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Regional Profiles Of Return Migration
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ABSTRACT

Return has been traditionally described as the final movement bringing migrants back to their origin
departure. However, migration scholars have discarded this simplistic definition to underline the
complexity of return movements and its inferences with spatial dimensions.

Using the origin-destination spatial perspective, the study aims at the assessment of differences in return
migration by examining the population systems at regional levels.

The multiregional model is applied to simulate the spatial population dynamics, composed by Italian
origin regions (Lombardy,! Latium, Sicily) and Belgian destination ones (Wallonia, Flanders and
Brussels-Capital-Region), over the 2001-2006 period, when the adoption of the free-movement regime
consolidated historical migration links within the European Union.

Results reveal regional profiles of return that remain hidden when the national dimension is adopted.
Among the Italian origin regions, specificities are evident for returnees from Sicily, and, among the
Belgian regional destinations, for those residing in the Brussels-Capital-Region.

The analysis contributes to the growing body of scholarship that advocates for a multilevel regional-
based approach to model population dynamics, by qualifying return migration in the European-policy
framework as a circular migratory movement between the region of destination and the region of
departure. Findings give new empirical insights to support the regional governance of the European-
Union, attempting to achieve the balanced territorial development envisaged by the European
Territorial-Cohesion Agenda.

INTRODUCTION

Waldorf (1995, 1998) theorized that return occurs when the attachment to the origin prevails on the
conflicting force of belonging to the destination society. Traditionally, return is defined as the final
migration event that brings migrants permanently back to their origin departure. However, this
conceptualization underestimates the heterogeneity of individual migration experiences characterized by
more nuanced, fluid and circular trajectories. Recent studies have highlighted the complexity of
migration projects, which often involve multiple journeys with intermediate stops, new departures and
returns (Gemi and Triandafyllidou, 2021, McLeman et al., 2018, Skeldon, 2006; King and Skeldon,
2010). Since its nature, return would be framed in the context-specific space-time dynamics of its
occurrence (Constant, 2020). Empirical analyses have tentatively measured the relevance of return,
increasingly marked by diverse demographic profiles. Looking at national level, Azone and Raftery
(2019) assessed between 26% and 31% the relative incidence of return on migratory movements from
the United States to Central Americas, estimated by 5-year period during 1990-2015. Studies have
focused on the selection effects due to the country of origin (Jasso and Rosenzweig, 1982; Borjas and
Bratsberg, 1996). Palloni and Arias (2009) exploited the salmon paradigm to explain the decision taken
by Hispanic immigrants living in the United-States to come back to their home place before dying, and
to quantify the impacts on the mortality disadvantages observed between the two countries. Nevertheless,
the analysis of complex return migration streams has been mostly limited since the absence of systematic
and harmonized data collections gathering details on the individual multiple places of residence.
Consequently, one spatial (origin or destination) perspective at time has been usually accounted
(Constant and Massey, 2002; Larramona, 2013). Furthermore, despite the common recognition that the
local dimension is key for understanding migration, few studies have investigated return at subnational
levels adopting a comparative perspective.
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The study seeks to address these limitations by merging anonymized individual data released by the
country of origin and by the country of destination. The following research question is formulated: to
what extend do return demographic profiles differ when accounting for origin-destination regional
population systems? The empirical analysis focuses on the regional migration systems between Italy and
Belgium, which represent an ideal case-study for two main reasons: i) historically, migration links have
characterised interactions between the countries; ii) currently, the European Union (EU) free-movement
regime has removed international borders across member states. The analysis examines the 2001-2006
interval, when the Nice-Treaty (signed in 2001) consolidated and sanctioned the Maastricht-Treaty rights
for all European citizens to move across EU regions.

Three Italian origin regions are selected based on their relevance in the migratory relations, Lombardy,
Lazio and Sicily. Located in northern Italy, the Lombardy is one of most economically developed and
demographically older regions in EU. During the 2001-2006 interval, Lombardy recorded the highest
growth (20%) of migrants living in Flanders, whereas Lazio recorded the highest increase (41%) of
migrants living in the Brussels-Capital Region. Moreover, in 2001, 4 out 10 Italians living in Belgium
came from Sicily and were mainly located in Wallonia and Brussels-Capital Region. Sicily is one of
Italian regions where social and economic inequalities motivate younger population to emigrate (the
Southern question streams persistent disparities between the North and South of Italy).

The contribution of the analysis is twofold. First, by reconciling origin-destination migration figures, the
study strengthens complementary of existing sources and enhance accuracy of return data. Second, by
framing return migration in the EU regional systems, empirical evidence is given to devise a sustainable
development of EU territories.

BACKGROUND

Italy and Belgium are traditionally characterised by intense migration interactions. Between the two
world wars, many Italians left their origin regions to work in Belgium. After the 2" world war, massive
waves of male labor migrants were recruited in the coal mining industry. During the period of the Belgian
economic miracle, when the men-for-coal agreement furtherly facilitated the emigration of workers from
the poorest regions of Italy (Morelli 2018), Italians became the largest migrant community living in
Belgium, mainly concentrated in Wallonia. In 1956, many Italians died in the disaster of the Bois-du-
Cazier mine (Marcinelle). After the accident, the miserable conditions of precariousness and insecurity
of workers were denounced, and Italian emigration started declining. The lowest levels were achieved
in 1990s, when Italy accomplished its migration transition from a country of emigration into a country
of immigration (Bonifazi et al. 2009). Recently, the high concentration of EU institutions in Brussels has
revitalized, albeit to a limited extent, Italian emigration, particularly towards the Brussels-Capital region,
also facilitated by the establishing of a free-movement regime for EU citizens. Yet, before joining the
EU, Belgium migration policy was mainly inspired to the Gastarbeiter model: immigrants were
considered as guest-workers serving economic labour-market objectives, to increase national wealth and
control inflationary pressures. First mitigations of this model were introduced by the Gol-Act in 1984
and the Wathelet-Act in 1991, which modified the eligibility-conditions for accessing to Belgian
nationality. The jurisdictional autonomy of the Flemish and Walloon communities regarding migration
policy has stemmed different integration measures adopted at local levels (for example, the
inburgeringstraject project in Flanders, supporting immigrants’ integration into Flemish society through
the learning of Dutch language). As a result, sharp regional profiles characterize migration and
integration phenomena in Belgium.

DATA

An original aspect of the analysis consists in the merging of origin-destination datasets. Specifically,
individual anonymized data from the Register of Italian population living abroad (AIRE), exceptionally
available upon ad-hoc authorizations granted by the Italian Minister of Interior, were compiled with data
from the Register of population living in Belgium, accessible through the Université Catholique de
Louvain (Groupe d'é¢tude de démographie-appliquée). The merging of two datasets required the
harmonization of definitions and statistical concepts. To develop the origin-destination approach
(Poulain et al. 2006), the criteria of citizenship and place of birth were jointly used for differentiating
generations of Italian migrants: i) first generations, defined as Italians emigrated to Belgium, with a long
(more than 12 months) period of residence in Belgium; ii) second-third generations, born in Belgium,
with Italian parents or ascendants.
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Table 1.

Italian population residing in Belgium, 2001
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Belgian data source * 175,498
Italian data source ** 238,106
Difference 62,608
Classification criteria
FIST-GENERATION OF MIGRANTS
Region of birth Italy
Citizenship Italian
Belgian data source * 96,343
Italian data source ** 95,108
Difference 1,235
SECOND-GENERATION OF MIGRANTS
Region of birth Belgium
Citizenship Italian
Citizenship Italian Belgian
Belgian data source * 79,155
Italian data source ** 142,998
Difference 63,843
Decomposition of differences
A Estimates of second-generation of migrants with (at least) a Belgian parent
Belgian data
source *
Naturalized < 18
years 1985-1990 22,791
1991-1995 22,876
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1996-2001 1,801

Second-generation of migrants including

naturalisations
Belgian data
source * 126,623
Al Second-generation of migrants
Italian data
source ** 127,073
Difference 450
Third generation of migrants naturalized
B Belgian citizens
Belgian data
source * 18,405
B.1 Third generation of migrants
Italian data
source ** 17,434
Difference 971
Inconsistency between Italian and Belgium
data sources 1,757

When looking at the first generation of migrants (Table-1), inconsistencies between the two sources are
around a rationale-tolerance threshold (1%). Nevertheless, discrepancies increase for second generations
(Italian immigrants born in Belgium), mainly due to Italian immigrants with dual citizenship. AIRE is
used to break down successive generations of Italian immigrants born in Belgium. This allows the
identification of second-third generations for whom the acquisition of Belgian citizenship did not entail
the loss of Italian citizenship.

Legal transformations of the Belgian Nationality Code are retrospectively followed from 1985 to 2001
to distinguish Italian origin minors born in Belgium being naturalized by acquisition or attribution.
According to the Gol Act (1984), Belgian nationality could not be granted to children born in Belgium
with Italian parents nor to children with a Belgian-mother and an Italian-father.

METHODS

The multiregional cohort-component method (Rogers, 1995) was applied to model return migration to
Italian origin regions (Lombardy, Latium, Sicily) from Belgian destination regions (Wallonia, Flanders
and Brussels-Capital-Region), as part of the regional population systems expressed by:

Pit+‘n — Pit X G

with Pfas the vector representing the age-structure of population residing in the region i, at the time t; G
which is the growth-operator (Leslie’s matrix), which describes fertility mortality and migration
behaviours observed for the population residing in the region i during the period (t, t+n), disaggregated
by age group; Pf*™as the vector representing the age-structure of population residing in the region i at
the time t+n.
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The Italian origin region is retrieved using the individual or Italian-ascendant last place of residence.
Nine regional Italian-Belgium systems were modelled for as follows: a) the population of the Italian
origin-region (Lombardy, Lazio and Sicily respectively); b) the Italian population from the rest of Italy,
resident in Italy; c) the population from the Italian region resident in the Belgian region (Wallonia,
Flanders and Brussels-Capital-Region, respectively); d) the Italian population residing in the rest of
Belgium. For instance, the model Lombardy-Wallonia comprises four subpopulations: a) Italians
residing in Lombardy; b) the population residing in Italian regions, excluding Lombardy; c) Italian
citizens from Lombardy residing in Wallonia; d) Italian citizens residing in the rest of Belgium,
excluding Wallonia; therefore, return is tracked from Wallonia (subpopulation c¢) to Lombardy
(subpopulation a). The inclusion of subpopulations b) and d), meets the need of setting regions within
their national dimension. Noteworthy, the EU free-movement regime across EU territories removes the
obstacles of potentially fulfilling the fundamental law of migration (Harris and Todaro, 1971).
By subpopulation, the multiregional models give several results relevant to the analysis: synthetic index
(the sum of age-specific return rates), mean-age at return, estimated duration of stay in the destination
regions, roughly appraised by difference between the mean-age of return and emigration; lifetables,
resulting from mortality and migration detected during the reference period.
To elude the age-structural effects, the intrinsic return-migration rates are obtained from the stable
multiregional populations:

Pl = P} xGt™*
P/ is the asymptotically exponential population with a constant growth-rate and an unchanging
distribution by age and region.
Since its independence from the initial age and regional structure, the mortality, fertility and return-
migration rates of the stable population are intrinsic, meaning not influenced by the inertia of the past.
The speed of convergence here corresponds to the number of interactions needed to transform the system
from its initial conditions to a stable structure (Termote and Bonaguidi, 1993).

RESULTS

In 2001, Lombardy accounts for 4% of the Italians residing in Belgium (Table-2), concentrated in
Wallonia (60%). Whereas Lombard and Italian populations have similar age structures, differences are
observed for subpopulations residing in Belgian regions. The youngest subpopulation resides in Flanders
(37 years of mean-age, namely 7-year lower than subpopulation living in Lombardy), while
subpopulation in Wallonia reports the same mean age of population residing in Lombardy. Italians
originate from Lazio (3%) are almost equally distributed between Wallonia (41%) and the Brussels-
Capital-Region (36%). Similarly to Lombardy, the youngest population from Lazio lives in Flanders (36-
year mean age with 24% of population aged between 0-19 years). Contrarily, the subpopulation from
Lazio in the Brussels-Capital-Region is older than the Lombard subpopulation residing in the same
region. 37% of Italians living in Belgium are from Sicily; Sicilians living in the Brussels-Capital Region
are 5-year younger than ones residing in Wallonia.

Table 2
Multiregional population systems, 2001

Lombardy- Lombardy- Lombardy-
Systems Wallonia Brussels-Capital-  Flanders
Region
Lombard Rest of Walloni Restof | Brussels Restof | Flander Restof
y Italy a Belgium | - Belgiu | s Belgiu
Capital- m m
Region
Populatio | 9,475,20  48,987,17 236,14 243,99
n 2 3 5,269 232,837 | 1,963 3 1,517 2
Age-
structure
(%)
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.0-19 18 19 20 21 24 21 27 21

.60+ 25 25 25 19 18 19 15 21

Mean age | 43 42 43 40 38 40 36 41

Systems Lazio-Wallonia Lazio-Brussels- Lazio-Flanders
Capital-Region

Lazio Rest of Walloni Restof | Brussels Restof | Flander Restof
Italy a Belgium | - Belgiu | s Belgiu

Capital- m m
Region

Populatio | 5,266,45  53,195,92 235,63 236,58

n 3 2 2,798 235,306 | 2,468 8 1,521 5

Age-

structure

(%)

0-19 19 19 17 21 19 21 24 21

60+ 24 25 23 19 19 19 13 19

Mean age | 42 42 43 40 40 40 38 41

System Sicily-Wallonia Sicily-Brussels- Sicily-Flanders
Capital-Region

Sicily Rest of Walloni Restof | Brussels Restof | Flander Restof
Italy a Belgium | - Belgiu | s Belgiu

Capital- m m
Region

Populatio | 5,017,21  53,445,16 1,717,40 225,81 171,40

n 2 3 66,702 4 12,292 4 9,661 4

Age-

structure

(%)

0-19 22 19 23 21 25 21 28 21

60+ 23 25 18 20 14 19 10 20

Mean age | 41 43 39 40 40 40 34 40

Among Belgian regions, the Brussels-Capital-Region exhibits the weakest power of retaining (synthetic index)
Italians (Table-3), with Sicilians that remain in the region for an average of 5-years (half of the stay estimated for
subpopulations from Lazio). The demographic profile of returnees from Flanders differs both in terms of magnitude
and calendar. While the return mean-age is around 42-years for all regional populations, the region of Flanders
records the youngest one from Belgium, with approximately 4-years of residence for the subpopulations from
Lombardy and Lazio.

Sicilians show the lowest synthetic index of return, attesting the limited ability of Sicily to recall its citizens.
However, when return occurs, it is almost within one-year of stay in Flanders (against 5-years and 12-years in
Brussels-Capital-Region and Wallonia, respectively).

When comparing return behaviours from Belgian regions with the rest of Italy, differences are detected. The rest of
Italy attracts the youngest migrants from Lombardy, and records higher capacity of retaining them than Belgian
regions. Nevertheless, a more advanced emigration schedule to the rest of Italy than to Belgium is reported by
subpopulations from Lazio. Sicily has an average age of emigration to the rest of Italy which is equal to the mean-
age of emigration to Wallonia. These patterns attest heterogeneity among EU territories, with some regions, like
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Sicily, that show intensity and timing similarities in internal (within Italian regions, identified as the rest of Italy)
and international (towards Wallonia) migration streams.

Table 3
Multiregional population systems, 2001-2006 dynamics

Region of Rest of Italy Belgian regions
destination Wallonia | Brussels- Flanders
Capital-Region

Region of origin
Lombardy
Indicators

Return migration
Mean age 34 42 42 37
Synthetic index 0.1 0.4 2.4 1.3

Emigration indicator

Mean age 23 33 34 34

Region of origin
Lazio

Indicators

Return migration
Mean age 37 41 42 37
Synthetic index 0.5 0.4 2.3 1.3

Emigration indicator
Mean age 34 33 32 33
Region of origin
Sicily
Indicators

Return migration
Mean age 35 42 41 36
Synthetic index 0.3 0.3 2.2 1.2

Emigration indicator
Mean age 30 30 36 36

Multiregional lifetables (Table-4) offer significant results for detecting return age-specific effects across life-course
phases. Cohorts born in Lombardy and in Lazio would spend almost 80% of their life in their origin-region.
Conversely, Sicilian newborns would stay only 75% of their life in their origin region. Second-generations born in
Wallonia would live 15% of their lives in their ascendants’ region whether they are from Lombardy or Sicily; this
percentage almost doubles if they are born in the other Belgian regions. Second-generations born in the Brussels-
Capital-Region originate from Lazio can expect to spend 37% of their lives in their parents' region of origin; if they
are born in Wallonia, their life expectancy in Lazio falls to 16%.

Regional disparities become less relevant at older stages. At age 60, life expectancy of cohorts from Lombardy and
Lazio is less dependent from their place of residence, whereas it remains slightly (1-year) lower for Sicilians living
in their origin region; with some local exceptions (Poulain at al. 2022), this signals persistent longevity
disadvantages for the Italian southern regions. Second-generations born in Wallonia originate from Lombardy would
stay 23% of their remaining life in Lombardy and almost 39% when they are born in the Brussels-Capital-Region
or Flanders. Higher proportions are recorded by cohorts born in the Brussels-Capital-Region from Lazio that would
spend 46% of their remaining life in their ascendants’ region.
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Multiregional lifetables, 2001-2006 mortality and migration dynamics
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CONCLUSION

The system stability indicators (Table 5) summarize the real intensity of return, enhancing regional comparability of migration trends, since age-
structural effects have been removed from demographic behaviour estimates. Preston (1986) explains how differences between observed and intrinsic
rates are related to demographic-transition phases experienced by each population.

Intrinsic return rates are here higher than the observed ones (Table-3). Since all regional subpopulations area ageing and asymptotically declining,
these differences confirm the-weight-of-the-past and the significance of migration as potential fast-component of changes (Billari, 2022). Intrinsic
return rates prevail for subpopulations living in Brussels-Capital-Region but vary by origin-region. Under stability conditions, Lombard subpopulation
exhibit the highest rates and the youngest mean-age; these patterns, rooted in the relative speed (the number-of-interactions) to converge, envisage
stable circular migration pathways across EU territories.

Comparatively, subpopulations residing in Wallonia record lower intrinsic return rates (and higher number-of-interactions to reach stability) attesting
higher vitality of the observed migration systems. By contrast, the Sicily-Flanders migration system looks as the most affected by age-structural
effects, gaining the highest increase of its stable mean-age (from 34-years observed in 2006 to 48-years) and reporting the lowest number of
interactions to converge.
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Table 5

Multiregional population systems, 2006 and stability conditions

Systems

Age-structure (%)
.0-19

.60+

Mean age

Intrinsic rate*100

Systems

N. interactions to achieve

stability

Systems

Age-structure (%)
.0-19

.60+

Mean age

Intrinsic rate*100

Systems

N. interactions to achieve

stability

Systems

Age-structure (%)
.0-19

.60+

Mean age

Intrinsic rate*100

2006 Stability

Lombardy-
Wallonia

Population in

Wallonia

20 21

25 31

43 44
1.1

Lombardy-

Wallonia

416
Lazio-Wallonia

Population in

Wallonia

17 21
23 32
43 44

1

Lazio-Wallonia

416

Sicily-Wallonia

Population in

Wallonia

23 20
18 32
39 45

2006  Stability

Lombardy-
Brussels-Region-
Capital
Population in
Brussels-Region-
Capital

24 24
18 23
38 40
7.3
Lombardy-

Brussels-Region-
Capital

293

Lazio-Brussels-
Region-Capital
Population in
Brussels -Region-
Capital

19 22
19 27
40 4

6.9

Lazio-Brussels-
Region-Capital

189

Sicily-Brussels-
Region-Capital
Population in
Brussels -Region-
Capital

25 21
14 31
37 44

6.7

2006 Stability

Lombardy-Flanders

Population in Flanders

27 20

15 31

36 45
3

Lombardy-Brussels-
Region-Capital

293
Lazio-Flanders

Population in Flanders

24 19
13 34
36 46

2.8

Lazio-Flanders

187

Sicily-Flanders

Population in Flanders

28 18
10 37
34 48

2.8
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Systems Sicily-Wallonia Sicily-Brussels- Sicily-Flanders
Region-Capital

N. interactions to achieve

stability 517 189 173

The analysis contributes to migration literature giving empirical insights on origin-destination regional
return profiles, distinguishing between first-second migrant generations. As pointed out by Rees and
Wilson (2023), a multiregional cohort-component model is a complex, data-intensive and consuming
approach; here its adoption, which has been possible since the preparation of detailed input datasets, has
demonstrated that return cannot be understood neglecting its spatial and contextual dynamic nature.
Findings on regional return patterns support the conceptualisation of return as a phase of individual life-
course. From a policy perspective, the analysis points out heterogeneity in regional return migration
profiles. Beside regions, like Sicily, with persistent difficulties to recall their population, other regional
systems, such as Lombardy-Wallonia, exhibit emerging forms of circular migration, which would
promote a more balanced growth of EU territories, regardless of their specific location and demographic
challenges. Therefore, the multiregional lifetables and stable-population intrinsic rates offer tools for an
evidence-based planning of EU sustainable development to accomplish European-Territorial-Cohesion-
Agenda objectives.
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