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1) Introduction 
 
  

As far as international migration is concerned, the Brazilian historical experience is 
typically that of an immigration country. Groups of immigrants have landed along the 
Brazilian coast taking part of its colonization and have contributed to the country’s 
formation. At first, migration flows came under auspices of the Portuguese Crown so as to 
guarantee the country’s territorial occupation. Later on, in the nineteenth century and until 
the first quarter of the twentieth century, a new migration wave was forwarded to Brazil. 
Such a migration move was intended to meet an increasing demand for labour in agriculture 
and also for an incipient industrialization. More than 800,000 Italian immigrants arrived in 
Brazil and until the middle of the twentieth century more than 200,000 Japanese also did. In 
addition to these migrants, other countries have also send immigrants in the period and 
approximately 4.4 million people from Portugal, Italy, Spain, Japan, and Germany were 
estimated to have landed in Brazil from the last quarter of the nineteenth century until the 
1930s (LEVY, 1973). Nowadays, 683,830 foreigners lived in Brazil in the year 2000, most 
of them (213,203) from Portugal.  
 
 Such a migratory flow tended to decrease in the post-war period, and the country 
had its population practically closed to international migration in the 1970s. In the 1980s, 
another process took place in Brazil for the first time – negative migratory flows. In this 
way, Brazil has turned to be an emigration country. 
 
 Estimating the volume of such a new migration flow is practically impossible as 
data both on exit from Brazil and entrance in places of destination of emigrants are not 
available. Carvalho (1996) estimated the migration balance for the country in the 1980s 
based on the 1991 demographic census for the population aged 10 years and over, the result 
of which indicated a negative balance of approximately 1,800,000 people. As for the 
second half of the decade, such a negative flow for people aged 5 and over was estimated to 
amount to 9,272,740 (Carvalho et al, 2001). Taking the geographic distribution into 
account, more than a half of this flow was from the south-eastern states and 508,507 people 
were counted. In view of improvements in the 2000 census, applying the same indirect 
techniques for more recent periods, as for the 1990s for example, is quite reckless as they 
may overestimate the negative balance (Carvalho-2004) 
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Other data sources may also contribute to estimating the numbers of Brazilians living 
abroad. Data from the Brazilian Ministry of Foreign Affairs show that 1.5 million 
Brazilians lived abroad in 1997, and this figure increased to 2.0 million in 2000 (Azevedo-
2004; Amaral-2005). According to such records, the major Brazilian immigrant contingent 
is in the United States (799,203), followed by those in Paraguay (442,104) Japan (224,970), 
and Europe (174,994). Except for Japan, where data from the Brazilian consulates and 
those from local official agencies are symmetrical, official data in other countries do not 
reveal the extension of the Brazilian immigration, which indicate that such immigrants are 
mostly non-documented. Based on the official statistics, Goza (2004), for example, found 
that the number of Brazilians living in the US amounts to about 30% (247,020) of the 
volume registered in the Brazilian consulates in that country. As for Europe, sources of the 
Spanish government estimate that the number of Brazilian immigrants reaches 
approximately 53,000 people. This figure would indicate Spain as the second destination 
for Brazilians in Europe. (GCIM-2005). 
 
 Despite the precariousness of the information on Brazilian emigrants, isolated 
studies that have been carried out in places of destination allow us to trace some 
characteristics of this migration flow. Martes(2004), in an article on Brazilians living in the 
American state of  Massachusetts, compared  the evolution of some characteristics of these 
flows in two different moments - 1996 and 2004. As for age, most Brazilians living in that 
state were below 35. When schooling is considered, the number of people with higher 
education, i. e., those who have completed college or university, increased from 1996 to 
2004. 
 

 According to the author, this is a clear indication that Brazilian immigrants are well 
qualified for the activities performed in the US. Their emigration was linked to financial 
reasons and search for better salaries. In 1996, 18% of the immigrants surveyed elected 
such problems as their most important reasons for leaving their country. In 2004, these 
same reasons were asserted by 60% of those interviewed. Income accumulation for 
acquiring property in Brazil was an explicit objective of emigrating for 13% of the 
interviewed people in both periods studied. A possible return to Brazil was aimed for by the 
majority - above 80% - of those interviewed in both periods. A great number of them, 
however, were not able to precise when they would be back. According to the author, “such 
a return is conditioned to the economic objectives to be accomplished as well as to 
obtaining legal migrant status that guarantees their eventual return to the US”( Martes-
2004p.10). Thus, the time of return would be conditioned to the local situation (legal status 
in the US, work opportunities) and expectations related to opportunities in Brazil. 
 

Especial outlines can be depicted as for migration to Japan. A significant majority is 
of Japanese descent and their life goal is to search for a better employment and a possible 
accumulation capital. As soon as the latter is achieved, returning to Brazil is started off 
(Rossini-2000). The reason for this lies on the kind of tasks performed by the Brazilian 
immigrants2  in addition to a cultural shock, which are both factors favouring their return 
(Kawamura-2001). 
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According to Palau (2001), the Brazilian migration to Paraguay was more intensive during 
the 1970s, and rural areas were its destination. Such immigrant groups combine small and 
medium family businesses, peasants and also landless rural workers. Most of them do not 
possess the required personal documents and the Brazilians compose the major group of 
illegal immigrants in Paraguay. The participation of Brazilian workers in the Paraguayan 
labour market should also be mentioned. Most of them, however, are cross-border 
commuters who live in Brazilian towns along the border. More recently, political events in 
this neighbour country have contributed to improve the return of immigrants to Brazil.  
 
 
2) Returning Migration  

 
According to Pressat (1976), migration is defined as a demographic phenomenon 

that is characterised by the shift of a person’s local of residence to a new one. The 4th UN 
Manual (1972, p.2) defines migration as “... a transfer from a defined migration zone to 
another (the transfer to a minimum specified distance) that has been performed in a 

determined migration interval and an implied change of residence as well”. 
  
In the case of international migration, such a change of residence also implies a 

change of country. 
 
Since 1940, migration has been given an especial treatment in census surveys 

carried out in Brazil, which have included questions on international migration. At first, 
concern with the place of birth of foreigners arriving to Brazil was highlighted. The census 
evolution, however, has permitted the refinement of such data and 13 questions related to 
migration were included in the 2000 census. Specifically in the case of international 
migration and for the purpose of this article, information related to fixed date migration are 
used, i.e., the answers given by residents in Brazil in 2000 on the country of residence 5 
years before, i.e., in 1995. A returning migration is taken for granted when the answer 
comes from a native Brazilian immigrant. Conversely, the respondent is taken as an 
international migrant when the answer comes from a foreigner or a naturalised Brazilian. 

 
Data on labour market assimilation will be surveyed for heads of households. The 

immigrants’ countries of origin will be grouped so as to assure a better representation of 
some regions. Comparing results found for immigrants (native Brazilians and foreigners/ 
naturalised with those obtained for resident household heads in the agglomerations of 
metropolitan areas and in the whole set of non-metropolitan areas.   
 
 By using data on local of residence in the 5 years before the census date, which 
were available in the 1991 and 2000 censuses, Carvalho (2004) showed that the number of 
international immigrants in Brazil between the quinquenial intervals of  1986/1991 and 
1995/2000 increased over 100% from 66,217 to 143,644. Out of these totals, 31,123 (47%) 
in 1986/1991 and 87,886 ( 61%) in 1995/2000 corresponded to returning migration of 
native Brazilians.  
 

 



Tabela 1. Brasil: 1991. Internationals Immigrants, by nationality, according origin – 

1986/1991 

 
Tabela 2. Brasil: 1991. Internationals Immigrants, by nationality, according origin – 

1995/2000. 

 
 

   Nationality Total 
 

 Native Brazilian  
Foreigners 
Naturalized 

 

     N %       N    %    N    % 
Residence in 
1986 

Europe 6914 45.5 8289 54.5 15203 100.0 

 Paraguay 8657 80.7 2069 19.3 10726 100.0 
 Argentina 1780 32.1 3756 67.9 5535 100.0 

 Others countries 
L.A and 
Caribbean 

4026 27.4 10671 72.6 14698 100.0 

 United States 6267 68.1 2932 31.9 9199 100.0 
 Japan 161 8.8 1666 91.2 1827 100.0 
 Others countries 

2976 35.0 5524 65.0 8500 100.0 

 Ignored 342 64.7 187 35.3 529 100.0 

Total  31123 47.0 35093 53.0 66217 100.0 

   Natitionality Total 
  Native Brazilian  

Foreigners 
Naturalized 

 

     N %       N    %    N    % 
Residence in 
1995 

Europe 14762 54.1 12545 45.9 27307 100.0 

 Paraguay 
28419 80.2 7027 19.8 35446 100.0 

 Argentina 
2682 34.4 5115 65.6 7797 100.0 

 Others countries 
L.A and 
Caribbean 

9351 38.4 14972 61.6 24323 100.0 

 United States 
12384 74.2 4311 25.8 16695 100.0 

 Japan 
17196 87.3 2496 12.7 19692 100.0 

 Others countries 
2804 23.6 9068 76.4 11872 100.0 

 Ignored 
287 56.2 224 43.8 511 100.0 

Total  87886 61.2 55758 38.8 143644 100.0 



In 1986/1991, 23% of international immigrants declared previous European 
residence. The other Latin American and Caribbean countries - considered as regions - 
contributed with 22.2%. As for the selected countries, most immigrants lived in Paraguay 
followed by the US. It is worth noting that it was precisely in these two countries where 
returning migration was stronger. Out of the total of immigrants resident in Paraguay, 
80.7% were native Brazilians, while this proportion amounted to 68.1% in the US. It is 
worth mentioning the small participation of migration flows from Japan to Brazil in that 
quinquenial interval. 

 
As for the second period studied, 1995/2000, most international immigrants have 

declared Paraguay as their previous local of residence (24.7%) followed by Europe 
(19.0%). As for the participation of (returning) native Brazilians in total migration by 
country or region, the major participation in return was that from Japan (87.3%), followed 
by those from Paraguay (80.2%) and the US (74.2%).  

 
The case of Japan should be highlighted, which showed a reduced number of 

immigrants headed to Brazil (1,827 people) in the previous period (1986/1991), mainly 
composed of foreigners (91.2%).  In the following period, this figure reaches 19,692 people 
with a significant participation of returned migrants. This can be partially explained by 
changes in the Japanese legislation concerning entrance of foreigners in that country. These 
changes have allowed local business companies to legally hire foreign workers with 
Japanese descent (Rossini-2000). 

 
Carvalho (2004) studied the characteristics of returning immigrants as to income 

and education. By studying immigrant heads of household, this author indicates a clear 
distinction among immigrants by country of origin. Those residing in Europe, Japan, and 
the US showed to have higher income and education levels, even if compared with those 
people living in the Brazilian metropolitan areas. As for the returned population who 
declared Paraguay as the place of residence in the five-year period previous to the census 
date, average income  (in terms of minimum wage) and education  (in terms of years of 
study) were lower than those of residents in non-metropolitan areas. Such a scenario 
indicates some selectivity in terms of the immigrants’ working skills, taking the country of 
origin into account. More educated people tend to have better opportunities and, for this 
reason, higher income.  
 
3) International migration and labour market 
 
 The Brazilian labour market is regulated by a specific legislation, the major rules of 
which is called Consolidação das Leis do Trabalho - CLT (literally, the consolidation of 
labour laws), which regulates all aspects of employment. As to foreigners, the legislation in 
force is that of Law nº 6, 8515/80, called Estatuto do Estrangeiro (literally, the foreigner 
statute), passed well before enactment of the new Federal Constitution of 1988. For this 
reason, the legal apparatus is undergoing a reform by which an attempt is made to adapt 
and modernise the text regulating the permanence of foreigners in Brazil as well as their 
insertion the national labour market (Freitas, 2001; Baeninger and Leoncy, 2001; and Rios-
Neto, 2005). 
 



 Except for cases of refuge and exile, international migration is strictly linked to 
labour market questions. The search for new labour opportunities, knowledge improvement 
or even an objective of one’s life is a constant in the universe of labour. In the case of 
returning migration, there is always an expectation that being abroad for some time may 
bring improved living conditions, and hence a more advantageous assimilation in the local 
labour market than that of the time emigrants have left their own country. 
 
 
 
3.1) Occupation 
 
 Tables 3.1 and 3.2 present data on labour remuneration in the reference week of the 
2000 census. As can be seen, among the native Brazilian male heads of households 
immigrants, the proportion of those having a paid activity in the reference week varies in 
accordance with countries and regions of residence in 1995. For those who declared Europe 
as their place of residence in 1995, 83.2% had performed a paid activity. For those returned 
from Japan, only 66.3% have worked in paid activity in the reference week. 
 
 As for the foreign/naturalised male heads of household, the proportion of those 
having a paid activity in the reference week varies - according to country or region - from 
83.1% for those residing in Paraguay in 1995 to 67.7% for those coming from Japan.  
 
 By comparing such results with those obtained for males living in metropolitan and 
non-metropolitan regions, one can note that, except for those coming from Japan, all other 
immigrants have showed a proportion of remunerated work greater than that surveyed for 
residents in the metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas. 
 

As for females, by comparing the Brazilian and foreign/naturalised immigrant heads 
of household, one can note that only in the cases of residence in Europe and Paraguay in 
1995, the proportion of Brazilian immigrants exceeded the proportion of foreign/naturalised 
immigrants. When comparing female heads of household in the metropolitan and non-
metropolitan areas, one may concluded that, for the Brazilian immigrants coming from 
Europe, Latin America and the Caribbean, and the US, the proportion of those having paid 
activity is greater vis-à-vis those females residing in the metropolitan areas. Such a 
proportion is lower for foreign/naturalised immigrants only in the case of those residing in 
Paraguay in 1995.  

 
Despite this scenario in some cases more favourable to females, it is quite clear that 

the number of those showing some remunerated work is well lower than that found for 
males. Among native Brazilian heads of household, only 50.6% - corresponding to 4,220 
females - have declared to perform remunerated activities in the reference week. For this 
reason, the following analyses will take into account the whole set of immigrant heads of 
household irrespective of sex. 
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3.2) Position in Occupation 

 
Data on position in occupation for immigrant heads of household – shown in tables 

4.1 and 4.2 – allow us to distinguish some characteristics of the labour market assimilation 
for these immigrants. To be registered means that a worker can count on minimal social 
welfare guarantees. On the other hand, the reverse situation allows us to estimate the 
informality degree in the economy. Taking native Brazilian immigrants into account; one 
can observe that it is among those who declared to live in Paraguay in 1995 that a higher 
proportion of unregistered workers (33.2%) can be found. Conversely, such a proportion is 
the lowest among those coming from Japan (16.1%). The immigrant heads of household 
with the highest proportion of registered workers are those coming from Europe (42.5%), 
followed by the ones indicating the US as their country of origin (38%). As for own-
account workers, those immigrants coming from Japan (38.9%) and Paraguay (32.4%) are 
worth mentioning. 

 
As for foreign/naturalised workers, almost half of immigrants coming from 

Paraguay performing some activity are not registered (46.3%), followed by the whole set of 
immigrants of the other Latin American and the Caribbean countries. It is also in this 
country and this region that a significant own-account immigrants – 30.8% in Paraguay and 
20.4% in Latin America and the Caribbean – can be found. The set of these two categories 
of position in occupation can not only indicate the informality aspects, but also the situation 
of clandestine labour.  

 
As these results are compared to those for metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas 

– table 4.3 –, the proportion of unregistered workers is smaller than that found for countries 
and regions (except for Japan) both for immigrant native Brazilian heads of household and 
foreigners/naturalised.  
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3.3) The occupational group 
 
 As far as the occupational group in which the immigrant heads of household were 
included (tables 5.1 and 5.2) is concerned, it is worth noting that most native Brazilians 
declaring to have lived in the US and Europe were higher public servants or professionals 
of arts and science (professors). As for those coming from Europe, such occupational 
groups accounted for 62.7% and 58.7% for those coming from the US. In relation to those 
coming from Japan, the following three occupational groups are the most significant ones: 
sales and trade services (21.0%), high-ranked public servants and managers(18.7%); and 
industrial services (14.9%). Those native Brazilian immigrants coming from Paraguay had 
been occupied in agriculture (38.4%), industrial services (29.0%), and sales and trade 
services (17.6%).  
 The immigrant foreign/naturalized heads of household had also been more 
concentrated in the occupations of higher government ranks and arts and sciences: 69.3% of 
those coming from Europe, 78.3% of those coming from the US, 50.9%, from Argentina, 
and 56.5%, from Japan, had been employed in these two categories. As for the 
foreign/naturalized immigrants who had declared Paraguay as their place of origin, their 
occupations are distributed as such: sales and trade sector (29.7%); industrial services 
(22.9%); and agriculture (15.7%). 
 
 
 Table 5.3 presents results of occupational categories for heads of household 
according to place of residence in metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas. As can be seen, 
most of those living in metropolitan areas had been employed in sales and trade (31.4%), 
followed by those in industrial services (26%). Those residing in non-metropolitan areas 
had been concentrated in three groups, as follows: agriculture (26.1%); industrial services 
(23.2%); and sales and trade services (22.9%). 
 
 By comparing the results for the international household head groups with those for 
residents in metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas, it becomes clear that migrants 
coming from Europe, the US, and Japan had occupied higher positions than those living in 
metropolitan areas. However, the native Brazilian immigrants living in Paraguay in 1995 
have had their occupations concentrated in categories requiring less-skilled labour than 
those for the residents in non-metropolitan areas. 
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4) Income structure 
 
 Using data from the 2000 census, Carvalho (2004) showed that there was a 
significant difference in earnings among immigrant heads of household according to place 
of residence in the 5 years before the census date. As for the native Brazilian immigrants 
coming from Europe, their average monthly earnings amounted to 23.39 minimum wages; 
for those coming from the US, this figure was equal to 19.92; and for those from Japan, it 
amounted to 7,90 minimum wages. The smallest income was that for those coming from 
Paraguay, which only amounted to 2.21 minimum wages. In the case of foreign/naturalised 
immigrants, such a distribution was quite similar to the previous one, although with higher 
values. Immigrants from Europe had shown an average monthly income of 26.6 minimum 
wages, while 25.08 was the figure for those coming from Japan and 23.52 was the value for 
those coming from the US. Again, as previously seen, the smallest earnings were those for 
foreign/naturalised immigrants coming from Paraguay – 6.15 minimum wages. 
 
 Table 6.1 shows the total earnings structure declared in the 2000 census. In addition 
to labour earnings, information also cover the participation in total income of government 
transfers9, rents, pensions, and other earnings, such as interest from financial investments, 
dividends, etc.   
As far as the situation of immigrant heads of household is concerned, native Brazilians’ 
income is exclusively composed of wages and salaries. The participation of 
foreign/naturalised immigrants amounts to 75% of the total. In the first group, the 
immigrants coming from Japan show the smallest earnings participation in the income 
structure (44.5%). On the other hand, immigrants from Paraguay are those who had mostly 
depended on wages and salaries (83.9%). The same was true for the group of 
foreign/naturalised immigrants coming from Paraguay, i.e., 81.3% of them had depended 
exclusively on their wages. 
 
 The income structure of heads of household in the metropolitan and non-
metropolitan areas revealed a similar profile. Remuneration from labour had been the sole 
component of total income for 84.9% of those living in metropolitan areas, while 85.45%, 
the corresponding figures for those living in non-metropolitan areas. 
 
 Table 6.2 presents those immigrants who had declared other earnings as part of their 
income structure. As for the native Brazilian heads of household, 38.84% had declared 
rents as part of their income, followed by government transfers (28.3%). If such transfers 
are considered, such earnings had constituted a significant component of the income of 
those immigrants coming from Paraguay (57.4%) and a less important one for those 
coming from Japan (11.4%). As for the latter, rents (55.6%) and other earnings (20.5%) had 
been the most significant components of their income earned out of the labour market. 
 
 In the case of foreign/naturalized immigrants, it is worth mentioning that 
government transfers had been the major component of income other than that of wages 
and salaries, mainly for those who had declared Japan as their place of residence in 1995 
(62.0%). Such a situation is probably explained by that this specific group was comprised 
of aged people. 
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5) Final remarks 
 
 The present study aimed at exploring some possible analyses stemming from the 
2000 Brazilian census data, by focusing the returning international migration. The results 
found, though inconclusive, indicate that there is still a long way to follow. However, some 
aspects, already observed by Carvalho (2004), are now clearer. 
 
 The returning migration is surely of crucial importance in the Brazilian case, as 
international migration is to be analysed. Variations – which have occurred in the 
international scenario since the 2000 census was carried out – may have contributed for 
changes in the background shown here. Anyway, a direct relation between the place of 
destination of Brazilian immigrants and job opportunities as well as their income structure 
on their return is clearly established.  
 

If concern with social security is added to the findings of this brief diagnosis, then 
the need for public sector intervention in solving issues related to those mostly dependant 
of government transfers is undeniably clear. Additionally, depending on the country of 
destination chosen by the Brazilian immigrants, a possible generation of savings and 
investments that may contribute to income diversification and insertion in the labour market 
on their return to Brazil should also be considered.  
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