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The text describes one of the fundamental principles of the 

EU. Freedom of movement for the workforce is at the same time 

an important freedom which millions of people use, and a 

contribution to the Single Market and the economy of the EU. At 

the same time, the principle of freedom of movement opens up 

for a number of conflicts of interest about immigration and 

emigration, competition over jobs, and discrimination of various 

kinds. Expressions like ‘social dumping’ and ‘welfare tourism’ 

that are often used in the political debate are introduced and 

explained in the factsheet.  

The text describes the rights. First, it it specified that the rights 

apply for workers (while other categories of people in many 

ways have other rights). Second, the text mentions the areas, 

where the rules apply. Third, it is explained that the rights 

concern equal treatment with the host country’s citizens on these 

areas - not material rights. Because we are talking about legal 

rights, we are on the other hand able to try your rights at a court 

of justice.  

We suggest using Factsheet 2 in the following ways: 

Ask the students to read 

Factsheet 2 before the class. 

There are several good ways 

to proceed from here, 

depending on the time 

available, and what the 

teacher prioritises. 

You can start by asking: 

Why such legislation is 

necessary 

What reasons (economic, 

professional, immigration-

political) there might be to 

afford other rights to 

workers than e.g. 

pensioners? 

It might also be useful to 

establish that these rights 

particularly concern equal 

treatment with/and 

protection from 

discrimination compared 

with the host country’s 

citizens - and not material 

rights. 

… and that the right to take 

up residence after 5 years 

does not mean that you are 

given citizenship in the host 

country.  

Another approach is to ask 

the students to list those, 

who have an interest in this 

legislation besides the 

migrating workers. Discuss 

E.g. the host country’s 

workers and consumers, 

authorities who have to 

manage 

immigration/emigration, the 

countries/areas that many 

which interests each of these 

categories have. 

emigrate from, trade unions, 

employers… 

You can work with one or 

more of the following 

student tasks in the class. 

The tasks are available as an 

assignment sheet on the 

website. The first three can 

be discussed in the 

classroom or be assigned as 

individual preparation, while 

the last is a written 

assignment. 

Find a job in Europe. The 

purpose of this task is to give 

the students a concrete idea 

about how to investigate job 

opportunities in the EU/EEA 

area. This is done through 

the site for the common 

agency on the area, Eures, 

which helps citizens and 

companies make the most of 

their rights. 

Residence as a worker in 

other EU countries. The 

purpose of this task is to 

investigate workers’ rights 

regarding residence through 

the site ‘Your Europe’. 

Are workers entitled to child 

support? The task underlines 

the fact that the EU rights for 

workers are simply meant to 

put them on equal terms 

with their colleagues in the 

host country, and primarily 

follow from the principle of 

non-discrimination. 

Economy. The task guides 

the students to find facts 

about the cost and benefit of 

freedom of movement. 

Freedom of movements has 

to have its limits. The rules 

about the free movement of 

the workforce have in later 

years been subject to more 

and more discussion by 

political parties in Denmark. 

This task concerns 

comparison and explanation 

of two parties’ view of the 

problematic.  

 

 

Freedom of movement for the workforce 
- for the teacher 

http://www.europealive.org/lawmaking-in-the-eu
http://www.europealive.org/lawmaking-in-the-eu
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Material bank: 

 

On the next page you will find the Factsheet you can print out 

for the students.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

1. Amongst voters there is a rising concern about the 
negative consequences of Eastern European immigration. In 
2017, 17 pct. were worried about competition over jobs and 
that was one of seven risks, that affected feelings of safety 
the most. See pages 21 and 27. http://www.e-
pages.dk/trygfonden/307/ 
2.  An article with examples of cases involving ‘social 
dumping’ can be found here: https://piopio.dk/her-er-
eksempler-pa-social-dumping-samuelsen 
3 This article from videnskab.dk summarises current 
Danish research on ‘welfare 
tourism’:  https://videnskab.dk/kultur-
samfund/velfaerdsturister-har-betalt-milliarder-til-dansk-
velfaerd 
4. A brief memo on the contributions of Eastern Europeans 
to the Danish economy in 2018 from Dansk 
Arbejdsgiverforening: https://www.da.dk/politik-og-
analyser/eu/2018/oesteuropaeere-har-oeget-danmarks-
velstand- med-42-mia.-kr.-i-2018/ 
5. An analysis of how immigration of workers in general 
(not only from the EU) affect the economy can be found 
here: 
https://www.da.dk/politik-og-
analyser/beskaeftigelse/2018/udenlandske-medarbejdere- 
booster-baade-loen-og-beskaeftigelse/ 

 

http://www.e-pages.dk/trygfonden/307/
http://www.e-pages.dk/trygfonden/307/
https://piopio.dk/her-er-eksempler-pa-social-dumping-samuelsen
https://piopio.dk/her-er-eksempler-pa-social-dumping-samuelsen
https://videnskab.dk/kultur-samfund/velfaerdsturister-har-betalt-milliarder-til-dansk-velfaerd
https://videnskab.dk/kultur-samfund/velfaerdsturister-har-betalt-milliarder-til-dansk-velfaerd
https://videnskab.dk/kultur-samfund/velfaerdsturister-har-betalt-milliarder-til-dansk-velfaerd
https://www.da.dk/politik-og-analyser/eu/2018/oesteuropaeere-har-oeget-danmarks-velstand-med-42-mia.-kr.-i-2018/
https://www.da.dk/politik-og-analyser/eu/2018/oesteuropaeere-har-oeget-danmarks-velstand-med-42-mia.-kr.-i-2018/
https://www.da.dk/politik-og-analyser/eu/2018/oesteuropaeere-har-oeget-danmarks-velstand-med-42-mia.-kr.-i-2018/
https://www.da.dk/politik-og-analyser/beskaeftigelse/2018/udenlandske-medarbejdere-booster-baade-loen-og-beskaeftigelse/
https://www.da.dk/politik-og-analyser/beskaeftigelse/2018/udenlandske-medarbejdere-booster-baade-loen-og-beskaeftigelse/
https://www.da.dk/politik-og-analyser/beskaeftigelse/2018/udenlandske-medarbejdere-booster-baade-loen-og-beskaeftigelse/
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Many of us dream of working in another European country at 

some point. An inquiry from the statistical office of the EU shows 

that no fewer than 80 million Europeans have that dream. 

Approximately 50 million people have already put it into effect. 

In 2014, around 15 million EU-citizens worked in another 

country than the one they were from.      

We have the right to do this because of EU’s rules of freedom of 

movement for the workforce. The rules are based on the 

principle of the four freedoms, which originated at the very 

beginning of cooperation in the EU after the Second World War. 

The principle means that capital, goods, services and labour can 

move across national borders in the union. The EU-countries 

wanted a big, common market, where people trade and invest 

across borders and where the workforce and move freely to the 

available jobs.  

One thing is principles, another is practice. Even though the 

countries wanted the big, common market, there has been many 

obstacles and opposition, when outside competition had to be let 

in. Every country had their own rules and ways of doing business 

which in practice excluded others, and the population were often 

quite happy with this. Sometimes those rules weren’t even on a 

country, but on a city level. And often representatives of certain 

industries or sectors argued that work there should only be 

carried out by people with very specific qualifications.   

That is why the realisation of the Single Market is a gradual 

process, and it is not an already accomplished fact. Some very big 

steps were taken in the 1980s and the following decades, where 

the Commission and the EU Court put pressure on the member 

states to open up for each other’s goods and services in practice, 

as they had already promised to do.   

In order to work abroad, you normally need a special work 

permit, which states are often quite restrictive in offering to 

anyone other than the country’s own citizens. That is no longer 

necessary in the EU - if you are an EU-citizen.  

It is an advantage for citizens in all EU-countries that they can 

take up residence wherever they want. On the other hand, it can 

be a disadvantage if someone from a country with lower salaries 

offers to do your work for half your salary. Or if it turns out that 

your mechanic or dentist were trained in different standards 

than you are used to.

What are your rights? 

If you are a citizen in a country covered by EU-law, you can apply for a job, work and live in all EU/EEA-countries. It is generally 

prohibited to discriminate against you on the basis of you not being from the host country, and the legislation entitles you to the 

same terms as the country’s own citizens on the following points: 

- Access to jobs - Medical treatment 

- Work conditions - Social benefits if you e.g. fall ill or become unemployed 

- Taxes  - Education and educational support for children 

If you have lived as a legal resident in another EU-country for five years in a row, you are automatically entitled to remain there for 

as long as you like. The terms might of course be better or worse than those you are used to from your home country.  

Although all member states have agreed to treat each other’s citizens the same, there are many examples of differential treatment in 

practice. In some cases, it is necessary to go to the EU Court in order to determine if there was an objective reason that one was 

denied a job or a right, or if it was due to unreasonable discrimination.  

 

Social dumping and welfare tourism 

The expression social dumping is normally used when foreign workers in a country receive wage- and working conditions, that are 

below that country’s usual level. That is something that can put pressure on the native workforce to accept lesser terms as well, and 

it might drive down the wages in a country. When the EU expanded in 2003 to include a number of Eastern European countries with 

lower wages, many EU-countries delayed possible immigration through a transitional arrangement. At the same time, trade unions 

have been very active in tracking down employers who take unreasonable advantage of foreign labour.   

The expression welfare tourism is aimed at foreigners who are suspected of moving to other EU-countries to exploit their favorable 

social systems. The expression is mainly used about people outside of the labour market, such as students. It is a controversial 

expression, because it might lead one to think that citizens from other EU-countries are an expense for welfare societies. In reality, 

they pay more in taxes than they receive in public services. 

Freedom of movement for the workforce 
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Who has the right? 
The right to work in other EU-countries applies to EU-citizens 

and to citizens from the so-called EEA-countries which basically 

comply with the rules of the EU Single Market (Norway, Iceland, 

Lichtenstein and Switzerland). If you are married and have 

children, the rights apply for them as well. If you are a citizen of a 

country outside of the EU/EEA the rules do not apply, not even if 

you are a resident of an EU-country as e.g. an asylum seeker.  

The rules are designed for those who trade their labour. The 

fundamental idea is, that you must be employed by someone to 

have the rights of freedom of movement. You must also receive 

real payments from your work. And you must be a part of the 

host country’s labour market.   

If you, on the other hand, is stationed by a company in another 

country, then that is a different matter altogether. Problems and 

rules are also different if you wish to take up residence with your 

fortune or pension, or if you want to start a firm in another EU-

country. And if you are unable to support yourself, then you have 

fewer rights in many ways. 

 

 

The Court of Justice 
The rules about freedom of movement have to take many 

different conditions in all of the EU into account. At the same 

time, they involve very serious issues for millions of people: 

livelihoods, working conditions, economy - and people’s ability to 

take up a fight against big companies. There are very serious 

interests at stake, and they often run up against each other.  

For that reason, the rules are very detailed and specific. In most 

cases, it is quite clear which rules apply, and if you do not get 

your rights automatically, you can file a lawsuit at the Court of 

Justice of the European Union. But doubts, grey areas and new 

problem areas continually arise, either because someone tests 

the boundaries or because the labour market changes. New cases 

may come up that no one expected at the time the rules were 

negotiated.  

In cases like that, the Court is often asked to interpret the rules, 

so that the citizens of the EU and the national courts know which 

rules apply. Over time, this has led to some groundbreaking 

findings, which have typically strengthened and specified 

citizens’ rights - but also stirred debate about how much the EU 

and the EU Court should in fact determine. 

 

De økonomiske argumenter for fri bevægelighed 

Økonomi handler om at bruge ressourcerne så effektivt som muligt. Kapital, viden og arbejdskraft skal derhen, hvor de - alt andet 

lige - producerer mest for den laveste pris. Derfor er konkurrencen på frie markeder godt for økonomien, og begrænsninger på 

markedet er som regel dårligt for økonomien (selvom det kan være godt eller nødvendigt af andre grunde). 

Den økonomiske grundregel gælder også på arbejdsmarkedet: Hvis arbejdskraften er der, hvor den kan producere mest for den 

billigste pris, så er det en økonomisk fordel. Der skal være arbejdskraft, hvor der er efterspørgsel (dvs. i områder og brancher med 

høj vækst). Samtidig er det tit vigtigt at de ansatte har de helt rigtige kvalifikationer, fordi produktionen i mange brancher i dag er 

højt specialiseret. At få den helt rigtige svejser - eller advokat - kan være mange penge værd. 

Men et er, hvad der gavner økonomien. Noget andet er, hvem der får gavn af den gode økonomi. Økonomisk fremgang for nogle kan 

føre til tilbagegang for andre. Hvis de dygtigste borgere søger job i de økonomiske vækstcentre, skader det udviklingen de steder, 

som de forlader. Og mens firmaerne og de mest efterspurgte arbejdere i succesrige virksomheder tjener godt, kan nogle miste 

jobbet eller få presset lønnen af billig udenlandsk arbejdskraft. Den forbedrede økonomi kan derfor føre til mere ulighed mellem 

samfundsgrupper, brancher og landsdele. Uligheden kan bremses ved at investere i forsømte områder og i uddannelse af 

medarbejdere, der bliver klemt. Nogle af pengene kan man hente i den europæiske socialfond ESF, som udgør otte procent af EU’s 

samlede budget. 

 

De økonomiske argumenter for fri bevægelighed 

Economy is about using one’s resources as efficiently as possible. Capital, knowledge and workforce needs to go where they - all 

things considered - produce the most value at the lowest cost. Therefore, competition on free markets is good for the economy, and 

limitations on the market is usually bad for the economy (although they can be good or necessary for other reasons).  

That basic economic principle also applies on the labour market. If the workforce is where it can produce the most for its cost, then 

that is an economic advantage. There must be workforce where there is a demand (that is, in areas and industries with a high 

growth). At the same time, it is important that employees have the right qualifications, because production in many sectors today is 

highly specialised. Getting just the right welder or lawyer can be very valuable.  

But one thing is, what’s good for the economy. Another thing is, who benefits from a good economy.  Economic progress for some 

may be a setback for others. If the best-skilled citizens migrate to the economic growth-centres, then that hurts the development in 

the places that they are leaving. And while the companies and the most sought-after workers in successful firms make a good living, 

others might lose their jobs or have their wages pushed down by cheap, foreign competition. Improved economy might therefore 

lead to increased inequality between societal groups, sectors or geographical areas.   

Inequality can be mediated by investing in “neglected areas” and education of the workers that are under pressure. Some of the 

money can be found in the European Social Fund, ESF, which accounts for eight percent of the total EU budget. 

 

Who moves? 

One can chase happiness in another country for many reasons. In later years, the main wave has been from east to west and south to 

north. Since 2004, when 10 Eastern European countries joined the EU, the number of Eastern Europeans in other EU-countries has 

tripled - from 2 million to more than 6 million. After the financial crisis in 2007, there has been a steady stream of not least job-

seeking young people from the Southern European countries, where unemployment rose and opportunities narrowed. 


