusions 
 
This chapter aims to reveal the latest developments, characteristics and new dynamics of Chinese 
immigration to the EU since the late 1990s, and their impact on local Chinese communities. A 
number of conclusions can be drawn as fellows. 
 
Firstly, the new wave of Chinese immigrants to the EU, which started from the late 1970s, has 
experienced accelerating growth in the last decade, leading to an expansion of the Chinese 
population in almost all EU countries though to varying extents in different countries.  
 
Secondly, recent Chinese immigration has been driven by a number of factors, which include but are 
not limited to: state-owned enterprise (SOE) reform in China, China-Europe trade growth, rising 
consumer power and inequality in China, as well as the internationalisation of higher education. 
These new dynamics, which, one could argue, are unique in the history of Chinese international 
migration, have had a profound impact on local Chinese communities in the EU in various ways, both 
quantitatively (increasing demand for migrant labour to support the growth of Chinese ethnic 
economies) and qualitatively (structural adjustment of Chinese businesses and communities). 
 
Thirdly, the impact on local Chinese communities across the EU can be analysed in relation to three 
features: 1) the transformation of Chinese ethnic economies in terms of business structure 
(diversification instead of single and traditional catering or manufacturing only) and profiles of 
entrepreneurship (pluralism in regions of origin, education and professionalism); 2) high mobility 
and transnationality across the boundaries of EU countries and between EU and China; 3) 
mushrooming and increasing influences of new Chinese media.    
 
Finally, a number of challenging issues facing Chinese communities have been identified, including: 
the constraints from immigration policies and changes in recent years; social isolation and in some 
cases poor working conditions in many Chinese owned businesses. Further research is needed to 



identify the potential, space and new mechanism for local Chinese community development and 
integration.   
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