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Introduction

The Gastarbeiter phenomenon has tangibly marked Yugoslavia. There is much evidence to
prove it — e.g., the number of Yugoslav workers who left the country, the sum of their remit-
tances, the pop culture that inspired them or that they promoted. The aim of this paper is to
provide an insight into what the Gastarbeiter phenomenon signified for Yugoslavia through
the analysis of the Yugoslav authorities’ approach towards the Gastarbeiters’ return home.

The frequent Gastarbeiters’ visits in Yugoslavia, as well as the money they sent home to
the family, generated expectations not only within the Gastarbeiters’ family network, but
also in the institutional spheres and in their local community. However, even if significant
regional and national differences emerged,’ the initiatives which the Yugoslav authorities
took in order to promote the Gastarbeiters’ projects/investments domestically often failed,
affecting not only the returnees, but also Yugoslav society as a whole.

In order to analyze the above-mentioned aspects, I will provide a chronological division
of the Yugoslav political debate on the (expected) Gastarbeiter return, from the beginning of
the 1970s until the collapse of Yugoslavia in 1991. I have identified three periods: 1972—1975;
1975—1983; 1983—1991. Each of them is marked by a different domestic and international
conjuncture and a different attitude towards the potential returnees.

The thesis supporting this chronological division is that when the Gastarbeiters started
coming back in the 1970s, the Yugoslav authorities were taken by surprise. Even if in the po-
litical discourse the Yugoslav workers “temporarily” abroad were always considered as part of
Yugoslav society, no plan for their return appears to have been implemented until the 1970s.
It was only with the halt on recruitment in Western Europe in November 1973 that the Yu-
goslav elites started to take into consideration the possibility of Gastarbeiters’seriously com-
ing back.

1. From laissez-faire to State Control: The End of a “Full-benefit” Gastarbeiters’
Emigration (1972-1975)

Since the economic benefit of the temporary working abroad was already recognized by the
Yugoslav establishment in 1961, it was only ten years later that its function was publicly ad-
mitted and that the discussions on the problems related to workers’ emigration entered the
political debate.? Croatia was the first republic where the economic necessity of worker emi-
grations provoked scholarly and scientific criticisms warning about the multi-faceted conse-
quences of emigration.® However, the main concerns were still regarding emigration issues,
in particular “brain drain” and the activity of the neprijatelska emigracija — the anti-Yu-
goslav political emigrants. It was only due to the halt on recruitment (November 1973) and
the echo of the high-pitched discussion in Western Europe with regard to the dismissal of
foreign workers that the return of the Gastarbeiters started to receive more institutional at-
tention.* Even so, the knowledge of the Gastarbeiters’ conditions abroad was too defective
and inadequate to take over control of this situation efficiently and quickly.

During the 1960s, the Yugoslav migration policy consisted mainly of making agreements
on recruitment, medical/retirement insurances with the host countries’ departments and
through contact with foreign Trade Unions, who dealt with the rights of the Gastarbeiters as
workers.® The care for the Gastarbeiters’ everyday needs had been delegated to the self-or-
ganization of different local and Yugoslav actors, which collaborated only occasionally.® The
result was that the service was discontinuous and often overlapped with the social activity
of the Catholic institutions.” This could probably be identified as an additional motivation,
which explains why the Gastabeiters, who decided to go abroad legally, i.e. with the help of
the office for employment (zavod za zaposljavanje), continued to be a minority group. The
fact that only unqualified and unemployed workers could apply for a job abroad, and that a
long period of time elapsed between application and departure, contrasted with the simplic-
ity and rapidity of informal networks, which offered, together with the job, the significant
advantage of the support of relatives/friends with considerable experience in the host coun-

try.
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In conclusion, the weak Yugoslav institutional presence abroad and its unsuitable actions
severely compromised the implementation of an appropriate reintegration policy.

2. The Yugoslav Reintegration Policy as a Policy of Money Recruitment. The Fear
of the Gastarbeiters’ Self-initiatives and the Need for their Savings (1975-1983)

As mentioned above, it was only due to the halt on recruitment in Western Europe that the Yu-
goslav elite started to take the Gastarbeiters’ possible return seriously. Even so, it was at the
end of 1975 that the first program for the gradual return and reintegration of the Gastarbeit-
ers was approved by the federal apparatus, and one year later, ratified at republic/province
level.® However, despite the declared priority of its implementation and the pressure on the
local party sections to engage themselves into setting up the program, in most cases the pro-
gram was never totally actuated and in some areas it even remained a dead letter.®

Parallel to this process, the return of the Gastarbeiters was a reality.'® The Gastarbeiters
who were coming back with their savings and plans to invest them, had to face exhausting bu-
reaucratic procedures and ambiguous attitudes.'! In the political debate, the Gastarbeiters
were, thanks to their savings, represented as economically appetizing and at the same time
ideologically dangerous, because of their new “self-consciousness” developed in capitalistic
countries. The compromise between the two faces of the same coin materialized in a series of
measures, such as new customs duty, a new law on private investment and official authoriza-
tion of the common, but unsanctioned practice of paying to get a job. Great emphasis was put
on the possibilities within the little private sector, ' although it continued to be difficult to get
off the ground. ' In general, the scope left for the Gastarbeiters’ self-initiative was extremely
narrow.

Even after 1978, the situation did not improve, when on the boost of a renewed interest
for the “Gastarbeiter question” in Europe, Denmark sent financial aid to Yugoslavia, which,
through a newly-constituted federal fund for the Gastarbeiters’ reintegration, was aimed at
supporting Gastarbeiters’ self-initiatives. Despite these incentives, the Gastarbeiters’ invest-
ment in Yugoslavia, such as their return rate, continued to be of a fluctuating character.'# The
situation further worsened in the first half of the 1980’s, when frequent amendments to the
regulation on earnings and on customs duty went often to the disadvantage of the Gastar-
beiters, making profitable activity in Yugoslavia insecure.'®

3. The Failure of the Programs for the Gradual Reintegration of the Gastarbeiters:
a Lot of Money, but no Valid Project to Finance (1983-1991)

In the 1980s the Yugoslav policy for the reintegration of the Gastarbeiters became more and
more dependent on foreign aid. Drastic inflation, currency devaluation, and the bankruptcy
of big state-controlled enterprises in all productive sectors led to a deep economic crisis and
massive unemployment. '® This situation not only considerably affected the possibility to of-
fer returnees but also Yugoslav workers a job position. As a consequence, the on-going meet-
ings to reach agreements between Yugoslavia and the host countries for joint-programs, the
goal of which was the reintegration of the Gastarbeiters and the development of the under-
developed areas, ended up subordinating the former goal to the latter.'”

After the first cooperation agreement with Denmark, similar negotiations started with the
principal European hosting countries (Sweden, France, Germany) and, most important, with
the European Community. There were also initiatives (French and German) addressed di-
rectly to the Gastarbeiters, who received a granted money in cash if they decided to go back
home.'® However, these collaborations were only partially successful. When, after long ne-
gotiations, Yugoslavia and the host country reached an agreement, several problems emerged
during the realization. They were partly of bureaucratic nature: the long procedures which
blocked projects in the administrative offices and the unclear division of responsibilities on
local/national and federative levels often caused delay in project selection and in canceling
existing projects.'®

Other obstacles were of economic and structural nature: the lack of financial resources in
the local administrations and the shortage of skilled cadres and workers, often determined
the failure of the projects.?® As a result, the money allocated for their implementation re-
mained unemployed. The Yugoslav establishment decided to find a solution in taking the
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gateway to privatization. Together with the opening to foreign investments, new legislation
on private investment offered new perspectives to the Gastarbeiters as self-employed work-
ers. However, the fact that the Gastarbeiters were from that point on strongly pushed to
invest in associated labor enterprises limited the possibility to take profit from them for two
main reasons. On the one hand, in most cases, state-owned companies went bankrupt with-
out refunding their creditors. On the other hand, the Gastarbeiters, who did not lose their
savings, lacked self-initiative and experience as businessmen.?’

Those who were still of working age often re-emigrated, taking with them the family and
leaving their houses empty, which represented the most visible investment the Gastarbeiters
made at home. Furthermore, there is evidence that, since the end of the 1980s, part of the
Gastarbeiters’ investments and especially those of Serbian and Croatian Diaspora commu-
nities, was bound with patriotic tasks, such as financing the political campaign of nationalist
leaders.?? In 1989 the war prelude and the block on investment to Yugoslavia decreed by the
IMF (May—October 1989), made impracticable any proposal that would aim at reintegrating
the Gastarbeiters in Yugoslavia.

4. Consequence of the Yugoslav Migration Policy on Returnees and Society

The failure (or absence) of a Yugoslav reintegration policy for the Gastarbeiters affected not
only the (potential) returnees but also the Yugoslav society as a whole. The fact that the
Gastarbeiters were (presumed) owners of capital played a crucial factor in determining not
only the expectations of Yugoslav society and institutions regarding the Gastarbeiters’ return
but also their own expectations. The investment of their savings in productive activity was
not only the price to pay for being re-accepted in society but also the necessary compensation
for the sacrifice and privation suffered abroad.

As emerged in the several interviews of Gastarbeiters conducted by the Centar za istrazi-
vanje migracije in the 1970s and 1980s in Belgrade, Zagreb, and Sarajevo, when the Gastar-
beiters came home for holidays, it showed that there was a widespread preparedness to return
to Yugoslavia if a stable and permanent job at home was guaranteed. A good salary was not
so important; they were aware that Yugoslav standards were lower, but this did not represent
areal problem: not only was life cheaper in Yugoslavia, but it was also easier and more beau-
tiful.2® Those accounts demonstrate that Gastarbeiters were willing to invest their savings
and experiences in Yugoslavia, if this meant that they did not have to leave again hearth and
home.

However, to become an investor, the Gastarbeiters’ savings necessitated the existence of
some preconditions in the local community, such as the support of foreign technical and fi-
nancial aid or, minimally, the local presence of thriving industry and specialized workers.
The fact that the Gastarbeiters’ productive investment, in particular in the form of the Gas-
tarbeiters factories, occurred in significant proportions only in the 1960s and early 1970s,
suggested that this period represented a “positive conjuncture”, which was difficult to emu-
late later. This was the result of different factors, which only in part depended on the Yugoslav
policy towards the returnees.

On a macro level, the general worsening of labor conditions in Europe in the 1970s, which
affected particularly foreign workers and hence also Yugoslav workers abroad, played an im-
portant role. However, focusing on Yugoslavia, it emerged that the structural problems of the
Yugoslav system (such as overlapping of competence areas, unequal supply of financial and
technical resources) limited the room for maneuvers for the Gastarbeiters and their reinte-
gration into the local community. Therefore, the huge potential offered by the money and
human capital of the Gastarbeiters, from which Yugoslav society as a whole could have bene-
fited, was wasted and caused a sense of dissatisfaction and powerlessness, which oriented the
Gastarbeiters towards flaunting personal luxury and contributed to pushing them toward a
political orientation with an illicit and/or anti-systemic character.
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