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Summary 

 Nowadays many countries experience challenges with emigration statistics. 

In many cases immigrants inform the receiving country about their arrival, whereas 

they may fail to report emigration to their country of origin. The challenges with 

emigration statistics can be linked to both quantity (mainly due to missing 

notification on emigration) and quality issues (concerning unknown destinations of 

emigrants). Discrepancies are often revealed when comparing the most recent 

census results with estimations of population size. This paper considers the 

possibility of exchanging information on migration registrations between countries 

in order to improve emigration statistics. 

The paper is presented for discussion to the Conference of European 

Statisticians seminar on migration statistics. 
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 I. Background: Quality problems in emigration statistics in 
Finland in the 1960s 

1. Before the Population Register Centre was established in 1969, Finland conducted 

so-called traditional ”door-to-door” censuses every tenth year. The census of 1970 revealed 

that more Finns had emigrated from Finland during the 1960s than what emigration 

statistics showed. The majority of emigrants from Finland headed to Sweden. A later 

estimation indicates that during 1960 to 1979 some 320,000 Finns emigrated to Sweden. 

This phenomenon can be compared to the emigration flow from the new EU member states 

in the 2000s.   

2. There were two main reasons why emigration statistics were under-estimated in 

Finland during those years. The first reason was the agreement on the Nordic labour market 

in 1954. After the agreement, a passport was no longer required when emigrating from one 

Nordic country to another. The number of granted passports was the main source for 

producing emigration statistics prior to 1969. The second reason for under-estimating the 

volume of emigration was the fact that there was no obligation to notify of emigration 

before the year 1983.  

3. One should underline the common factor behind these two reasons. The problem 

was that neither the statistical office nor authorities received notifications of emigration. 

This is still the main problem in the countries that are struggling with the quality of 

migration statistics.  

 II. Inter-Nordic agreement on population registration 

4. In 1969, Nordic countries made an agreement that had a huge positive impact on the 

quality of statistics on migration flows between the Nordic countries, namely an inter-

Nordic agreement on population registration. The agreement included a decision to start 

applying a migration document. Each person who emigrated from one Nordic country to 

another was given a migration document, which they had to deliver to the authorities of the 

country of destination. A copy of this migration document was also used as the source for 

producing statistics on migration flows between Nordic countries. The country of 

destination confirmed an inter-Nordic migration by sending a copy of the migration 

document to the authorities of the country of departure.  

5. The purpose of this inter-Nordic agreement was to ensure that those moving within 

the Nordic countries were registered in the population register of only one country at a 

time, and to prevent emigrants from not being included in any Nordic population register.  

6. This agreement is still effective, although now information between Nordic 

authorities is transferred in electronic form. When a person is moving from one Nordic 

country to another, he/she must inform the local registration authority of the destination 

country of his/her arrival and present identification (passport, ID card issued by the police 

or other corresponding document) to the authority. When the personal identity code or 

number is known and entered into the system, details are transferred electronically from the 

registration authorities of the country of origin to the authorities of the destination country. 

The benefits of this agreement can clearly be seen. The country of origin receives 

notification of emigration and the country of destination receives demographic information 

of the immigrating person. 
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 III. Current quality issues of emigration flows in Finland  

7. Finland, like many other European countries, has received foreign-born immigrants 

during the last two decades. In 1990, there were some 25,000 persons that spoke a foreign 

language as their native language in Finland. By 2012, the number of foreign language 

speakers became tenfold, reaching 267,000 persons.  

8. Some immigrants return to their country of origin and some immigrants move on to 

another country. It seems likely that the immigrant population is not as used to notifying the 

authorities of emigration as the native population. This may be due to the fact that there is 

not always an obligation to notify authorities in the country of origin. 

9. Local elections (so-called intra-municipal elections) are held every fourth year in 

Finland. Each person who has permanent domicile in a municipality has the right to vote in 

these elections. A notification of the right to vote is sent to everyone living permanently in 

a municipality and some of these notifications are returned, since persons cannot be 

reached. With these intra-municipal elections some 1,000 missing notifications of 

emigration are discovered. 

10. This is where the Nordic population registers prove their power and usefulness as a 

source for producing accurate statistics. Missing notifications of emigration are discovered 

and added to emigration statistics. Of course, the notifications are late and information on 

the country of destination may be missing, but nevertheless the notifications of emigration 

are discovered. 

 IV. Improving migration statistics is and will be a long process 

11. Cooperation between statistical agencies does not easily resolve the problems with 

emigration statistics. The research community cannot do much either to improve emigration 

statistics. In the longer run, the best alternative would be to achieve international 

agreements on legislation concerning migration between countries. Improving migration 

statistics internationally requires hard work, time and close cooperation between countries. 

A legal framework is the ”key ingredient” in this cooperation.  

12. If there would be similar international agreements, as between the Nordic countries, 

to exchange information between countries when emigration/immigration takes place, it 

would not eliminate all problems countries are dealing with related to emigration statistics, 

but it would dramatically improve the quality of these statistics. 

13. Very rarely, if ever, can an emigrant benefit from making a notification that he/she 

is emigrating from a country. On the other hand, immigrants will very often benefit if they 

notify the authorities of the receiving country of immigration. Benefits can relate to 

residence permits, healthcare, right to education, etc. Therefore, it is highly more likely that 

the receiving country will get information of an immigrant compared to the country of 

departure. 

14. An agreement should also involve companies that are leasing labour for instance to 

another company inside the European Union (EU). The receiving company should have an 

obligation to report on persons employed from abroad. The sending company should also 

have an obligation to report on persons sent abroad, including information on their 

destination country and the duration of stay in the destination country. These persons 

(leased labour) might not have an effect on emigration/immigration statistics due to short-

term stays, but they would provide more information about temporary labour migration, 

which is a growing phenomenon in EU, and presents a real challenge for statisticians, as 
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these persons are missing from the migration statistics and basically there is no source of 

information on them. 

 V. How to improve emigration statistics? 

15. There is no simple and quick solution to improving emigration statistics in EU, not 

to mention globally. One solution would be to issue a personal identification number to all 

persons in EU. It could be included, for instance, in passports, and this unique ID code 

would not change, even if a person renews their passport. It would be easy to add an 

international ID code to the Nordic population registers and link it with the personal 

identification number (PIN) which is currently in use. It would be notably harder, however, 

to implement this in countries with no population registers.  

16. If such an international ID code would exist, the receiving countries could simply 

send this ID code to the country of departure. With the ID code, the country of departure 

would receive notification of emigration (if the person fails to report it) as the ID code 

could be found in their own population register. In return, the country of departure could 

send basic demographic information of the person to the receiving country, such as place of 

birth, date of birth, citizenship, etc. This is what Nordic authorities have done since 1969 

for inter-Nordic migrants.  

17. The idea might sound unrealistic, but this could become reality within a few 

decades, if there is enough will and demand for this kind of system. A similar system has 

worked between the Nordic countries for over 40 years and the positive factors can clearly 

be seen in the quality of inter-Nordic migration statistics. From a Nordic point of view, this 

would only expand the inter-Nordic migration agreement to become an inter-EU migration 

agreement or even further.  

18. To make this all possible, it would require that all member states (or nations outside 

EU) would have population registers and also similar legislation concerning 

immigration/emigration (for instance the 12 month rule). Countries without population 

registers would have to establish registers within census and also build vital statistical 

systems to monitor emigration/immigration notifications. There should be a legal obligation 

for immigrants to inform authorities of the receiving country even when migrating inside 

EU. The authorities of each member state should be obliged to share information of 

immigrated person with the authorities of the country of departure and vice versa. 

    


