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Siimer Esin Sengurt’
Murat Ozay Taskin™

Neighboring Crisis:
Forced Displacement

from Ukraine and Poland’s
Response Strategies (2022-2025)

DOI: 10.58183/pjps.03042025

Abstract

This article examines the impact of the mass forced displacement trig-
gered by Russia’s attack on Ukraine on 24 February 2022 and analyzes
Poland’s political, institutional, and societal responses between 2022 and
2025. Using qualitative documentary analysis, the study evaluates how
legal regulations, state practices, media discourse, and public attitudes
collectively shaped Poland’s evolving governance of Ukrainian Forced
Migrants (UFMs). The analysis is primarily situated within debates on
conditional solidarity and welfare chauvinism, with additional insights
drawn from securitization dynamics where relevant. The findings show
that although Poland rapidly presented itself as Europe’s humanitarian
leader in the initial phase of the crisis, the prolongation of the war, ris-
ing welfare pressures, and increasing political polarization progressively
eroded this stance. The 2022 temporary protection law — first framed as
a generous humanitarian measure —became embedded in a governance
framework marked by public fatigue, political contestation, and fiscal con-
cerns. Media narratives and the moral role of religious institutions

* University of Silesia in Katowice,
e-mail: sumer.senyurt@us.edu.pl,
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0794-

0869

** University of Wroclaw, e-mail:
334906@uwr.edu.pl, https://orcid.
org/0000-0002-1319-839X

(S5207) ¥ onss] [ Swnjop


https://doi.org/10.58183/pjps.03042025
mailto:sumer.senyurt@us.edu.pl
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0794-0869
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0794-0869
mailto:334906@uwr.edu.pl
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1319-839X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1319-839X

Polish Journal
of POlit_iCal Neighboring Crisis: Forced Displacement from Ukraine and Poland’s Response Strategies (2022-2025) 36
Science
further influenced societal perceptions, contributing to a shift from un- s
conditional assistance to more conditional and strategically calibrated g
forms of support. In certain policy areas, especially border practices, &
elements of securitizing discourse also became visible, reinforcing a more z
selective approach to protection. Overall, the Polish case illustrates the i
structural limits of humanitarian solidarity in the absence of long-term, N
sustainable migration management mechanisms. The analysis shows that N
the balance between humanitarian responsibility and national interest -
became increasingly difficult to maintain, suggesting that solidarity is in-
herently fragile when exposed to economic pressures, political incentives,
and shifting public attitudes.
Keywords
Poland, Ukrainian Forced Migrants (UFMs), forced displacement, migration gov-
ernance, conditional solidarity
Introduction he war that broke out between Russia and Ukraine on 24 February 2022 has resulted in mass
forced displacement. This situation is described as the fastest forced displacement to Europe
in the last thirty years.! In response to Russia’s aggressive invasion, millions of Ukrainian citi- H
zens were compelled to leave their homes and seek safety in other countries. Due to its proximity, 1. C. Sacchi, Protection of Perinatal
Poland played a crucial role during the initial days and weeks of the conflict, emerging as the primary Mental Health During the War in
destination for Ukrainian Forced Migrants (UFMs).? Ugmine’ ,.The Lancet Regional Health
— Europe”, 2022, Vol. 15, p. 1, DOL:
10.1016/j.lanepe.2022.100362.
Poland’s process of managing the large influx of UFMs has been characterized from the outset by
unprecedented support from society, civil society organizations, and local authorities. However, 2; W‘,Pac' Cha{lenge_s and Strate-
. . . K gies in Poland’s Policy Towards
the scale of the temporary protection regime, rapid access to the labor market, and mounting pres- Ukraine in the Context of Migra-
sures on housing, education, and healthcare systems have highlighted the need to develop coher- tion, “Politics & Security’, 2025,
ent medium- and long-term migration policies.? The Polish people’s act of opening their homes to Vol. 11, No. 1, p. 42, DOI: 10.54658/
provide shelter for hundreds of thousands of UFMs created an exemplary atmosphere of solidarity ps.28153324.2025.11.1,pp 42-54.
across society; during this process, civil society organizations, local authorities, and the private sec-
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tor plaged critical roles in aid and integration activities. However, in the initial stages of the human-
itarian response, the limited availability of public resources and coordination shortcomings were
notable, placing significant strain on social services and infrastructure. This situation highlighted
the need to establish a sustainable and long-term migration management framework beyond the im-
mediate response to the crisis.*

n response to the rapidly changing situation, Poland has taken a series of legal, administrative, and

diplomatic measures to both support UFMs and protect the state’s interests. Amendments to the Al-
iens Act, which came into force in 2023, introduced new mechanisms to manage forced displacement
flows into the country and strengthen border procedures. The wave of mass forced displacement fol-
lowing the war has reshaped Poland’s approach to migration management, significantly transforming
the country’s position within the European Union and its regional relations. These issues have also
been raised at the European Union level, with Poland calling for a common approach to the migration
issue and for increased financial support and solidarity.’

his article addresses the issue of forced displacement originating from Ukraine and Poland’s re-

sponse to this phenomenon. The paper also focuses on the main challenges arising from this
forced displacement, the strategies adopted by Poland following the outbreak of the Russia—Ukraine
war, and the bilateral dimension of Polish-Ukrainian cooperation in managing the crisis. Particular
emphasis is placed on the social and political factors shaping Poland’s perception of UFMs, especially
the role of the Church, the media, and the government.

his article aims to provide an analysis of Poland’s governance of the forced displacement crisis

triggered by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and to evaluate the country’s political, legal, and insti-
tutional responses between 2022 and 2025. The study examines how the Polish state, public institu-
tions, media, and society jointly shaped the evolution of Poland’s approach to UFMs. In this context,
particular attention is paid to legal regulations, the activities of public institutions, media discourse,
and societal attitudes, enabling a holistic assessment of the national response.

o guide the inquiry, the study is structured around the following research question: How and why

did Poland’s policy toward UFMs evolve from an initial model of humanitarian solidarity into
a security- and interest-driven governance framework between 2022 and 2025, and what political,
social, and institutional dynamics shaped this transformation?

3. OECD Economic Surveys: Poland
2023, OECD Publishing 2023,

pp- 20-22, https://www.oecd.org/
economy/poland-economic-snapshot/,
(access 17.10.2025); M. Duszczyk,

P. Raczmarczyk, Poland and War Refu-
gees from Ukraine — Beyond Pure Aid,
“CESifo Forum”, 2022, Vol. 23, No. 4,

pp- 37-38, https://www.ifo.de/en/pub-
likationen/2022/article-journal/poland-

and-war-refugees-ukraine-beyond-
pure-aid, (access 17.10.2025).

4. Transformational Humanitarian
Response: The Example of Poland,
Humanitarian Leadership Academy /
Save the Children 2023, pp. 6-7,12-14,
16-17, 22-23, https://www.humanitari-
anleadershipacademy.org/wp-content/
uploads/2023/05/Transformational-
Humanitarian-Response-The-Example-
of-Poland.pdf, (access 17.10.2025).

5. Pact on Migration and Asylum,
European Commission 2024, https://
home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies/
migration-and-asylum/pact-migration-
and-asglum_en, (access 17.10.2025);
Changes in migration law, Office for
Foreigners 2023, https://www.gov.pl/
web/udsc-en/changes-in-migration-
law, (access 17.10.2025).
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he study is conceptually grounded in three complementary strands of migration theory. First,
the shift from humanitarian to restrictive policies is interpreted through the lens of securitiza-
tion theory, which explains how states frame migration as a security threat to legitimize exceptional
governance measures.® Second, welfare chauvinism literature provides an analytical basis for under-  [ll

standing how political actors emphasize the protection of national welfare systems and prioritize cit-
izens over non-citizens — a dynamic visible in Poland’s debates on social assistance for UFMs.” Third,
the analysis draws on scholarship on humanitarian and conditional solidarity, which highlights how
initial moral commitments to protection often erode under economic pressures, social fatigue, and
political contestation.® Together, these perspectives offer a coherent theoretical framework for ex-
plaining Poland’s movement from early humanitarian openness to a more selective, interest-driven
governance model between 2022 and 2025.

Methodologicallg, the study employs a qualitative research design centered on document analy-
sis, supported by descriptive quantitative data. Document analysis was selected as the primary
method because it enables systematic examination of legal texts, institutional publications, and policy
documents that reflect Poland’s evolving migration governance. Within this framework, the research
analyzes official reports, legislative acts, and regulatory documents issued by the Polish government,
the European Commission, and international organizations. Statistical data published by central Pol-
ish institutions, including the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Administration, the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, the Ministry of Family and Social Policy, and the Central Statistical Office (GUS), were incor-
porated to contextualize policy changes with empirical indicators.

he data corpus includes documents related to the European Union’s New Pact on Migration and

Asylum, European Commission progress reports, official legislation and implementation docu-
ments on the temporary protection regime and Aliens Act in Poland, as well as publications from
national research centers such as the Centre of Migration Research (CMR). Reports produced by in-
ternational organizations (UNHCR, OECD, Humanitarian Leadership Academy), academic articles,
public opinion surveys, and media coverage were also examined to capture different dimensions of
the crisis. Together, these sources provide a comprehensive, multi-layered overview of Poland’s pol-
icy trajectory between 2022 and 2025.

ocument selection followed a criterion-based strategy. Official state documents were included
due to their authoritative nature; reports from research centers and organizations provided ana-

6. B. Buzan, O. Weever, J. de Wilde, Se-
curity: A New Framework for Analysis,
Lynne Rienner 1998; O. Weever, Secu-
ritization and Desecuritization, in: On
Security, ed. R.D. Lipschutz, Columbia
University Press 1995, pp. 46-86.

7.G. Brochmann, A. Hagelund, Immigra-
tion Policy and the Scandinavian
Welfare State 1945-2010, Palgrave
Macmillan 2012; W. Kymlicka,

K. Banting, Immigration, Multicultural-
ism, and the Welfare State, “Ethics &
International Affairs”, 2006, Vol. 20,

No. 3, pp. 281-301, DOI: 10.1111/j.1747-
7093.2006.00027.x.

8. D. Fassin, Humanitarian Reason:
A Moral History of the Present, Univer-
sity of California Press 2012.
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lytical depth; academic works offered theoretical framing; and public opinion surveys and media
content captured societal narratives and shifts in public perception. This triangulation ensures reli-
ability, analytical richness, and methodological transparency.

he analytical process followed a structured form of qualitative content analysis. All selected

documents were reviewed and thematically coded across three core dimensions: state policy
responses, societal attitudes, and institutional practices. Coding was conducted iteratively, meaning
that analytical categories were refined as new patterns emerged within the material. Special atten-
tion was paid to identifying critical junctures — such as the adoption of the temporary protection law
or shifts in public discourse — that signaled changes in governance. This approach ensured systemat-
ic comparison across sources and allowed the findings to be grounded in verifiable textual evidence
rather than descriptive summarization alone.

In addition, the study adopts a case study approach, examining Poland as a representative example
of a state confronted with sudden, large-scale forced displacement. Rey events, such as the adop-
tion of the temporary protection law, the grain crisis, and growing aid fatigue, are analyzed as critical
junctures that illustrate the movement from humanitarian to securitized policymaking. The research
also incorporates secondary data analysis, particularly news reports from major international out-
lets, to trace evolving public discourse and political messaging surrounding UFMs. Integrating quali-
tative findings with quantitative indicators allows for a contextualized and evidence-based explana-
tion of Poland’s policy transformation after 2022.

or terminological consistency, this article uses the term “Ukrainian Forced Migrants” (UFMs) to

describe individuals displaced by the Russian invasion of 24 February 2022. This terminology is
adopted because the majority of those fleeing Ukraine fall neither under formal refugee status nor
within the category of asylum seekers, but instead are beneficiaries of the temporary protection re-
gime. The term aligns with the definition provided by the International Organization for Migration
(IOM), which defines forced migration as “a migratory movement in which an element of coercion
exists, including threats to life and livelihood arising from natural or man-made causes.”

9. Glossary on Migration, International
Migration Law Series, No. 34, Inter-
national Organization for Migration
2019, p. 77, https://publications.iom.int/
system/files/pdf/iml_34_glossary.pdf,
(access 30.11.2025).
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’ . . . :
Poland’s Mang European countries, particularly Poland, have begun to harbor security concerns due to |l E
Strategic the Russian threat, and the region has entered a new period of turmoil.'® This change may be 10. O. Isig1¢ok, S. Kariman, Ukraynalt =
. . A~ v TT . ) 2]
Orientation considered to have plaged a significant role in the escalation of the reaction towards Russia."" Poland Miilteciler Ornegi Uzerinden Avrupamin ¢
I L g
. and Ukraine share similar assessments that Russia is the main source of instability and aggression in Miiltecilere Bakis Agisinn Degerlendi IS
F0110w1ng rilmesi, “Uluslararasi Tarih Aragtirmala- &
S
[\~
o1

the Russia-
Ukraine War

he most significant impact of the war on Poland is the increase in its importance for European

security. Poland has become a critical strategic actor as a result of the war."® Following the inva-
sion of Ukraine, Poland has both spearheaded military aid to its neighbor, Ukraine, and taken steps
to become Europe’s largest land force.* Poland has also become the main hub for American weapons
sent to Ukraine. It plays a significant role in providing humanitarian aid to UFMs in Poland and in the
dynamic development of the Polish army and NATO’s eastern flank. Moreover, Polish authorities are
steadily increasing defense spending, contributing to Poland’s growing importance as a defender of
NATO'’s eastern flank.”®

Russia’s war against Ukraine, which began in February 2022, has resulted in the largest movement
of UFMs in Europe since the Second World War, estimated by the UNHCR at 5.2 million people.
In the first two months, approximately 3 million UFMs fleeing the war crossed the Polish border, over
95 per cent of whom were Ukrainian citizens.'® In response to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Poland
adopted the Act on Assistance to Ukrainian Citizens in Connection with the Armed Conflict in the
Territory of that State on 12 March 2022. Poland’s temporary protection law does not appear to fully
comply with the Temporary Protection Directive and the Council’s implementing decision.”” As the
EU’s temporary protection law has never been applied before, there is no existing practice that can
be examined in this regard or compared with the legal situation of persons fleeing Russia’s invasion
of Ukraine.”® Procedures are handled in different ways and by different institutions. The Polish sys-
tem is based on Temporary Protection, which provides persons fleeing war with the opportunity to
enter Poland safely and stay in special accommodation or organized shelters (before finding a place
to rent or be accommodated).”” From the outset of the war, the Polish government began systematic
and organized efforts to establish reception centers for UFMs. Reception points are locations where
UFMs can rest, eat, receive medical assistance and psychological counselling, apply for international
aid, complete the necessary documents to obtain residency rights, be referred to one of the reception
centers established for Ukrainians, and obtain information about transportation options to other Pol-

11. M.N. Celikaslan, Ukrayna-Rusya
Savagu: Avrupali Bir Milletin Yikimu,
“Tiirk Yonetim ve Ekonomi Aragtirmala-
r1 Dergisi”, 2022, Vol. 3, No. 1, p. 56.

12.1. Kolosov, Military’s Medical Coop-
eration Between Poland and Ukraine:
Labour Law Features, “The security
architecture of European and Euro-
Atlantic spaces”, 2022, p. 127, DOLI:
10.30525/978-9934-26-225-8-9.

13. M.S. Erol, D. Bagaran, Rusya-Ukray-
na Savagt Baglaminda Polonya’'nin Ar-
tan Jeopolitik Onemi, “Uluslararasi Kriz

ve Sigaset Aragtirmalar1 Dergisi”, 2022,
Vol. 6, No. 1, p.18.

14. C. Saglam, Dogu Cephesinde Yeni Bir
Sey Yok: Rusya-Ukrayna Savast Sonrast
Avrupada Savas Hazirliklary, “Giivenlik
Stratejileri Dergisi’, 2023, p. 207, DOI:
10.17752/guvenlikstrtj.1365782.

15. k. Jurenczyk, Changing the Impor-
tance of Poland in the Security Policy of
the United States in the Context of the
War in Ukraine, “Przeglad Politologic-
zny”, 2023, No. 1, pp. 54-61, DOLI:
10.14746/pp.2022.28.14.
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ish cities. As a result, amid the wave of public support for UFMs, Poland became the focus of global
attention and was even described in the international media as “the world’s largest NGO."?°

Viewed collectively, these developments suggest that Poland’s strategic orientation during the war
not only reflected its geopolitical concerns but also laid the foundations for a gradual securitiza-
tion of migration governance. The country’s central role in European defense and its self-presenta-
tion as a frontline security actor reinforced policy narratives that framed the arrival of UFMs as part
of a broader national security landscape rather than solely a humanitarian responsibility. This early
fusion of humanitarian mobilization with security-driven statecraft created the conditions for a later
shift toward more selective and interest-based policies, illustrating how Poland’s strategic posture
in the Russia—Ukraine war accelerated the move from unconditional solidarity to a more securitized
and regulated approach to forced displacement.

Faith-based
Solidarity:
The Church’s
Position
Regarding
Ukrainian
Forced
Migrants

Ithough Poland and Ukraine belong to different denominations within the same religion (Poland

Catholic, Ukraine Orthodox), the two countries have established close relations throughout his-
tory.” During the initial period of the mass arrival of UFMs in Poland, the Catholic Church provided
assistance both institutionally and socially.?> On 25 February 2022, the Polish Bishops’ Permanent
Council Conference held an emergency online meeting and issued a statement pledging to “pray for
the millions of people affected by the attack.” Furthermore, the conference strongly condemned “Rus-
sia’s brutal military attack” and “the barbaric decision by the Russian president to launch military op-
erations against Ukraine,” calling for ‘repentance and an end to military actions that have cost many
lives, including civilians.*

riests, nuns, and other clergy have been working for UFMs since the beginning of the war. Nuns

have also been actively involved in preparing and distributing hot meals, hygiene products, cloth-
ing, and blankets, helping people move from areas affected by the war, seeking job opportunities for
UFMs in Poland, and creating new jobs at their own centers.?* Another statement made by the Church
is that denomination is not important for the Catholic Church; everyone who comes here is warmly
welcomed.? The late Catholic leader, Pope Francis, thanked the Polish people for their aid to Ukraine,
including “those who bring support and hope to the people of Ukraine who remain in the war-torn
country and suffer this torment.”?° Poland has earned the gratitude of Ukrainian authorities and citi-
zens by taking a leading role in international aid, and the Catholic Church has also played a signifi-

16. M. Duszczyk, P. Raczmarczyk, War
and Migration: The Recent Influx from
Ukraine into Poland and Possible Sce-
narios for the Future, “CMR Spotlight”,
2022,Vol. 4, No. 39, p. 5, https://www.
migracje.uw.edu.pl/wp-content/up-
loads/2022/04/Spotlight-APRIL-2022.
pdf, (access 17.10.2025).

17. While the Temporary Protection
Directive (2001/55/EC) provides

a harmonised EU framework guaran-
teeing minimum rights such as resi-
dence permits, access to the labour
market, and social assistance, Poland’s
Special Law of 12 March 2022 (Spe-
custawa) introduced a nationally tai-
lored system that diverges from
several of these provisions. Unlike the
TPD'’s uniform EU-wide scheme, Spe-
custawa created separate registration
procedures, differentiated access to
benefits, and distinct time limits

for specific forms of assistance. These
discrepancies indicate that Poland
aligned itself with the EU emergency
framework in principle while retaining
considerable domestic discretion in its
practical implementation.

18. M. Lysienia, Following the EU Re-
sponse to the Russian Invasion of
Ukraine? The Implementation of the
Temporary Protection Directive in Po-
land, “Central and Eastern European
Migration Review”, 2023, Vol. 12, No. 1,
pp-184-194, DOI:10.54667/
ceemr.2023.14.

19. M. Rosiel-Pajak, P. Sadowski, British
and Polish Temporary Protection
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cant role by providing effective assistance at every level to UFMs, including financial aid, medical and
psychological support, and shelter.?

In sum, the Church’s response demonstrates that its early humanitarian mobilization played a key
role in shaping Poland’s normative framing of UFMs as morally deserving victims, reinforcing the
initial phase of unconditional and value-driven solidarity. By emphasizing universal compassion and
rejecting denominational boundaries, religious actors strengthened a discourse of moral obligation
that temporarily insulated UFMs from politicized or exclusionary narratives. However, this strong
ethical framing also reveals the limits of humanitarian solidarity: because it rests on moral senti-
ment rather than institutional guarantees, it is vulnerable to erosion as political pressures, welfare
concerns, and securitization dgnamics intensify. In this sense, the Church’s response illustrates how
faith-based humanitarianism can generate powerful but fragile forms of inclusion - forms that later
become subject to conditionality as the broader governance landscape shifts from moral imperative
to state-centered interests.

The Repre-
sentation of
UKrainian
Forced

Migrants in
Polish Media

ussia’s large-scale attack on Ukraine in February 2022 has fundamentally transformed not only

Poland’s demographic structure but also the country’s political and media discourse on migration
and solidarity. As of early 2024, the number of UFMs living in Poland under temporary protection
status is estimated at approximately 950,000, with children constituting 40 per cent of this group.?®
In the first months of the war, public opinion polls recorded exceptionally high levels of support for
accepting people fleeing Ukraine, with approval reaching 94 per cent; this figure later declined to
57 per cent.?” However, as the conflict dragged on and the cost of aid became an issue, this positive
attitude gradually diminished, with fatigue and discontent becoming apparent in public discourse.

During the 2023 election campaign, the Ukraine issue increasingly became an internal political
tool in Poland. Particularly during the process known as the “toxic grain crisis,” grain imports
from Ukraine were at the center of both economic and political debates. Following Russia’s attack on
Ukraine, the European Union launched the ‘grain corridor” initiative to support the Ukrainian econ-
omy, allowing Ukrainian grain to be temporarily transported through EU countries. However, within
a short time, part of this grain entered the Polish domestic market, causing a significant drop in the
income of local producers. This situation led to intense protests by Polish farmers and weakened the
rhetoric of solidarity with Ukraine. The crisis was transformed into an internal political struggle by
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actors using the argument of “protecting the labor of Polish farmers.” During this period, both the
ruling party and the opposition stirred up public sentiment with populist slogans such as “ungrateful
Ukrainians.” In the media, Ukrainian grain was frequently labelled “poisonous” or “dangerous,” and an
economic dispute was framed as a “moral and national threat.” As Oksana Babakova noted, “the grain
crisis stemmed not from internet trolls, but from the Polish media’s love of sensational headlines.”°

his change has also been clearly observed in social attitudes. While 72 per cent supported ac-

cepting UFMs in 2022, this figure had fallen to 52 per cent by the beginning of 2024 .3 Similarly,
a study conducted by the Associated Press shows that support has fallen from 94 per cent to 57 per
cent.3> This change reflects the phenomena described by Babakova as “war fatigue” and “the politi-
cization of gratitude”; that is, the perception that Ukraine does not sufficiently appreciate Poland’s
generosity has grown stronger.*?

Far—right parties, particularly the Confederation movement, have amplified such narratives
through social media campaigns, including the hashtag #StopUkrainizationOfPoland. Accord-
ing to platform-level engagement data, these campaigns have generated an estimated 20-30 million
monthly views, circulating messages such as “Ukrainians are receiving aid while Poles are being
disadvantaged.” Although mainstream parties have not adopted overtly hostile positions, some have
echoed calls for “limiting aid,” reflecting shifts in public sentiment. Media reports referring to issues
such as “refugees (sic) misusing aid” or “filling schools” have also become more common, illustrating
how themes of cultural competition and perceived economic pressure have entered public debate.3*

Despite this, the contribution of Ukrainians to Polish society and the economy is undeniable. Ac-
cording to international press data for 2025, the Polish economy grew by approximately 2.7% in
2024, thanks to the arrival of Ukrainians (referred to in the media as ‘refugees”) gaining direct ac-
cess to the labor market.*®* However, this economic benefit has not completely alleviated the tension
in public perception. Several international reports published in the fall of 2025 noted an “alarming
rise in anti-Ukrainian xenophobia” in Poland, with Ukrainian children facing verbal harassment and
ostracism in schools, and adults avoiding speaking Ukrainian in public.*® During the same period, the
Polish President’s veto of a law extending social assistance to “refugees” (sic) signaled a shift in the
policy debate, reflecting a growing political emphasis on fiscal restraint rather than further expan-
sion of support mechanisms.¥’
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hen considered in light of Poland’s shifting political landscape, the transformation of media

narratives illustrates how public discourse became a central arena in which the boundaries of
solidarity were renegotiated. The sensational framing of the grain crisis and appeals to “gratitude” re-
framed economic tensions as moral and national issues, reinforcing a logic of conditional solidarity
in which support for UFMs became tied to expectations of reciprocity. Simultaneously, depictions of
Ukrainians as beneficiaries of disproportionate aid or as contributors to social and economic strain
activated welfare-chauvinist interpretations of fairness and resource competition. As these themes
circulated across mainstream and social media, they normalized more exclusionary understandings
of who deserves assistance, thereby facilitating a broader shift from humanitarian openness toward
more selective, interest-driven, and occasionally securitized approaches to forced displacement.

State Policy
and Crisis
Management:
The Polish
Government
in the Face

of Ukrainian
Forced
Migrants

he developments that took place during the Russia—Ukraine war in 2022 led the West to approach

Poland not ideologically but within the framework of its geopolitical stance and preferences, thus
strengthening the hand of the Law and Justice Party (PiS) government.?® Under the governance of the
Law and Justice Party, which has assumed a leading position among Western powers in responding
to Russia, the Polish government — while attaining a position of moral ascendancy through its support
for Ukraine — has nonetheless continued its trajectory amid ongoing legal and institutional contro-
versies.?® However, as the war continued, relations between Poland and Ukraine deteriorated due to
ongoing disputes over grain exports.*°

D onald Tusk’s government, which came to power in December 2023, assumed office with the goal
of initiating a process of “normalization” in relations with the European Union (EU) and restor-
ing the rule of law. However, the geopolitical dynamics created by the Ukraine war shaped the Tusk
administration’s domestic policy as well as its foreign policy. While the government’s policy toward
Ukraine initially appeared to be founded on the principles of humanitarian and European solidarity,
it gradually evolved into a balancing act between economic interests, domestic public pressure, and
security concerns.

he Tusk government largely maintained the security-oriented policies implemented under the
Law and Justice Party (PiS). No radical shift occurred in the areas of border protection, mi-
gration management, or asylum policy*! The government’s response to the New Pact on Migration
and Asylum, adopted by the European Parliament in May 2024, clearly reflected this continuity. It
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rejected the regulation requiring the relocation of asylum seekers among EU member states and
financial contributions from countries opposing it, stating that Poland would not take part in the
“mandatory refugee quota” (sic) system.*? This attitude reinforced comments that the Tusk admin-
istration, despite its pro-European rhetoric, was continuing the populist immigration approach in-
herited from the PiS era.*

he “grain crisis,” sparked by the entry of Ukrainian grain into the Polish market, has been one of

the most serious tests of the Tusk government’s Ukraine policy. Throughout 2024, Polish farmers
staged mass protests, claiming that cheap Ukrainian grain was harming domestic producers. In re-
sponse to this pressure, the government temporarily halted grain imports from Ukraine ** This deci-
sion caused disappointment in the Kyivadministration, leading to comments that Poland had strayed
from the humanitarian solidarity approach of the initial period of the war*

ssentially, Poland’s Ukraine policy under Donald Tusk has undergone a shift in tone rather than

direction. While humanitarian and pro-European rhetoric remained intact, policy implementa-
tion was guided by pragmatism, security priorities, and public sentiment. By 2025, Poland had shifted
from its initial “moral leadership” stance to a more measured, expedient balance that reflected both
the limits of solidarity and the constraints of domestic politics.

he election of Karol Nawrocki as president in August 2025 ushered in a new era in Polish state

policy and crisis management. Nawrocki, who ran as an independent candidate supported by the
Law and Justice Party, adopted a discourse that emphasized the principles of national sovereignty
and security continuity over humanitarian expansion.*® Although he initially stated that he would
continue to support Ukraine’s struggle against Russia, his rhetoric soon became increasingly cau-
tious regarding the long-term economic and social burden posed by UFMs.#

he approach to UFMs increasingly moved from broad emergency support toward more restric-

tive welfare considerations. At the end of August 2025, President Nawrocki vetoed a law ex-
tending social assistance to approximately one million people, referred to in public debate as “refu-
gees” (sic), living in Poland.*® This law aimed to extend housing and child benefits provided under
emergency measures that came into effect in 2022. Nawrocki justified his decision by stating that
“Polish hospitality cannot replace a sustainable policy” and that the aid system should be restruc-
tured to protect the interests of Polish taxpayers.*’ This stance has been seen as an effort to con-
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solidate the conservative voter base at a time when public fatigue over long-standing UFMs aid
is growing.

D espite Nawrocki’s continued cooperation with the Kyiv government in defense and security mat-
ters, his domestic policy increasingly reflects a broader European shift toward more restrictive
welfare and migration policies. This orientation emphasizes the protection of national welfare sys-
tems while placing greater limits on access to assistance for non-citizens.>

hen examined through the lens of Poland’s evolving governance priorities, the state’s response

to UFMs demonstrates how humanitarian commitments made during the initial phase of the
war were gradually reshaped by security imperatives, welfare considerations, and domestic political
pressures. The continuity between PiS and Tusk-era policies — despite stark rhetorical differences
— shows that migration governance increasingly operated within a securitized framework that treat-
ed border protection, EU negotiations, and welfare distribution as interconnected arenas of national
interest. At the same time, the grain crisis and Nawrocki’s veto illustrated how concerns over fis-
cal burden and fairness activated welfare-chauvinist logics, enabling political actors to recalibrate
solidarity in more conditional and selective terms. Taken together, these dynamics reveal how Polish
state policy moved from early moral leadership to a more interest-driven equilibrium in which sup-
port for UFMs became contingent on economic, political, and security calculations rather than on
humanitarian imperatives alone.

Conclusion

his study has shown that Poland’s response to the mass arrival of Ukrainian Forced Migrants be-

tween 2022 and 2025 cannot be understood solely through administrative measures or humani-
tarian mobilization. Rather, it reflects a dynamic interplay between geopolitical positioning, shift-
ing public sentiment, institutional interests, and the evolving logic of national welfare and security.
Poland’s initial phase of extraordinary openness — rooted in moral urgency, civic mobilization, and
strong religious framing — created a powerful narrative of unconditional solidarity. Yet, as the crisis
evolved, this humanitarian consensus proved fragile, increasingly constrained by political competi-
tion, socio-economic pressures, and governance dilemmas.

Across the different domains analyzed in this article — state policy, religious engagement, media
representation, public opinion, and local implementation — a pattern emerges that closely aligns
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with the mechanisms described by securitization theory, welfare chauvinism, and conditional soli-
darity. Media narratives shifted from empathy to contestation, amplifying concerns over economic
strain, reciprocity, and the boundaries of national obligation. Religious actors sustained an ethos of
moral duty but could not shield public debate from politicization or fatigue. State authorities, despite
rhetorical continuity between the PiS and Tusk administrations, progressively recalibrated their ap-
proach by reinforcing border protection, tightening welfare access, and prioritizing national eco-
nomic interests. President Nawrocki’'s 2025 veto symbolized this broader transition: a move from
emergency generosity to a more selective, interest-driven model of protection.

related observation — although not the primary focus of this study — concerns the contrast be-

ween Poland’s facilitated reception of Ukrainians and its more restrictive approach at the Be-
larus—Poland border. Whereas UFMs benefited from expedited procedures and broad access to as-
sistance under the Special Law, asylum seekers arriving through Belarus encountered significantly
stricter controls and a more securitized environment. This contrast illustrates how contextual factors
such as geopolitical alignment, perceived proximity, and security concerns can shape differentiated
state practices within the wider landscape of Polish migration governance. It also suggests that the
implementation of temporary protection, while formally anchored in EU legislation, remains subject
to national discretion and political priorities.

Taken together, these developments illustrate how Poland’s migration governance evolved from
an early model of exceptional humanitarian solidarity toward a more regulated, conditional, and
interest-based framework. This shift does not negate the scale of support extended to UFMs, but it
highlights the structural limits of solidarity when crises become prolonged and intersect with do-
mestic political pressures. The Polish case therefore offers broader lessons for European migration
governance: even when states demonstrate remarkable responsiveness in the face of sudden dis-
placement, durable protection requires stable welfare systems, clear legal alignment with EU frame-
works, and political narratives that resist the instrumentalization of vulnerability. Without such
foundations, solidarity remains inherently temporary — expansive in moments of moral urgency, but
increasingly selective as geopolitical, economic, and social concerns regain prominence.
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