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Abstract  

Free movement rights have been some of the most positive achievements of EU integration. 
However, this paper would like to point to the contradictory effects of these rights, especially 
since the accession of Central and Eastern European countries. Free movement rights create 
numerous benefits for the emigrating population and for the EU as a whole as they enable 
free circulation of labour from places with high unemployment to places where there is a need 
for labour. However, the social, economic and political downsides for the sending Member 
States should not be underestimated. This paper aims to explore what has been done so far 
and which new EU-level measures need to be introduced to mitigate the negative effects of 
free movement, without restricting it. The text reflects on existing and potential new EU funds, 
the reconceptualisation of EU citizenship, and the full implementation of the European Pillar 
of Social Rights.  
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1 Introduction 

Free movement rights and EU citizenship have been among the most positive achievements of 

EU integration. The right to free movement of workers creates a number of benefits not only 

for the emigrating population, but also for the receiving Member State and for the EU as a 

whole as it enables free circulation of labour from places with high unemployment to places 

where labour is most needed. However, the social, economic and political downsides for the 

sending Member States – and especially for less developed regions – should not be 

underestimated, as free movement erodes their production and the tax base, and increases 

disparities between the more and less developed Member States and regions in the EU.  

The aim of this chapter is to discuss this contradiction that is manifest in the opposing 

interests of the EU as a whole, and of individuals who exercise their free movement rights, on 

the one hand, and the interests of the sending Member States and their least developed 

regions, on the other hand. Although it acknowledges this problem, the chapter starts from the 

premise that free movement is an important and positive achievement of EU integration, 

whose downsides should not be utilised or politicised to argue in favour of limiting free 

movement rights. On the contrary, the answer is not to restrict free movement rights, but to 

reflect on further EU integration that would aim to reduce regional disparities in the EU by 

facilitating the development of EU regions that are lagging behind.    

The chapter is structured in four sections. The second section concentrates on recent trends, 

and on the triggers and effects of intra-EU mobility. The third section explores what 

initiatives, studies and measures have been employed so far – both at the EU and national 

levels – to diminish the negative effects of free movement. The concluding section explains 

why a combination of national and EU measures would be optimal to respond to the 
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downsides of free movement of labour. This section also puts forward various policy 

proposals that could be employed in the future, such as the reconceptualisation of EU 

citizenship and the full implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights, and/or the 

introduction of new EU-level financial measures that could mitigate the negative effects of 

free movement, without restricting it.  

2 Intra-EU Mobility: Trends, Causes and Effects 

Free movement of workers has numerous benefits. On top of ensuring a better allocation of 

workers throughout the continent, it is a positive force which contributes to stronger European 

integration. It promotes inter-cultural dialogue by enabling people to learn about other 

nations, and strengthens European identity. In addition, the movement of workers is an 

important channel for dealing with the effects of asymmetric shocks within the monetary 

union. For all these reasons, an increase in EU labour mobility has always been encouraged as 

a positive development for the EU.  

So, what has changed? In order to understand the critiques of the free movement of workers, 

it is important to examine recent trends. As intra-EU mobility has increased over the last 

decade and become concentrated in some regions, some distributional and negative effects 

have occurred for some countries and have started to appear in social and political 

discussions. In order to understand the changing narrative about the free movement of 

workers and address its negative effects, it is important to understand both what triggers it and 

the trends involved, and to analyse its effects at different levels. A proper diagnosis and an 

understanding of the situation are necessary in order to be able to discuss the recent and 

missing policy choices that could effectively deal with this problem. The following section 
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will aim to shed light on the current state of affairs by first explaining the basic statistical 

data, then by considering the causes of intra-EU mobility, and finally by reflecting on its 

positive and negative effects. Special focus will be placed on the impact of mobility for 

individuals on the move, for the EU as a whole, and for the destination and origin Member 

States of the movers.  

2.1 Recent Trends in Intra-EU Mobility 

Intra-EU mobility has increased in recent years. The number of working-age (20-64) EU 

citizens residing in an EU Member State other than that of their nationality increased from 

2.7% in 2008 to 3.9% in 2018.2 This trend has followed a similar increase over the previous 

decade, marked with the accession of new Member States to the EU.3 

The recent increase in intra-EU mobility has been taking place through three main migratory 

channels. The first and most important migratory channel is the one from poorer Central and 

Eastern European Member States, which intensified upon their EU accession and the 

withdrawal of temporary restrictions to free movement of workers in transitional periods.4 

The acquired right to free movement has enabled nationals from new Member States to seek 

work opportunities in the richer and more developed parts of the EU. The second migratory 

channel is from the European South to its North. This direction of the flow of workers has 

                                                

2 Data on the intra-EU migration presented in this sub-section is from Eurostat, 2019. EU citizens living in 
another Member State - statistical overview, Statistics Explained, updated 17 July 2019. 
3  The number of EU mobile citizens has increased by roughly 4 million or slightly above 1% of the population 
over each of the last two decades.  
4 Draženović, Kunovac and Pripužić estimate that the accession and removal of transitional provisions, have 
increased migration from new Member States (origin countries) to the core EU (destination countries) by 40% 
(Draženović, I., Kunovac, M. and  Pripužić, D. (2018). Dynamics and determinants of emigration: the case of 
Croatia and the experience of new EU member states. Public Sector Economics, 42 (4), 415-447. 
https://doi.org/10.3326/pse.42.4.3). 
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been present and traditional for a long time. It increased during and after the global financial 

crisis and the European debt crisis, which affected certain Southern Member States 

disproportionately (Greece and Portugal) and which slowed growth and increased 

unemployment in other Southern economies. This process took place in parallel with the high 

demand for labour in certain richer Member States, most notably Germany, which amplified 

the traditional migration route from the European South to its North. Intra-EU mobility of 

highly educated EU citizens, looking for the best career placements within the single market – 

as the third migratory channel – has not contributed much to the recent increase.  

In 2018, there were 12.9 million EU migrant workers. Most EU migrant workers come from 

large Eastern or Southern Member States: Romania (2.5 m), Poland (1.8 m), Italy (1.3 m) and 

Portugal (1.0 m). However, the countries most impacted by emigration, measured as the share 

of mobile citizens relative to the population in the country of origin were the poorest Member 

States: Romania (21.3%), Croatia (15.0%), Lithuania (14.5%), Portugal (13.6%), Bulgaria 

(13.3%) and Latvia (11.8%). At the same time, large, old and prosperous Member States did 

not experience much outflow. In 2018, only 1.0% of working-age Germans and 1.1% of 

British lived in another Member State.5 

Although the sending Member States have a long migrant tradition, the large share of their 

mobile workers is due to recent emigration. Over the last decade, the proportion of Romanian 

mobile citizens increased by 11.8 percentage points (hereinafter: pp), Lithuanians by 7.9 pp, 

Latvians by 7.8 pp, and Bulgarians by 7.7 pp. The newly acquired free movement rights were 

used by many who decided to move to other more prosperous Member States in search of jobs 

                                                

5 Ibid footnote 2. 
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or better working and life conditions. As a result, the share of mobile EU citizens has 

increased in all new Member States over the last decade, although the number remains small 

in the case of the Czech Republic and Slovenia. However, this trend seems to have slowed 

down in many new Member States as the prosperity and job opportunities have increased and 

the pool of potential migrants has decreased – since most of those interested in relocating 

have already left. Consequently, over the last few years, most new Member States have 

experienced a peak and some – most notably Poland – have started recording a return of their 

nationals. Three countries continuing to experience a significant outflow of their population 

are the youngest and poorest Member States: Romania, Croatia and Bulgaria.6  

Greece and Portugal, two Member States most strongly affected by the recent economic crisis, 

also experienced a significant outflow of workers due to high unemployment. Italy and Spain, 

which were also somewhat affected by recent economic events, experienced relatively minor 

outflows. At the same time, they were a popular destination for francophone Romanians due 

to language similarities. The most popular destination countries for EU workers are the 

prosperous old Member States with tight labour markets and the need for foreign workers. 

Initially, the favourite destination was the UK, which did not introduce transitional period for 

free movement of workers and which was later surpassed by Germany.7 

                                                

6 Ibid footnote 2. 
7 Ibid footnote 2. 



The Dark Side of Free Movement: When Individual and Social Interests Clash 

 

 7 

Figure 1: EU Mobile Citizens of Working Age (20-64) by Country of Citizenship, % of 

their home-country resident population 

(¹) Figure of low reliability for 2008; (²) Figure of low reliability for 2018 

Source: Eurostat, 2019. EU citizens living in another Member State - statistical overview, Statistics Explained. 

2.2 Causes of Intra-EU Mobility  

Migration literature recognises push and pull factors to explain why people migrate. Push 

factors are related to the situation in the country of origin that motivates its citizens to 

emigrate. These include conditions related to physical danger – such as political or religious 

persecution, wars and natural disasters – as well as economic circumstances, where 

individuals are unable to achieve the desired life standard due to the situation on the labour 

market resulting in low wages and job scarcity. On the other hand, pull factors relate to the 

attractiveness of the destination country. Pull factors determine whether relocating to a new 

country would provide the most benefit. These factors attract individuals to a new place 
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largely because of what the destination country provides that was not available to them in 

their country of origin.  

Sometimes, some factors have both pull and push characteristics. This applies to the situation 

on the labour markets, especially to wage differentials and employment possibilities. This also 

applies to life satisfaction, which is related to the standard of life, as measured by the quality 

of private and public spending and services. In addition, individual choices might also be 

affected by other aspects of life not directly related to the standard of life, such as the social 

and political climate and corruption.8  

Cross-country wage differentials are an important pull/push factor in explaining both skilled 

and unskilled migration. Relocation entails costs and risks. Financial costs of relocation can 

be covered by higher income, while there are also other administrative barriers and risks 

related to the integration in another country. Within the EU, enlargement and the removal of 

barriers to free movement of workers have prompted many from the poorer Member States to 

seize the opportunity and seek higher wages in richer Member States. This was especially 

important for countries with a strong and long history of emigration, in which case networks 

of earlier migrants facilitated further emigration. Based on recent data, Alcidi and Gross 

suggest that migration from the new Member States decreases when local real net wages9 

reach 60% of those in the destination countries.10 Consequently, the convergence process, 

especially in the area of wages, slows down emigration. In addition to increases in 

                                                

8 For findings on the relevance of emigrants' dissatisfaction with the social and political situation, as the most 
frequent reason why people emigrate from Croatia, see below in sub-section 2.2. 
9 Net wages (gross wages minus tax and contributions), adjusted for purchasing power. 
10 Alcidi, C. and Gros, D. 2019.  EU Mobile Workers: A challenge to public finances?, Contribution for informal 
ECOFIN, Bucharest, 5-6 April, 2019, CEPS.  
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productivity, faster wage growth in the sending Member States is also propelled by increased 

labour demand and labour shortages caused by emigration. The link between the wage level 

and emigration is confirmed by recent developments in certain origin Member States, most 

notably in Poland, which has started to experience the return of its emigrants.11 

Unemployment differentials are another pull/push factor. On the one hand, high levels of 

unemployment in the origin Member States can encourage the unemployed who are unable to 

find work at home to look for work abroad. This factor is especially important for younger 

and more unemployable groups of the population. Often, more educated people in Member 

States of origin are more likely to find jobs, which diminishes the chances of the uneducated. 

Unlike intra-EU mobility within Western and richer Member States – where usually the most 

educated people migrate to find better work opportunities – or the immigration of third-

country national workers, where special skills or income are required for immigration – the  

removal of obstacles to free movement for the less developed Member States enabled many 

unskilled and unemployed individuals from new Member States and from the Member States 

most affected by the European debt crisis to move.  

On the other hand, a number of richer EU Member States lacked workers to sustain economic 

growth and an aging population. Some of these economies, led by Germany, traditionally rely 

on foreign, mostly low-skilled "guest workers". Strong growth and the demand for workers in 

these countries during the time of high unemployment in the Member States affected by the 

crisis encouraged recent migration.  

                                                

11 Chaffin, J., 2017. Young Poles leave UK to return home as economy booms, Financial Times, 27 October 
2017. Available at: https://www.ft.com/content/2329a046-ba6f-11e7-8c12-5661783e5589 (last accessed on 20 
July 2019). 
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The third factor explaining large intra-EU mobility is related to the quality of institutions and 

the political climate. Often, people decide to emigrate from their country of origin in search of 

a better life both for themselves and their children. Emigrants, particularly those with skills, 

move from countries with weak institutions to those with stronger institutions. Generally 

speaking, the quality of institutions matters more for skilled migrants, whereas unskilled 

migrants appear to be attracted more by the social benefits of the receiving countries.12   

In addition, life satisfaction appears to be an important driver of migration. This includes 

several dimensions, such as satisfaction with the life standard, opportunities for children, 

satisfaction with household income, and confidence in national elections and institutions. The 

European Commission Joint Research Centre’s Annual Report 2018 on intentions to migrate 

finds that being dissatisfied with one’s standard of living is associated with a higher 

probability to desire and to plan to move abroad.13 

The relevance of life satisfaction as an important driver of migration has been confirmed in a 

number of Member States, such as Croatia. The study of new emigrants from Croatia to 

Germany finds that the main motives for emigration are not economic, but social and 

political.14 The results of the study point to the connectedness of political ethics, weak 

institutions and emigration. According to the study, the main driver of migration is that in 

Croatia work ethics and honesty are not valued. The study further finds that the population of 

migrants are mostly younger people who were previously employed in Croatia and who most 
                                                

12 Atoyan, R., Christiansen, L., Dizioli, A., Ebeke, C., Ilahi, N., Ilyina, A., Mehrez, G., Qu, H., Raei, F., Rhee, A. 
and Zakharova, D. 2016. Emigration and Its Economic Impact on Eastern Europe, IMF Staff Discussion Notes 
16/7, International Monetary Fund. 
13 The European Commission JRC Annual Report 2018.  
14 Jurić, T. 2018. Suvremeno iseljavanje Hrvata u Njemačku: karakteristike i motivi (Contemporary Emigration 
of Croats to Germany: Motives and Characteristics), Migracijske i etničke teme, 33 (2018), 3 (2017); 337-371 
doi:10.11567/met.33.3.4.Jurić, 2018. 
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often move with their entire families (spouse, children). According to the study, the majority 

of new emigrants are very satisfied with their decision and do not regret migrating abroad. 

A recent study of the Croatian Employers’ Association, conducted on a sample of 661 

Croatian emigrants, published on 7 June 2018, confirms these findings.15 The study shows 

that there are three groups of reasons why Croatian citizens emigrate. It is striking that the 

first group of reasons, linked to the emigrant’s dissatisfaction with the social and political 

situation in Croatia, constitutes 65.5% of the grounds for emigration. The most common 

reasons in this group are: a disorganised state and the lack of political vision; nepotism; 

corruption; religious intolerance and nationalism and the lack of structural reforms. The 

second group of reasons – linked to the labour conditions – and the third group of reasons – 

linked to one’s personal situation – constitute the remaining 35%. Here, the most frequent 

reasons are: the feeling that an individual’s work and abilities are not valued; and the low or 

irregular payment of salaries.  

2.3 Effects of Intra-EU Mobility  

Strong emigration and a considerable loss of human capital in the sending Member States 

generated a major outcry and motivated many analyses of its short and long-term effects.16 

                                                

15 The study of the Croatian Employers' Association, Novi hrvatski iseljenici: Privremeni rad ili trajno iseljenje, 
Istraživanje među hrvatskim državljanima koji su iselili iz zemlje nakon ulaska u EU (01.07.2013. do 
28.02.2018) [New Croatian emigrants: Temporary Work or permanent emigration, A study among Croatian 
nationals who have emigrated from the country upon the EU accession (1 July 2013 until 28 February 2018)], 
June 2018. Available at:  
https://www.hup.hr/hup-predstavio-rezultate-istrazivanja-medju-iseljenicima-o-razlozima-odlaska.aspx (last 
accessed on 20 July 2019). 
16 For example, the International Monetary Fund requested a study by Atoyan et al. (ibid, footnote 10); the  
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development's analysed it in its Transition Report 2018-2019: Work in 
Transition, and, the EU's Romanian Presidency's requested a study by Alcidi and Gros (ibid, footnote 8). 
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The following sub-section discusses the positive and negative effects of free movement of 

workers for the individuals on the move, for the EU as a whole, and for the destination and 

origin Member States. The findings point to the generally positive effects on the individuals 

who move, on the EU and on the destination Member States. However, negative effects 

prevail for the origin Member States. 

2.3.1 Individuals 

The decision to move is based on individual choices described in the previous section. People 

move in search of better work opportunities and flee negative factors in their home countries. 

Even though migrants often face costs and difficulties adjusting to a new environment, which 

often includes settling in a new country, learning the language and customs and having to 

restart their careers often below the level of their educational attainments, many EU movers 

manage to adjust to the host Member State and enjoy higher wages and standards than in their 

home countries. Expanding ethnic networks help migrants in this adjustment, while their 

children, attending schools there, are mostly able to quickly acclimate to the new 

environment. Some people who experience difficulties in adapting to the new environment 

have the option to return to their country of origin, especially with the increasing demand for 

labour and rising life standards in the new Member States. This, however, makes working 

abroad less attractive for many economic migrants. The pattern of return of previous migrants 

(circular migration) has become visible in several new Member States since 2017.17 

Sometimes, workers can gain new experience, knowledge, networks and capital while 

                                                

17 Chaffin, ibid. footnote 9.   
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working abroad, which can be brought back to their countries of origin and which can help 

them start a business or achieve higher productivity and income upon their return. 

2.3.2 The European Union  

The efficient allocation of resources assumes that resources are utilised in ways where they 

are most productive. From this perspective, it makes sense to encourage the movement of 

workers across the EU to places that allow existing EU-wide labour to be put into the most 

productive use. From this perspective, it is beneficial for workers from new Member States to 

emigrate to high value-added industries in developed old Member States like Germany. This 

effect, however, has benefited mostly destination countries where migrants contributed both 

to short-term growth and medium-term prosperity in the destination societies. 

Free movement of workers is also important for the functioning of the monetary union. In the 

event of an asymmetric shock, problems related to increased unemployment in the affected 

part can be lessened by the movement of workers to unaffected regions.18  

In addition, free movement of people across the EU strengthens European identity and inter-

cultural dialogue, as many destination Member States become multicultural. However, this 

can also have negative effects, as the native population can feel threatened by immigrants 

                                                

18 While the literature on the optimal currency area focuses on the internal migration within the monetary union, 
recent developments suggest a similar role of immigration from non-eurozone Member States. Recent 
immigration of non-EMU workers has dampened the wage and price pressures in Germany (see Deutsche 
Bundesbank, 2018. “Wage growth in Germany: assessment and determinants of recent developments”, Monthly 
Report, April, pp 13-27.), possibly allowing for more relaxed monetary policy stance by the ECB. 
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whom they can perceive as foreign in language and customs and as a competition on the 

labour market and in the provision of public services.19 

2.3.3 Destination Member States 

Destination Member States benefit from migration. New workers enable growth in economies 

faced with labour shortages. This in turn creates additional demand for goods and services by 

the incoming workers, further increasing labour demand. Larger tax base eases demographic 

transition and the costs of the existing pay-as-you-go pension systems faced with an 

increasing number of pensioners and the provision of public goods and services. In addition, 

immigrants bring to the destination Member States significant capital, both in terms of 

physical funds to finance their relocation costs, and human capital generated by public and 

private investments in the Member State of origin. The arrival of a large number of educated 

workers, especially vocational workers such as nurses, diminishes the need for the public 

education of such workers in the destination Member States, leading to lower public expenses 

in this area.20 

2.3.4 Origin Member States 

Emigration can be beneficial for the countries of origin and the remaining population. The 

departure of workers increases job opportunities and wages of the remaining workers. It is 

often accompanied by significant remittances, both in term of transfers to relatives (parents, 

                                                

19 A strong inflow of workers from new Member States after accession led to the term "Polish plumber" in the 
United Kingdom, depicting the competition of foreign workers in areas previously occupied by the lower and 
middle classes, pushing down their wages. 
20 Some evidence indicates that, over the last few years, Germany has been investing less in the education of 
nurses, due to the strong inflow of nurses from the new Member States.  
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children) back home and investments in home countries. Returning workers can also bring 

skills, networks and capital enabling faster economic growth.21  

However, strong emigration has significant negative effects, especially in a case of negative 

demographic outlook. In their study of the impact of recent emigration from the Central and 

Eastern Europe, Atoyan et al. focus on the effects on economic growth and convergence, 

competitiveness, and fiscal outcomes.22 

Emigration decreases potential output in the sending Member States through the reduction of 

available labour. This is especially the case for the emigration of highly skilled labour, which 

is already scarce in many new Member States.23 After years of high unemployment in Central 

and Eastern European countries, caused by transition and recent crisis, the lack of (skilled) 

workers is becoming a significant constraint for growth. It is estimated that emigration 

decreased the annual growth rate by more than 1 percentage point in the most affected 

Member States.24 They are also losing the so-called agglomeration contribution, where large 

educated population enables the development of higher value-added activities.25 The lower 

potential growth and the focus on lower value-added activities endangers the economic 

convergence of those countries. 

                                                

21 Bahar at al. (2019) show the positive effect of returning Bosnian refugees on export performances in industries 
where they worked during their stay in Germany. Bahar, D., Özgüzel, C., Hauptmann, A., and Rapoport, H. 
2019. "Migration and Post-Conflict Reconstruction: The Effect of Returning Refugees on Export Performance in 
the Former Yugoslavia," IZA Discussion Papers 12412, Institute of Labour Economics (IZA). 
22 Ibid. footnote 10. 
23 The traditional literature of migration is mostly concerned with the issue of brain drain – movement of the 
most educated people from less to more developed countries. However, Alcidi and Gros (ibid. footnote 8) argue 
that migrants from the most affected Member States are of similar or below the education average, compared to 
the total population of their Member State of origin. 
24 Ibid. footnote 10. 
25 Ibid. footnote 8. 
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Strong emigration can also reduce competitiveness.26 The scarcity of skilled workers results in 

wages increasing faster than productivity. The remittances to the remaining family members 

can discourage them from working and reduce the labour supply. Remittances can also lead to 

exchange rate appreciation affecting the tradable sector. Recent wage increases and 

significant remittances in the new Member States suggest decreasing competitiveness.27 

Emigration can also have important implications for fiscal outcome. Reduced activity 

decreases tax revenue while remittances increase it. Atoyan et al conclude that, so far, 

emigration has only had a small and temporary impact on the overall fiscal position in the 

new Member States. However, it has also led to a larger government relative to the size of 

their economies and has increased the share of aging-related expenditures. 

Member States invest a lot in the education of their nationals (both public and private 

resources), so the relocation of skilled labour constitutes a significant transfer among Member 

States. Human capital is moving from poorer to richer Member States, the direction opposite 

to the intention of the EU cohesion policy. This is especially a problem in the areas of 

vocational and skilled labour, such as nurses and doctors, where entire generations of 

professionals left for richer Member States.  

Weak demographic outlook has also worsened. New Member States already face negative 

population growth due to low fertility inherited from the past and aging population. Loss of 

young citizens further accelerates the population aging. In addition to another economic 

impact of losing a vital segment of population (educated, more entrepreneurial, reproductive), 

                                                

26 Ibid. footnote 14. 
27 D'Adamo, G., Hesse, N., Hartley, J., and Bîea, N. 2019. “Wage Dynamics in Romania”, Economic Brief 044. 
European Economy, April.  
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this increases the medium term ageing costs, imposing further pressure on taxation of 

decreasing active population.  

3 National and EU Responses to the Negative Effects of Intra-EU Mobility 

The most frequent drivers of intra-EU labour mobility show that national decision-makers in 

the sending Member States can do a great deal internally to lower emigration. In other words, 

by eliminating dissatisfaction with the economic, social and political situation in the 

respective Member State, fewer domestic nationals would have an incentive to emigrate. 

However, fiscal incentives are only some of the measures that can stimulate domestic 

nationals to stay in/return to their country of origin. An individual feeling of prosperity for 

oneself and one’s children cannot be triggered by higher wages and other financial incentives 

unless they are accompanied by structural reforms encouraging economic and social 

prosperity. For this reason, finding ways to stimulate citizens to stay in their home Member 

State – at least for the time being – remains primarily the task of individual Member States at 

the national level. Ensuring adequate healthcare, housing, education and other public services, 

as well as a business and public environment devoid of corruption and red tape, remains 

primarily the responsibility of national, regional and local authorities. Equally, local and 

regional policy-makers are those who are in the best position to identify and initiate activities 

to trigger regional cohesion.  

However, there is great potential at the EU level, too, to contribute to stronger cohesion and, 

consequently, to reduce the negative effects of the free movement of labour. The following 

section first aims to outline the proposals and efforts that have been made so far at the 
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national and EU levels. The section continues by proposing future national and EU policy 

choices that could diminish the negative effects of intra-EU mobility.  

3.1 National Initiatives  

The gravity and scope of the negative effects of the free movement of labour for the sending 

Member States have been recognised by a number of researchers, professionals and decision-

makers at the national and EU level. So far, Romania has been the loudest in speaking about 

the downsides of free movement faced by the sending Member States.28 This is not surprising 

considering that, as explained in section 2, this Member State has the highest rate of 

emigration to other parts of the EU: 21.3% or 2.5 million of its working-age population were 

living outside Romania in 2018, which is a huge hampering factor for its economic growth 

and social well-being.  

In November 2018, while speaking in parliament, the Romanian finance minister, Mr. 

Teodorovici, suggested a time limit for the free movement of workers, by proposing that a 

person should be allowed to work in another Member State for a maximum of five years, 

upon which time he/she would have to return to his/her home Member State.29 After being 

severely criticised for this statement, Mr Teodorovici tried to clarify that he did not intend to 

question EU fundamental freedoms or limit Romanian citizens’ rights, but to open up the 

problems of the diminished economic growth and development Romania faced as a result of 

                                                

28 For more details on Romania's activities in this context, see sub-section 3.2.  
29 “Romanian Minister suggests EU Work Permits”, BBC News, 28 November 2018. Available at: 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-46371207 (last accessed on 20 July 2019). 



The Dark Side of Free Movement: When Individual and Social Interests Clash 

 

 19 

emigration.30 Mr Teodorovici is not alone in his fears and controversial ideas. According to a 

poll by the European Council of Foreign Relations (ECFR), in Romania, Poland, Hungary, 

Italy, Spain and Greece people fear emigration more than immigration.31 More than 50% of 

voters in Italy, Spain and Greece think that citizens should be prevented from leaving the 

country for long periods of time.32  

EU Member States which face high emigration rates are resorting to different methods of 

dealing with labour shortages and other negative effects of free movement. Some have 

introduced tax relief and other fiscal and non-fiscal incentives aimed at reducing the negative 

effects of free movement. For example, over the last few years, Croatia decided to reduce the 

tax burden on natural and legal persons, and additional tax benefits for young workers are 

proposed to discourage emigration.  

Better utilisation of the remaining workforce can somewhat compensate for the missing 

workers. Raising the retirement age and encouraging part-time work for retirees can increase 

the labour supply. In addition, many Central and Eastern countries face low participation rates 

of working age population, especially women, so there is a large number of potential workers 

to be activated.33   

                                                

30 Ibid. footnote 23.  
31 Zerka, P., 2019, Europe's emigration paradox, European Council on Foreign Relations, 9 July 2019. Available 
at: https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_europes_emigration_paradox# (last accessed on 20 July 2019). 
32 Rice-Oxley, M. and Rankin, J., 2019. Europe's south and east worry more about emigration than immigration 
– poll, The Guardian, 1 April 2019. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/apr/01/europe-
south-and-east-worry-more-about-emigration-than-immigration-poll (last accessed on 20 July 2019). 
33 European Commission DG for Economic and Financial Affairs, «The 2018 Ageing Report: Economic and 
Budgetary Projections for the EU Member States (2016-2070)», Institutional Paper 079, 2018. Available at: 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/economy-finance/2018-ageing-report-economic-and-budgetary-
projections-eu-member-states-2016-2070_en (last accessed on 20 August 2019).  
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Many Central and Eastern European Member States increased the number of work permits for 

third-country national workers. For example, in Croatia, a record quota of work permits for 

hiring third-country national workers has been approved for 2019: 50,100 new work permits 

in addition to 15,000 extensions.34 The Croatian government plans to completely abolish 

quotas for 2020 and adopt new rules that would make it easier for businesses to hire third-

country nationals.35 In addition, since its independence in 1991, the Croatian policy has been 

to grant Croatian nationality to ethnic Croats living abroad, mostly in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. This way, Croatia has enabled large immigration from Bosnia and other former 

Yugoslav republics, consequently increasing its population and automatically enabling all 

ethnic Croats to have access to the EU internal market.  

Poland has already resorted to filling its vacancies with immigrants by opening its doors to 

Ukrainians who are replacing domestic nationals who left for Germany and other EU 

countries. The numbers of Ukrainians in Poland vary from several hundred thousand to two 

million.36 The general aversion towards immigrants predominant in a number of Central and 

Eastern European countries was less important in this case, due to the Ukrainians’ cultural, 

religious and physical similarities to the Poles.  

                                                

34 Decision on the Establishment of the Annual Quota of Permits for the Employment of Aliens for the Calendar 
Year 2019, Official Gazette 116/2018, 21 December 2018.  
35 Miličić, K. 2019. Croatia plans to scrap foreign worker quotas amid labour shortage, HRT, The Voice of 
Croatia, 19 May 2019. Available at: https://glashrvatske.hrt.hr/en/news/economy/croatia-plans-to-scrap-foreign-
worker-quotas-amid-labor-shortage/(last accessed on 20 July 2019).   
36  Walker, S., 2019., A whole generation has gone: Ukrainians seek a better life in Poland, The Guardian, 18, 
April 2019. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/apr/18/whole-generation-has-gone-
ukrainian-seek-better-life-poland-elect-president (last accessed on 20 July 2019); Strzałkowski, M., 2019. 
Poland seeks to protect its Ukrainian connection, Euractiv, 22 February 2019. Available at: 
https://www.euractiv.com/section/europe-s-east/news/poland-seeks-to-protect-its-ukrainian-connection/ (last 
accessed on 20 July 2019). 
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On the other hand, decision-makers’ aversion to immigrants was the driving factor of the 

measures taken in countries like Hungary. In February 2019, the Hungarian Prime Minister 

Victor Orban presented a seven-point programme, with the primary demographic goal of 

increasing the native Hungarian population. The programme includes a loan of 10 million 

forint (approximately EUR 30,680) for women under 40 who marry for the first time. A third 

of the loan would be waived after the second child and the entire sum would be waived after 

the third child, whereas women with four or more children would not have to pay income tax 

for life.37 In addition, Mr Orban’s programme intends to reduce mortgage and car payments 

for parents, introduce new loans for families, allow grandparents to share maternity leave, and 

increase day care places.38 

These examples show that the majority of national measures taken so far have been of a fiscal 

nature. However, past experience and the studies presented below indicate that fiscal 

incentives by themselves – without deeper structural reforms aimed at encouraging economic 

and social prosperity – are not sufficient to dissuade domestic nationals from leaving their 

Member State.39 It is true, though, that some of the people who have left their home Member 

States might be returning in the future. This is partly due to dissatisfaction with the living 

conditions in the recipient Member State experienced by some of those who left, and partly 

                                                

37 “Hungary gives tax breaks to boost population, stop immigration”, Deutsche Welle, 10 February 2019. 
Available at: https://www.dw.com/en/hungary-gives-tax-breaks-to-boost-population-stop-immigration/a-
47449980-0 (last accessed on 20 July 2019).  
38 Kingsley, P., 2019. Orban Encourages Mothers in Hungary to Have 4 or More Babies, The New York Times, 
11 February 2019. Available at:  
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/11/world/europe/orban-hungary-babies-mothers-population-immigration.html 
(last accessed on 20 July 2019).   
39 See the CEPS study, discussed below (Alcidi C. and Gros, D., 2019. EU Mobile Workers: A challenge to 
public finances? Contribution for informal ECOFIN, Bucharest, 5-6 April, 2019, CEPS Special Report, p. 29.). 
See also the EBRD Transition Report 2018-2019: Work in Transition, which suggests that “improving the 
business environment and the quality of public services may significantly reduce people’s desire to emigrate” (p. 
67). Available at: https://www.ebrd.com/transition-report (last accessed on 20 July 2019). 
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due to the fact that the difference in wages between the sending and receiving Member States 

is diminishing over time. However, the phenomenon of circular migration is beginning to 

loom, with Poles starting to return from Western European countries, predominantly the UK, 

partly prompted by Brexit and partly by Polish economic growth and new opportunities.40  

3.2 EU-Level Initiatives and Studies 

Romania – as one of the EU Member States most affected by high emigration rates – decided 

to make use of its presidency of the Council of Ministers in the first half of 2019 by 

highlighting the negative effects of the free movement of workers at the informal Ecofin held 

on 6 April 2019 in Bucharest. Here, Mr Teodorovici warned about the negative effects of 

labour mobility by explaining that “this is the case when mobility is selective, leading to brain 

drain and hampering potential growth”. He concluded by suggesting that “in the near future, 

our [EU] priority should be finding a common solution at the European level and 

implementing an instrument to help us tackling this issue”.41  

For the purpose of the informal Ecofin meeting, the Romanian Presidency also ordered a 

study by CEPS to analyse recent trends in labour mobility in the EU and the fiscal challenges 

it creates in sending Member States. The study suggested that Member States which are 

having most trouble with effective public spending and with the provision of high quality 

                                                

40 Chaffin, J., ibid. footnote 9. 
41 Press release from the informal Ecofin in Bucharest on 6 April 2019. Available at:  
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/39010/190406-informal-ecofin-press-
release.pdf?utm_source=DSMS&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Informal+Ecofin+2&utm_term=952.567
06.30826.0.56706&utm_content=Press+material (last accessed on 20 July 2019).  
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public goods are likely to experience the largest outflow of workers.42 Even though the CEPS 

study does not provide any explicit recommendations, the above statement and its conclusion, 

that “with ongoing reduction in wage gaps, in the future, differences in structural factors may 

be more important than (after-tax) income in the decision to emigrate”,43 suggest that 

structural improvements and the quality of public goods are major factors that could reduce 

emigration from the sending Member States.  

Another study commissioned by the SEDEC Commission of the European Committee of the 

Regions used the examples of 30 successful initiatives in 22 EU Member States to create 

recommendations on measures local and regional authorities could employ to retain and gain 

highly educated workers.44 The fact that the recommendations are addressed to local and 

regional authorities emphasises the important role they play and the effects of intra-EU 

mobility at the local and regional level. The recommendations are broad in nature in order to 

be transferrable to different regions and circumstances, and they concentrate on improving 

regional policies which are reflected in the attraction of the region for a young and talented 

workforce. The SEDEC recommendations suggest that regions and cities should: better 

identify the needs of talent, for example by establishing a dialogue with young people; 

improve coordination with relevant players benefiting from the presence of talent in the 

territory; identify and support key driving sectors for retaining/attracting talent; stimulate the 

recruitment of outside talent; mitigate/remove structural impediments/barriers to attracting 

                                                

42 Alcidi C. and Gros, D., 2019. EU Mobile Workers: A challenge to public finances? Contribution for informal 
ECOFIN, Bucharest, 5-6 April, 2019, CEPS Special Report, p. 29. 
43 Ibid, footnote 35, p. 8. 
44 Commission for Social Policy, Education, Employment, Research and Culture (SEDEC), European 
Committee of the Regions, “Addressing Brain Drain: The Local and Regional Dimension”, 2018. Available at: 
https://cor.europa.eu/en/engage/studies/Documents/addressing-brain-drain/addressing-brain-drain.pdf (last 
accessed on 20 July 2019).    
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international talents; and cooperate with other authorities facing the same challenges with 

regard to highly skilled workers.45 

3.3 EU Measures: The Reach of Funds and the European Pillar of Social Rights  

The EU-level measures which are indirectly connected to reducing the negative effects of 

intra-EU mobility are twofold. First and foremost, European structural and investment funds – 

primarily the Cohesion Fund and the European Regional Development Fund – are aimed at 

economic and social cohesion by promoting the development of poorer regions. One of the 

effects of such regional support and development is to lessen the incentive to emigrate to 

more developed Member States. However, the convergence process has been slowing down, 

particularly after the financial crisis. Additionally, the amounts available under the Cohesion 

Fund and the European Regional Development Fund are not sufficient to enable stronger 

convergence.  

On top of this, some poorer Member States have not been too successful in absorbing 

resources from EU funds. Croatia, as the youngest and least experienced Member State, has 

so far not been particularly successful in using the available resources. This experience is not 

novel, as many new Member States struggled with absorption in the first few years after their 

accession. For the period from 2014 until 2020, Croatia has been allocated EUR 10.7 billion 

from the European structural and investment funds.46 Out of this amount, EUR 8.43 billion is 

                                                

45 Ibid. footnote 37, pp. 71-78.  
46 Information available at the web page of the Croatian Ministry of Regional Development and EU Funds:  
https://razvoj.gov.hr/hrvatskoj-na-raspolaganju-10-7-milijardi-eura-iz-eu-fondova/1917 (last accessed on 20 July 
2019). 



The Dark Side of Free Movement: When Individual and Social Interests Clash 

 

 25 

aimed at cohesion policy measures in Croatia.47 However, up until the end of October 2017, 

Croatia contracted only about 30% of this amount, whereas only 7% has been paid to end 

users.48 Recent data from 2018 show an increase in Croatia’s absorption capacity.49 It is likely 

that the positive trend will continue as the knowledge and experience of national actors 

involved in the absorption procedure grows and matures.  

However, the Commission’s proposal of the reform of the Cohesion Fund for the next 

budgetary period is likely to lead to the reduction of the Cohesion Fund resources and to 

adding new criteria for its allocation, such as the reception and integration of migrants.50 The 

future EU Cohesion Fund framework for the new budgetary period will also probably lower 

the EU contribution from 85% to 70% and add additional factors to the calculation of 

cohesion allocations, such as the reception of migrants – which does not favour a number of 

sending Member States, including Croatia.51 It can be expected that the EU’s decision to cut 

down its Cohesion Fund – instead of increasing it – and to add additional conditions for its 

                                                

47 Brkljača, I., 2017. Hrvatska na dnu Europe: Doprinos korištenja EU fondova gospodarskom rastu do sada je 
bio gotovo ravan nuli [Croatia at the bottom of Europe: The contribution of EU funds to economic growth has so 
far been almost zero], Jutarnji list, 15 December 2017. Available at: https://www.jutarnji.hr/biznis/financije-i-
trzista/hrvatska-na-dnu-europe-doprinos-koristenja-eu-fondova-gospodarskom-rastu-do-sada-je-bio-gotovo-
ravan-nuli/6847263/  (last accessed on 20 July 2019). 
48 Ibid footnote 40. 
49 The information has been collected from the study of the Croatian Ministry or Regional Development and EU 
Funds on the results of the use of EU funds in 2018. Available at: https://razvoj.gov.hr/vijesti/snazan-rast-
iskoristivosti-fondova-europske-unije-u-2018-godini/3943 (last accessed on 20 July 2019). 
50  European Commission Press release: “EU budget: Commission proposes a modern budget for a Union that 
protects, empowers and defends”, 2 May 2018. Available at:  
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-18-
3570_en.htm?_cldee=cGllcmx1aWdpLmJvZGFAY29yLmV1cm9wYS5ldQ%3d%3d&recipientid=contact-
283cf63f5cf2e4118a29005056a05119-90013127b9714ccfbf5a71d64fc4c264&esid=4e459cc2-1d4e-e811-8113-
005056a043ea&urlid=0 (last accessed on 20 July 2019).  
51 Rios, B., Commission, 2018. Commission sheds some light on cohesion policy reform. Euractiv, 22 June 
2018. Available at: https://www.euractiv.com/section/economy-jobs/news/commission-sheds-some-light-on-
cohesion-policy-reform/ (last accessed on 20 June 2019). 
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allocation will considerably undermine national and regional efforts to reduce negative effects 

of intra-EU mobility. 

The second category of EU-level measures is grouped around the European Pillar of Social 

Rights. The Pillar is a soft-law instrument proclaimed by the European Parliament, the 

Council and the Commission at the EU Social Summit in Gothenburg on 17 November 

2017.52 It contains 20 principles aimed at supporting a well-functioning labour market and 

welfare systems.53 The 20 principles are structured under three categories: equal opportunities 

and access to the labour market, fair working conditions, and social protection and 

inclusion.54 Some of the principles proclaimed by the Pillar are already present in EU law, and 

the Pillar aims to make them more visible, but it also adds new principles and rights.55 The 

idea behind the establishment of the Pillar is to achieve “a highly competitive social market 

economy, aiming at full employment and social progress”, as stipulated by Article 3(3) TEU. 

Consequently, the promotion of social Europe and social cohesion is the backbone of the 

Pillar.  

                                                

52 The European Pillar of Social Rights was first proposed by the then Commission President Juncker in his State 
of the Union speech in 2015. The Commission presented a first outline of the Pillar in March 2016 and launched 
a public discussion, which ended with a concluding conference in January 2017.  
53 See point 14 of the Preamble to the European Pillar of Social Rights booklet available at: 
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/social-summit-european-pillar-social-rights-
booklet_en.pdf (last accessed on 20 July 2019). See also the statement	by	President	Juncker,	Vice-President	
Dombrovskis	 and	 Commissioner	 Thyssen	 one	 year	 following	 the	 proclamation of the European Pillar of 
Social Rights, 13 November 2018. Available at: http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_STATEMENT-18-
6390_en.htm (last accessed on 20 July 2019).  
54 The 20 principles are: education, training and lifelong learning; gender equality; equal opportunities; active 
support to employment; secure and adaptable employment; wages; information about employment conditions 
and protection in the case of dismissal; social dialogue and involvement of workers; work-life balance; a healthy, 
safe and well-adapted work environment and data protection; childcare and support to children; social 
protection; unemployment benefits; minimum income; old-age income and pensions; healthcare; inclusion of 
people with disabilities; long-term care; housing and assistance for the homeless; access to essential services (see 
the European Pillar of Social Rights booklet).  
55 See point 14 of the Preamble to the European Pillar of Social Rights. 
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The link between the European Pillar of Social Rights and the reduction of the negative 

effects of free movement is twofold. First and foremost, a stronger implementation of the 

Pillar has the potential to reduce the incentive to emigrate from poorer Member States and 

regions by diminishing some of the most frequent reasons for emigration. On the other hand, 

the Pillar could reduce the negative effects of free movement by ensuring a minimum level of 

social rights across the EU, regardless of the emergence of economic, demographic or social 

challenges/crises.  

However, it is questionable to what extent the European Pillar of Social Rights has, at least so 

far, actually improved social rights and contributed to social convergence in the EU.56 Due to 

the division of competences in the EU, the enforcement of most of the principles stated in the 

Pillar depends on Member States and their regional and local authorities, while social partners 

also play an important role.57 The soft-law status of the Pillar and its heavy reliance on 

national, regional and local authorities render its enforcement dependent on Member States’ 

willingness, capabilities and financial means.58 Considering the huge primarily financial, but 

                                                

56 For an analysis of the potentials of the European Pillar of Social Rights, see Vanhercke, B., Sabato S. and 
Ghailani D., 2018. The European Pillar of Social Rights as a game changer, Social Policy in the European 
Union: State of Play, ETUI and OSE Report. For the suggestions on how to upgrade the EU social acquis, see 
Garben, S. Kilpatrick C. and Muir, E., 2017. Towards a European Pillar of Social Rights: upgrading the EU 
social acquis, College of Europe Policy Brief N1/2017.  
57 To this effect see point 17 of the Preamble to the European Pillar of Social Rights, which states that the Pillar 
“should be implemented at both Union level and Member State level within their respective competences”, and 
point 19 of the Preamble stating that the Pillar “respects the diversity of the cultures and traditions of the peoples 
of Europe, as well as the national identities of the Member States and the organisation of their public authorities 
at national, regional and local levels. In particular, the establishment of the European Pillar of Social Rights does 
not affect the right of Member States to define the fundamental principles of their social security systems and 
manage their public finances, and must not significantly affect the financial equilibrium thereof”.  
58 For the recommendations on how to effectively implement the Pillar, see “Implementing the European Pillar 
of Social Rights – Study”, European Economic and Social Committee, 30 March 2018. Available at: 
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/files/qe-01-18-612-en-n.pdf 
 (last accessed on 20 July 2019).  
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also social and political, differences among EU Member States, an EU-wide agreement on 

minimum wage would be difficult to achieve.  

Interestingly, the full implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights, which would 

involve a framework for an EU-wide fair minimum wage, was set as one of the priorities in  

Ursula von der Leyen’s candidacy programme, presented in her opening statement to the 

European Parliament on 16 July 2019, just before being elected.59 Even though Ms. von der 

Leyen has not specified how she intends to achieve this aim, it appears that she is not 

considering an EU-level hard-law measure, but a general EU-level agreement (she refers to it 

as a “framework”60) on national legislative measures or collective agreements set “according 

to national traditions” through social dialogue between employers and unions.61 This is not 

surprising considering the Union’s limited competence in social policy, including the Treaty 

exclusion of pay from the EU’s social policy.62 Instead, it is likely that the Commission will 

set a framework for Member States’ actions by issuing guidelines and other soft-law 

measures, thus diffusing the responsibility onto national, regional and local authorities, as 

well as social partners.63 

                                                

59 Von der Leyen, U., 2019 A Union that Strives for More: My Agenda for Europe, Political guidelines for the 
next European Commission 2019-2024. Available at:  
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/political-guidelines-next-commission_en.pdf (last 
accessed on 20 July 2019). 
60 See the “Opening Statement in the European Parliament Plenary Session by Ursula von der Leyen, Candidate 
for President of the European Commission”, 16 July 2019. Available at: 
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_19_4230 (last accessed on 20 July 2019).  
61 Ibid. footnote 44.  
62 See Art. 153 TFEU, in particular Art. 153(5) TFEU stating that the provisions of Art. 153 TFEU on the EU 
social policy “shall not apply to pay”.  
63 For criticism of the diffusion of responsibility, see Rasnača, Z., 2019. Who is in charge of the European Pillar 
of Social Rights?, Green European Journal, 29 March 2019. Available at: 
https://www.greeneuropeanjournal.eu/who-is-in-charge-of-the-european-pillar-of-social-rights/ (last accessed on 
20 July 2019). 
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Another initiative embraced by the newly elected Commission President is the establishment 

of a European Unemployment Benefit Reinsurance Scheme, which would provide better 

protection for those who lose their jobs in times of external shocks. Ms. von der Leyen is 

again not clear on what the parameters of this Scheme would be. At first sight, an 

unemployment scheme looks like an important mechanism for strengthening the EU social 

dimension and contributing to labour market convergence. Such a scheme could enhance the 

protection of the unemployed and prevent people from falling into poverty.64 This would be 

particularly important for poorer Member States in their struggle against the negative effects 

of free movement. However, according to the most recent news on the scheme from January 

2019, the idea behind it is not to establish a new financial system, but to include the 

unemployment scheme as part of the EUR 30 billion budget for the stabilisation function 

programme, which has been conceived by the Commission for the euro area Member States 

(but also open to other Member States) in its proposal for a new multiannual financial 

framework.65 It is very unlikely that the newly elected Commission President will depart from 

the modest approach taken by Juncker’s Commission. Besides, considering the fact that Ms. 

von der Leyen was elected with a very tight majority, it is not likely that she will put forward 

any bold new proposals and it is questionable to what degree she will manage to keep her 

initial promises.  

                                                

64 Beblavý M. and Lenaerts K., CEPS, 2017. Feasibility and Added Value of a European Unemployment Benefit 
Scheme: Main findings from a comprehensive research project, p. 62, footnote 44. Availabe at:  
https://www.ceps.eu/ceps-publications/feasibility-and-added-value-european-unemployment-benefits-scheme/ 
(last accessed on 20 July 2019).  
65 European Commission Press release IP/19/141: “Clarification regarding press reports on President Juncker’s 
comments on European unemployment insurance”, 5 January 2019. Available at: http://europa.eu/rapid/press-
release_IP-19-141_en.htm (last accessed on 20 July 2019).  
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Even if the unemployment insurance scheme is established, it is questionable whether it 

would be accessible to all EU Member States under the same conditions, and not only to the 

eurozone members. On top of this, the minimum wage and the unemployment insurance 

scheme cannot by themselves reduce the negative effects of free movement in the most 

severely hit Member States. Structural reforms and an increase of national budgets allocated 

to public services – no matter whether from EU funds or otherwise – need to be added to the 

equation in order to make a true change.66  

4 Concluding Remarks on Future Policy Choices  

The above discussion and the situation on the ground testify that the national and EU 

initiatives and measures employed so far do not suffice to reduce the negative effects of free 

movement in the most severely hit Member States. New instruments need to be contemplated 

with the aim of both softening the emigration triggers and compensating the sending Member 

States, without restricting fundamental freedoms. As already emphasised, free movement is 

one of the most positive achievements of European integration – with a multitude of positive 

effects for the individuals on the move, for the receiving Member States, and for the EU as a 

whole. Any shrinking of free movement rights would jeopardise EU integration, EU values 

and economic prosperity, and should not be attempted. However, the negative effects of free 

movement are also detrimental and should be addressed, as they lead to divergence and 

economic, social and political disintegration.  

                                                

66 On top of this, Trudie Knijn suggests that for the European Pillar of Social Rights to be taken seriously, 
solidarity with those who cannot participate in the labour market has to be restored and this has to be done by 
taking back political control and increasing budgets for public services (Knijn, T., 2019., A European Social 
Union for all: a chance to rethink and redo justice and solidarity, EuVisions, 6  February 2019. Available at:  
http://www.euvisions.eu/esu-rethink-justice-solidarity-knijn/ (last accessed on 20 July 2019).) 
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This leaves us with two questions. We should reflect on what could be done to address the 

negative effects of free movement. However, before that we need to consider whether 

solutions should be sought exclusively at the national/regional/local level, or at the EU level, 

or both. The authors would like to suggest that a combination of national/regional/local and 

EU measures would be the best solution. There are three reasons for this. First, despite the 

fact that national, regional and local authorities play a crucial role in making changes, past 

experience has shown that national/regional/local authorities often do not have sufficient 

resources, competence and/or ability to act. Here, a parallel could be drawn with the ability of 

local and regional levels to address the problem of emigration to other more developed 

regions within the same Member State. Their experience shows that they are not capable of 

dealing with this problem on their own, without help from the national level. The same 

interconnectedness and dependence between the local/regional and national efforts applies to 

the relations between national and EU-level policies. The sending Member States will achieve 

much better results if supported by the EU as a whole. Nevertheless, national, regional and 

local authorities, as well as social partners and civil society, continue to play an important role 

in addressing the negative effects of free movement. For this reason, any EU measure can 

only work provided it is accompanied and backed by national and local actions and a 

willingness to cooperate.  

Second, there are pragmatic reasons why the EU as a whole should participate in the struggle 

against the negative effects of free movement. Poorer Member States and regions are more 

liable to high emigration, which in effect leads to their further economic and social 

impoverishment and to the concentration of a highly qualified workforce in richer Member 

States. This process conflicts with the idea of EU cohesion. In addition, too much emigration 
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from poorer to richer Member States can have negative effects or can create the social 

perception of negative effects in the receiving Member States as well. It can lead to social 

dumping and the fear of abuse of social benefits. It can also create problems with the 

integration of immigrants and lead to rising animosity towards them. These processes, 

happening simultaneously in poorer and richer Member States, could create a climate prone to 

nationalistic and anti-EU emotions susceptible to increasing violations of the rule of law and 

other EU values. For this reason, all EU Member States and EU institutions should have an 

interest in reducing the negative effects of free movement.  

Finally, an EU-level approach that would reduce the negative effects of free movement can be 

legitimised by the principle of solidarity and the fair sharing of responsibility. Solidarity is a 

complex term which embraces a number of different motives or facets.67 One of these facets 

is “fairness” (or “equity” or “justice”), which is based on the underlying premise that the 

Union is a whole and that the burdens experienced by one Member State should be shared by 

other Member States.68 Fairness is a subjective concept: what might be considered fair by one 

might not be viewed as fair by another. However, given that the principle of EU free 

movement of workers simultaneously produces negative effects in one Member State and 

positive effects in another or, in other words, given that EU free movement rules result in the 

gain of some Member States at the expense of others, it seems fair that the Member States 

which are reaping the benefits of free movement share the burden of those that are taking the 

burden.  

                                                

67 Goldner Lang, I. (2018).  The EU Financial and Migration Crises: Two Crises – Many Facets of Solidarity. 
Solidarity in EU Law: Legal Principle in the Making A. Biondi, E. Dagilyte and E. Küçük (Eds.), pp. 133-160, 
Edward Elgar Publishing 
68 Ibid. footnote, 60.  
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The authors would like to suggest that – due to the existence of a link between the benefits 

and costs of free movement, which are not evenly shared by Member States – there is an 

obligation to act at the EU level. This obligation is based on the principle of solidarity and fair 

sharing of responsibility, as its constituent part. The link between the benefits and costs of 

free movement exists due to the process of the transfer of human capital from poorer to richer 

Member States. This is so because the emigration of members of the workforce from one 

Member State to another simultaneously constitutes a cross-border transfer of human capital. 

Emigrants take away their knowledge, skills and experience, previously obtained in one 

Member State, and use them in another, thus contributing to the well-being of its society.  In 

this way, the investment in people by poorer Member States is being transferred, and the 

benefits are being reaped by richer Member States, as the former pay for the education of the 

workforce which is used by the latter. Instead of a process of convergence, partly enabled by 

capital transfers from less to more developed Member States, emigration from poorer to richer 

Member States can be viewed as a process of reverse transfers or subsidies from the poorer to 

the richer. Consequently, this process runs counter to the objectives of the EU cohesion policy 

and should be tackled at the EU level. This problem persists despite the fact that part of the 

capital is being returned to the migrants’ Member States of origin in the process of their 

investments in and remittances to their home countries.    

For all the above reasons, there is an obligation on the side of the EU as a whole to act and 

help the Member States which are bearing the negative consequences of free movement, 

instead of leaving them stranded. This leaves us with the second question related to what 

could be done by the EU to address this problem. Here, there are three groups of instruments 

which could be employed or further developed and which would work best if combined with 
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each other. The most obvious and probably the most controversial solution would be for the 

EU and its Member States to relax their rules on the immigration of third-country nationals, 

thus filling vacancies and improving the demographic structure. For the time being, third-

country nationals who are not covered by the rules on international protection are granted 

only a limited set of EU rights on their own. Their status remains subject to their host Member 

State’s national rules, which are very diverse. Instead of a cross-cutting, harmonising Union 

act, encompassing the rights of all third-country nationals in the EU, the Union has opted for a 

sectoral approach by regulating only those narrow and “desirable” categories of third-country 

nationals and their rights as deemed acceptable by the Member States.69 Most importantly, 

Member States preserve exclusive competence to determine the volume of third-county 

nationals admitted to their territories for employment and self-employment purposes.70 

Despite the fact that some Member States have decided to relax national rules on the 

admission of certain categories of third-country nationals – as Poland has done for 

Ukrainians71 – social attitudes towards immigration of third-country nationals in most 

Member States do not allow for a serious shift towards large-scale immigration in national or 

EU-level migration policies.  

The second approach would be to strengthen fiscal transfers to the Member States most 

severely hit by the negative effects of free movement. This could be done by increasing 

                                                

69 Goldner Lang, I. 2018. The European Union and Migration: An Interplay of National, Regional and 
International Law, American Journal of International Law (AJIL) Unbound 111, p. 509-513. 
The rights of third-country nationals are codified in a number of sectoral directives, e.g. on family members of 
EU citizens (Directive 2004/38), on family members of legally resident third-country nationals (Directive 
2003/86), on long-term residents (Directive 2003/109), on highly qualified employees (2009/50 Blue Card 
Directive), on third-country national workers legally residing in a Member State (Directive 2011/98 EU Single 
Permit Directive), on students, pupils, researchers and au pairing (Directive 2016/801), on seasonal workers 
(Directive 2014/36), on intra-corporate non-EU skilled transferees (Directive 2014/66).  
70 Article 79(5) TFEU.  
71 See section 3.1 on this.  
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transfers from the existing funds and/or by the establishment of new funds – such as an EU-

wide unemployment benefit fund.72 However, the current negotiations on the next multiannual 

financial framework do not give much hope in this direction. Instead of an increase of the 

budget for the European structural and investment funds, the Commission's proposal on the 

reform of the Cohesion Fund would reduce its resources and add additional factors to the 

calculation of cohesion allocations, such as the reception and integration of migrants.73 It is 

also expected that the EU contribution will be reduced from 85% to 70%.74 EU Member 

States are not willing to raise their contributions to the already insufficient EU budget, while 

EU political priorities concentrate on other policy areas, such as security and border controls. 

All this does not work in favour of national and regional efforts to reduce the negative effects 

of free movement.   

In addition, inadequate absorption and possible misuse of EU funds, due to corruption and 

poor administration in some Member States, is another argument against investing more 

money into cohesion funds. Such behaviour is also having detrimental effects on the public 

perception of the political and social climate in the respective Member State and it is 

contributing to individual decisions to emigrate. It remains an open question what the EU can 
                                                

72 For a discussion of the European Unemployment Benefit Reinsurance Scheme, see section 3.3.  
73 Ibid. footnote 43. 
By linking the EU’s cohesion and migration policies, the EU and some of its Member States are trying to compel 
those Member States that are dependent on the recourses acquired from the EU budget to contribute more to the 
EU migration policy by increasing the number of asylum seekers they receive and integrate. They are 
legitimising this position by the logic of a comprehensive approach to solidarity, based on which all Member 
States should evenly participate and contribute to the all EU policies and not be able to pick and choose just the 
ones they like. In this light, see the recent statement by the French president Emmanuel Macron, who stated that 
“Europe can't be a la carte when it comes down to solidarity” and continued that the EU cannot have states 
“which say 'We don't want any of your Europe when it's about sharing the burden but we do when it's about 
structural funds'.” (see Zalan, E. 2019. Macron: 14 EU states agree on a migration 'mechanism'. EUobserver, 23 
July 2019. Available at: https://euobserver.com/political/145514?utm_source=euobs&utm_medium=email (last 
accessed on 23 July 2019).  
74 Ibid. footnote 44. 
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do to reduce such practice. Its attempts to force EU Member States to respect the rule of law – 

including its most recent legislative initiative in this area, which establishes a link between a 

Member State's violation of the rule of law and the suspension of EU payments, by making 

payments from EU funds conditional upon Member States’ respect of the rule of law – can be 

viewed as part of its efforts to improve the situation.75 

Even if, surprisingly, the EU decided to invest more money into cohesion funds, there would 

be a number of open questions. First, it is not clear how compensation for the transfer of 

human capital would be calculated. One would have to come up with a fair and jointly 

acceptable calculation that would encompass the costs of education and other investments in 

the person who has emigrated. Second, one should reflect on who should be the best 

recipients of the compensation. Should the money be invested into financing public services, 

such as education, healthcare, public safety and housing, or should it be used to raise salaries, 

in order to reduce the pay gap among the poorer and richer Member States? Most importantly, 

fiscal transfers could never fully compensate for the loss of human capital. For example – to 

vividly demonstrate the problem – there could be no full compensation for a nurse who has 

left a Croatian hospital and is now working in Germany until the Croatian hospital finds a 

replacement. Otherwise, the hospital will continue to lack a nurse, which would be reflected 

in the general quality of healthcare in Croatia.  

Finally, the third option could be to reconceptualise EU citizenship. A push towards the 

creation of a true European Pillar of Social Rights would be an important step in this 

direction. If we define Union citizenship in the broader sense, then all EU citizens, including 
                                                

75 Proposal for a Regulation on the protection of the Union's budget in case of generalised deficiencies as regards 
the rule of law in the Member States, COM(2018) 324 final, 2 May 2018. 
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those who do not move, should be ensured a minimum standard of social rights by having 

access to adequate housing, food, healthcare, education and social security. This would mean 

that the EU should be granted more competences in relation to the social rights of EU citizens 

and that the enforcement of social rights would have to be partly secured from the EU budget. 

A combination of a system where the EU would have more powers to regulate social rights 

and where the EU budget would be enhanced in order to enable the enforcement of these 

rights would help poorer Member States, as their investments into public services would be 

boosted by the more developed Member States through a joint EU fund. Increasing EU 

competences in the area of social policy without a simultaneous increase in the EU budget in 

this area would not be so effective, as higher social standards are not likely to be 

accomplished without investments.  


