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Refugees from Ukraine In

Poland

Russia’s full-scale invasion and war of aggression against Ukraine
that began in 2022 caused a massive humanitarian crisis and

led to one of the biggest refugee crises globally. The scale and
dynamics of the refugee movement are unprecedented in 21st-
century Europe and the largest since the end of World War II.
According to United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) data, in the first year of the invasion, more than 8
million Ukrainians left the country seeking protection in Europe.
For most of them, Poland became the first country where they

could find a safe haven.

The massive influx of war refugees was a challenge for
Poland and other frontline countries in Central Europe,
which have little experience in accepting refugees and
were not systemically prepared for it. Poland’s situation
was the most complicated because in addition to the
massive displacement of people from Ukraine, since mid-
2021 the country has been confronted with the instrumen-
talization of migration by the Belarusian regime, which
resulted in a crisis on the Polish-Belarusian border.

The aim of this paper is to present and assess the pol-

icy response of Poland to the mass influx of Ukrainian
refugees. It also analyzes the situation of war refugees

in Poland, with special emphasis on their labor market
inclusion. It has become clear that the war in Ukraine will
continue for longer and the refugees’ stay in Poland will
be prolonged. This paper explores the potential of refugee
integration in Poland and the impact of the Ukrainian
crisis on Poland’s broader migration policy.

Large-Scale Refugee Movement to
Poland

Poland'’s migration landscape began to change inten-
sively several years before the full-scale Russian invasion
of Ukraine. After 2014, when war broke out in the eastern
part of Ukraine, Poland openly welcomed Ukrainians. The
total number of Ukrainian nationals residing in Poland
before 2022 was estimated at about 1.35 million people
(based on Central Statistical Office data).?

While Ukrainians constituted the largest group of
migrants in the country, they rarely sought asylum, most
commonly using pathways facilitating economic migra-
tion, especially the simplified procedure for employing a
foreigner (dedicated to citizens of six Eastern European
Partner countries: Armenia, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova,
Ukraine, and Russia).® This procedure was introduced to
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a large extent in response to the problems of a shortage
of workers on the domestic labor market. It “made Poland
one of the most liberal regimes in terms of the employ-
ment of foreigners (additionally, being a fast-growing
recruitment sector also contributed to the increase in the
scale of labor migration)”.* Most of the Ukrainian migrants
were economically active; according to estimates, 95%

of adult Ukrainian migrants in Poland before 2022 were
employed.®

The situation changed rapidly in February 2022 when, in
just the first two weeks after the start of the Russian inva-
sion of Ukraine, one million people from Ukraine crossed
the Polish border in search of humanitarian protection.
Since mid-March 2022, the dynamics of arrivals from
Ukraine to Poland gradually began to change, slowing
from the initial influx. At the same time, an increasing
number of Ukrainians were returning to Ukraine despite
the ongoing war. Among them were people who had lived
in Poland before the war and were returning to Ukraine
to join the army, comprising an estimated 50,000-60,000
people since the invasion until mid-May 2022.°

In autumn 2022, Russia intensified its bombardment of

critical energy infrastructure in Ukraine through the winter
months, triggering another wave of refugees. Despite
these efforts, traffic on the Polish-Ukrainian border
stabilized (see figure 1 below). By the end of 2022, a total
of around nine million border crossings from Ukraine

to Poland were registered by the Polish Border Guard.
Since many Ukrainians crossed the border numerous
times, the border crossings statistic does not reflect the
actual number of Ukrainian refugees in Poland. The Polish
Border Guard estimates that in 2022 about four million
refugees from Ukraine arrived in Poland. About one mil-
lion remained in the country and registered for temporary
protection in Poland under a special act on assistance for
refugees from Ukraine.”

Most of the Ukrainian refugees who decided to stay in
Poland were women and children. According to an EWL
survey,® they mainly came from northern Ukraine, a region
where the Russian attack was repelled but which expe-
rienced massive destruction. Due to the availability of
housing and the situation on the labor market as well as
wide access to public services (important for children of
preschool and school age), around 70% of refugees from
Ukraine settled in the twelve largest cities of Poland.®

Figure 1. Number of People Crossing the Poland-Ukraine Border.
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Poland’s Response to the Refugee
Crisis

The shock related to the escalation of the war in Ukraine
in 2022 triggered huge solidarity with Ukrainians fleeing
the country, leading to the spontaneous involvement

of Polish society in welcoming the refugees in Poland.
Especially in the early days of the crisis when no interna-
tional aid organizations were yet operating and the Polish
government was still preparing support programs and
policies, much of the work of addressing the needs of war
refugees was shouldered by private citizens.

At the beginning of the crisis, the social acceptance for
taking in and supporting refugees from Ukraine was
very high. In Centre for Public Opinion Research (CBOS)
surveys from March and April 2022, more than 90% of
Polish citizens supported hosting refugees from Ukraine
in Poland, with only a few declaring the opposite view
(see figure 2 below).

Within the first three months after the invasion, over 70%
of Polish citizens stated they had provided support for ref-
ugees. Support took various forms: in a Polish Economic
Institute survey, 59% of Poles declared material assis-

tance (buying and donating products), with slightly fewer
(53%) making cash payments. Other forms of assistance
included supporting refugees in sorting out various issues
(20%) or volunteering to assist them (17%), while 7% of
respondents made an apartment or house available to
refugees, and 5% offered transport (including to/from the
border).”°

Businesses played an important role, cooperating with
non-government organizations (NGOs) on a large scale
for the first time. According to the Polish Economic Insti-
tute and Polish development bank, Bank Gospodarstwa
Krajowego (BGK), 53% of Polish enterprises were
involved in helping Ukraine and Ukrainian refugees who
came to Poland, according to research conducted in May
2022. Companies organized collections of food, clothing,
and medical products, delivering them to points offering
help for refugees. Other forms of assistance included
providing services or products free of charge, such as
transportation companies offering free transport from the
border, private healthcare companies giving urgent free
medical assistance, and banks removing fees for money
transfers to Ukraine.

Social media, especially Facebook, turned out to be an
important tool in the organization and coordination of

Figure 2. Public Support for Accepting War Refugees from Ukraine in Poland (%).
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Poles’ grassroots help for refugees from Ukraine. These
platforms enabled a very rapid exchange of information
about the most urgent needs and possibilities for sup-
porting refugees. The NGOs Polish Humanitarian Action
(PAH), the Polish Centre for International Aid (PCMP),
and the Polish Migration Forum, as well as many other
groups, played crucial roles. For example, in the first
months of the invasion, PAH focused its activity on the
Polish-Ukrainian border, running relief points for refugees
in Dorohusk, Zosin, and Hrebenne. PCMP, in cooperation
with the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) and the city
of Warsaw, opened a 24-hour Transit Center for refugees
at the East Warsaw Railway Station. It also established

a Medical Transit Center for patients from Ukraine next
to the airport in Jasionka, near Rzeszow. The Polish
Migration Forum launched the Assistance Center “Plicz-
o-Plicz"” (Shoulder to Shoulder) in Warsaw. The networks
and involvement of the Ukrainian community already liv-
ing in Poland, including people with migration experience
and the Ukrainian national minority, also proved help-
ful™ For instance, the Warsaw-based Ukrainian House
(Ukrainski Dom) collected funds for humanitarian aid
and provided job and accommodation offers to Ukrainian
refugees.

In the first weeks after the invasion, the activities of the
Polish government focused on creating legal and insti-
tutional standards for refugees from Ukraine, enabling
their reception and determining the conditions of their
legal stay in Poland. On the first day of the Russian attack
on Ukraine, the government decided to open additional
reception centers at border crossings with Ukraine, where
arriving persons could obtain information, basic medical
assistance, and material support (including food). In
early 2022, Pawet Szefernaker, Secretary of State at the
Ministry of the Interior and Administration, was appointed
the Government Plenipotentiary for War Refugees from
Ukraine. His task was to coordinate the work of differ-

ent ministries in providing assistance to refugees from
Ukraine. In the middle of March 2022, the government
adopted a special law™ allowing Ukrainians who had
crossed the Ukrainian-Polish border since the beginning
of the invasion legal access to the labor market, medical
care, and family and child benefits for up to 18 months.
The rights guaranteed by the special act were condi-
tioned on registration in the Electronic System for Regis-
tration of the Population, PESEL. Refugees registering in
the system obtained the status of “"PESEL UKR" and an
electronic document via Diia.pl.

Due to a need to clarify the regulations and adapt them

according to the development of the migration situation,
the special act on assistance to refugees from Ukraine
was amended many times after its adoption in March. The
most important of these were three changes introduced
in 2022: extending the rights guaranteed by the special
act to Ukrainians who came to Poland from the territory
of other states; facilitating the right to practice for non-EU
doctors wishing to help refugees; and extending the
period of payment of benefits for Poles hosting Ukrainian
citizens fleeing the war. The beginning of 2023 brought
another, more controversial, amendment to the act.
Adopted on 13 January 2023, refugees placed in collective
accommodation centers were obliged to cover 50% of
the costs of their stay. Despite warnings from non-gov-
ernmental organizations about the impoverishment of
refugees, the government argued that the changes were
necessary to reduce the costs incurred by Polish taxpay-
ers and support the professional activities of refugees.

After fulfilling the tasks related to the first phase of the
refugee reception, the Polish authorities, in cooperation
with NGOs, began to look for systemic solutions to

meet the challenge of refugees’ longer-term presence

in Poland. In January 2023, the Chancellery of the Prime
Minister inaugurated the program “Mutually Needed,’
which was aimed at reducing the effects of the social and
housing crisis related to the mass influx of refugees to
Poland. Projects aimed at effective mediation of medium-
and long-term assistance and social inclusion, and
projects intended to satisfy needs in the area of housing,
the labor market, and education, will be selected by the
end of 20233

EU Support

Although the existence of the visa-free travel policy
between the EU and Ukraine enabled citizens with a
biometric passport to move freely within the territory of
the European Union for up to 90 days (and allowed Ukrai-
nians to apply for asylum in a Member State after reach-
ing its territory), after the start of the full-scale Russian
invasion, the EU decided to implement special measures
facilitating the reception of refugees from Ukraine across
Europe. To speed up the procedure for granting protec-
tion, the EU activated the 2001 Directive on Temporary
Protection for the first time in its history at the beginning
of March 2022 The decision,”” adopted unanimously by
the EU Council, provided immediate and collective pro-
tection of all displaced persons who had left Ukraine from
24 February 2022 (both Ukrainian citizens and stateless
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persons and third-country nationals who benefited from
international or national protection in Ukraine, as well

as their family members). Rights under the temporary
protection scheme include a residence permit, access to
the labor market, access to accommodation and housing,
health and social care, and education.

The activation of the directive was a signal to the refugees
from Ukraine that they were welcome on the territory of
the entire European Community. It provided an impetus
for the bottom-up relocation of refugees within the EU
and accelerated the delivery of assistance, avoiding over-
loading frontline countries’ asylum systems. To facilitate
implementation of the Temporary Protection Directive, the
European Commission coordinated cooperation and the
exchange of information between EU countries to mon-
itor their capacity to receive refugees and to identify the
need for additional support in implementing the directive.
Many transportation companies in the EU established
additional connections and offered free transport by train,
bus, ship and plane. As a result, refugees spread across
Europe, benefiting from temporary protection status in
many member states. According to Eurostat statistics,
from 31 March 2023 the main EU member states hosting
beneficiaries of temporary protection were Germany
(1,067,755 people; 27% of the total), Poland (976,575; 25%)
and Czechia (325,245; 8%). Many others have benefited
from temporary protection in Spain (165,415), Bulgaria
(151,590), and Italy (148,060).¢

In addition to the activation of the Temporary Protection
Directive, at the beginning of March 2022 EU institutions
adopted exceptional changes to the 2014-2020 EU bud-
get, allowing member states to use a range of assistance
available under the Union Civil Protection Mechanism, the
Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived, Cohesion
Policy, and the Home Affairs funds to cover the needs

of people displaced by the Russian invasion.” The Com-
mission identified around €17 billion (over $18 billion) in
funds for cohesion and post-pandemic recovery that EU
countries could reallocate to support housing, education,
healthcare, and other refugee needs. Additionally, in April
2022, the EU Council adopted a regulation allowing mem-
ber states and other donors to make contributions under
the 2021-2027 Asylum, Migration, and Integration Fund.
EU institutions were also very active in organizing confer-
ences and coordinating donor initiatives for Ukraine. For
example, at the invitation of the President of the Com-
mission, Ursula von der Leyen and the Prime Minister of
Canada, Justin Trudeau, the world donors' conference
“Stand Up For Ukraine” was held in April 2022, during

which participants declared around €10 billion ($10.7
billion) of support for Ukraine and Ukrainian refugees.”®

According to a European Commission report, by May
2023, 18 out of 27 EU countries had amended their Euro-
pean Social Fund 2014-2020 programs, either by adding
a new priority to support people fleeing Ukraine or by
including explicit additional priorities under the existing
ones. For example, in Poland the European Social Fund
helped to set up regional Integration Centers for Migrants,
which offer integration and language courses, support in
finding a job, and recognition of diplomas.®

To support the member states in refugee integration, the
European Commission published a recommendation on
the recognition of academic and professional qualifica-
tions of refugees and issued guidelines to facilitate refu-
gees' access to employment in the EU. The Commission
and the European Labour Authority set up the EU Talent
Pool pilot program to facilitate matching refugees from
Ukraine with suitable jobs through the European Cooper-
ation Network of Employent Services (EURES).

Integration: State of Play

On the one hand, the shortage of workers in the labor
market in Poland created favorable conditions for the
integration of Ukrainian refugees (according to Eurostat
data, in December 2021 the unemployment rate in Poland
was only 2.9%).2° This market, which had been strug-
gling for years with a shortage of native workers (due to
emigration of many Poles to other EU countries after the
country’s accession to the EU in 2004, as well as to an
aging society), was confronted with a decline in migration
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. On the other hand,
the structure of migration from Ukraine after February
2022—mainly women with little or no related experience—
did not perfectly match Poland’s market needs where
industrial workers, construction workers, traders, and IT
workers were most often sought after.

Despite the mismatch between the qualifications of the
refugees and the labor market’s needs, most of the adult
refugees from Ukraine found employment in Poland.
According to a central bank (Narodowy Bank Polski,
NBP) report in November 2022, the percentage of refu-
gees working in Poland was 65%.%' The latest survey by
the Foundation for the Support of Migrants on the Labour
Market EWL and the Centre for East European Studies

at the University of Warsaw showed that the percentage
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of employment of war refugees in March 2023 was 71%,
compared to 83% among prewar migrants from Ukraine.?

The mismatch between the qualifications needed and
work being performed is already evident. According to
the NBP report, a large share of refugees from Ukraine
provide services for households, very often on the basis of
temporary contracts. More than half of the refugees from
Ukraine in Poland declare that their work does not match
their acquired qualifications. Many of them have a univer-
sity degree or incomplete higher education (48% in the
NBP survey® and 69% in the EWL study?*). At the same
time, their knowledge of the Polish language, although
improving, is still not good enough to find a job in their
profession. In the EWL survey, only 4% of war refugees
declared fluency in the Polish language, 10% stated they
had good command of it, 46% reported average skill,
35% bad, and 5% very bad. As figure 3 (below) shows,
the main problems indicated by the citizens of Ukraine
working in Poland are the high expectations of Polish
employers (37%) and limited mobility (28%).

There has been a significant mismatch between employ-
ment and services and housing availability for refugees in
Poland and thus their housing situation still leaves much
to be desired.?® According to an Amnesty International
report, about 200,000 apartments can currently be rented
by refugees from Ukraine on market terms, mainly in large
cities in Poland such as Warsaw and Krakéw. However, in
some communities there is already a shortage of rental
housing and the prices of apartments have been rising. In
2022, rental prices of apartments in Warsaw, the largest
city in Poland with a population of 1.863 million, increased
by 18% in the fourth quarter compared to the previous
year. The highest price increase was recorded in Krakéw
and £6dz—19%. The year 2023 saw another increase in
rental prices and housing maintenance costs. The costs
of renting and maintaining an apartment are beyond the
capabilities of many refugees. According to the 2023
Amnesty International report, an additional problem is
the reluctance of Polish people to rent apartments to
refugees. The reason is often the belief that in the case

of non-payment of rent, for example, refugees will not be
able to be evicted. As a result, more than a year after the

Figure 3. Main Obstacles for Refugees from Ukraine Seeking a Job in Poland (%).
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Russian invasion of Ukraine, there are still many refugees
staying in collective accommodation centers, especially in
large cities, despite their temporary nature.?

According to a survey by the Foundation for the Support
of Migrants on the Labour Market EWL and the Centre
for East European Studies at the University of Warsaw,?”
Ukrainian refugees are not attached to living in urban
areas, although at present they mostly reside in cities. A
significant proportion (44%) are ready to move to smaller
towns in Poland if provided with work and adequate
conditions for the whole family.

Refugees from Ukraine are increasingly using public
services in Poland. For example, the EWL study shows
that 55% of the refugees from Ukraine already use state
healthcare facilities in Poland, with only 9% declaring
that they do not use it at all, 6% of refugees declaring that
in case of health problems they go to Ukraine, and 29%
saying that they consult a doctor in Ukraine by phone. In
education, 32% of Ukrainian refugees in Poland indicated

that their children benefit exclusively from the Polish
education system, 34% from both Polish and Ukrainian,
and 32% declared only the Ukrainian one.?

Data on the integration of refugees, especially into the
labor market, have so far had a positive impact on their
perception in Polish society (see figure 4 below). Even
though social acceptance for taking in and supporting
refugees from Ukraine remains high, it is decreasing over
time (see figure 2 on p. 5). This “solidarity fatigue”

is partly related to economic conditions; although the
situation concerning the labor market remains very
good—according to Eurostat in 2023, Poland still has one
of the lowest unemployment rates in the EU at 2.8%)—the
cost-of-living crisis has hit low- and medium-income
families. While in public opinion surveys most Poles do
not blame Ukrainians for the deterioration of the eco-
nomic situation in the country or in their households, and
they see no problem with living next to refugees or their
presence in public spaces or working in Polish companies
and public institutions, some Poles declare that they have

Figure 4. Public Opinion about Refugees from Ukraine in Poland.
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heard unfavorable opinions about refugees from Ukraine,
most often from their friends or in workplaces. These
opinions mainly concern claims of abuse of privileges by
refugees and their demanding attitudes.

A study of the Polish-language internet confirms the exis-
tence of “anti-Ukrainian” discourses on social media. They
take different forms, with probably the most well-known
and most widely described being historical threads
(references to the difficult history of Polish-Ukrainian
relations), ethnic threads (popularization of the hashtag
#StopUkrainizacjiPolski [Eng. “Stop Ukrainization of
Poland"]), and economic threads (focusing on the alleged
privileges of refugees from Ukraine, as well as on the
“weakness” of the Polish state). Increases in instances

of anti-Ukrainian discourse are usually associated with
controversial events—from the point of view of public
opinion—that are promoted by politicians, especially from
the far right.?®

Conclusions and
Recommendations

The mass exodus of refugees that occurred as a result
of Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 posed
a major challenge to the Polish government and society.
Despite the initial shock and chaos characteristic of any
response to a crisis, in a short period Poland passed the
test of providing aid and migration management. Polish
society, which actively engaged in providing help on
many levels, was a large part of this success. EU support,
especially the activation of the Temporary Protection
Directive, which stimulated the bottom-up relocation of
refugees to other European countries, was also signifi-
cant.

The transition from the reception phase to the integration
phase of refugees and the inclusion of these activities

in a broader migration strategy remains a challenge for
Poland. Although refugees from Ukraine have access to
the Polish labor market, healthcare, housing market, and
the education system, there is still work to be done to
remove obstacles and barriers to the use of institutionally
open opportunities. The latest amendment to the special
law on assistance for refugees from Ukraine, which was
supposed to encourage them to find housing outside
collective accommodation centers, conflicts with the
problems of shortages in the housing market, especially
in the largest cities. To address the challenge, Habitat

10

for Humanity recommends the better use of available EU
funding by the government to expand affordable housing
solutions for refugees; e.g., the European Social Fund
Plus (ESF+) could be used to finance rent-supplement
measures and develop service provision, and the Cohe-
sion Fund could be spent for the renovation of unused
building stock and the construction of municipal and
nonprofit housing for refugees.*®

The strength of the Polish labor market allowed Ukrainian
refugees to quickly become professionally active. While
the government (in cooperation with NGOs and other
partners) stepped up its efforts to increase the availability
of language training and improve procedures for recog-
nizing refugees’ qualifications, further progress in this
area is needed. Wider use of EU tools (e.g. Massive Open
Online Courses and Free Digital Learning) and funds can
contribute to progress in this area. Due to the profile of
the refugees, improving access to childcare, especially
childhood education and care, can also positively influ-
ence an increase in the economic activity of displaced
persons. A constant challenge is to improve the Public
Employment Service so that it can effectively assist the
job-search process. These proactive measures may
facilitate the integration of refugees and more effectively
unlock their potential for the needs of the Polish economy.

Considering the large share of temporary contracts
among refugees, however, it is important to prevent
fraudulent work and the risk of mistreatment. As the issue
of Ukrainian worker exploitation in Poland is not new in
Poland, the stronger regulations and improved enforce-
ment to safeguard migrant workers’ rights is needed.

Although refugees from Ukraine are still positively
perceived in Polish society, it is necessary to monitor the
scale of the assessments and discriminatory behavior

in the host society and the spread of disinformation

and hate speech against refugees on social media. The
protracted conflict and deteriorating economic situation
in Europe create conditions for the spread of Russian
propaganda, which may further weaken public support
for receiving and assisting refugees and lead to tensions
between refugees and the host society. In this context, it
is worth extending integration activities to other, noneco-
nomic areas, including social and cultural spheres.

At the same time, the experience of the integration of
Ukrainian refugees into the labor market in Poland should
be used in relation to other groups of refugees in Poland
(and other EU countries), for example through a wider
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opening of national markets to them. Currently, under process is prolonged, and when it takes more than half
Polish regulations, asylum-seekers from other regions a year and is not the fault of the seeker. Lessons learned
cannot take up employment for the first six months of the from Poland’s response to the 2022 invasion of Ukraine
asylum process. They have the right to do so only when can help amend policy toward all refugees.

they are covered by international protection or if the
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