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 RESOLUTION  

 

on 

 

Labour Mobility in the EEA 

 

 

The Consultative Committee of the European Economic Area (EEA CC): 

 

 

A. Noting the initiatives of the European Commission to create a deeper and 

fairer Internal Market, including the ambitious set of actions to boost the 

cross-border exchange of goods and services in the new Internal Market 

Strategy1 and the announced Labour Mobility Package2 aimed at promoting 

labour mobility whilst minimising any unintended consequences,  

 

B. Noting the proposal for the revision of the Posting of Workers Directive3, 

 
C. Having regard to the opinion of the European Economic and Social 

Committee (EESC) on fairer labour mobility within the European Union4, 
 

 

1. welcomes the different EU initiatives upgrading the Internal Market to 

support the creation of jobs and growth which Europe urgently needs, in a 

context of global competition,  

 

2. urges the European Commission and the EEA States to do more to promote 

economic policies aimed at boosting growth and productivity, and at 

creating high-quality jobs in every EEA State,  
 

3. welcomes the objective of the European Commission to promote labour 

mobility, encouraging people to move across the EEA to fill vacancies and 

meet the need for special skills, while stressing the need to protect workers’ 

social rights and ensure a fair European labour market,  
 

4. emphasises that labour mobility, and also migration from outside the EEA, 

could play a role in addressing the demographic and economic challenges 

posed by the ageing population and decline in the working-age population, 
 

5. stresses the crucial role of social partners and social dialogue in ensuring 

fair labour mobility. Social partners must be closely involved in the 

development and implementation of labour market policies for quality jobs, 

including better labour market integration of migrants, 

 

                                                 
1 http://ec.europa.eu/growth/single-market/index_en.htm  
2 Commission Work Programme 2016 
3 http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=471 
4 http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.soc-opinions.37879 

 

http://ec.europa.eu/growth/single-market/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=471
http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.soc-opinions.37879
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6. underlines that labour mobility can be beneficial for workers, employers and 

the whole society, and can play a role in balancing labour and skills 

mismatches in different EEA countries. Labour mobility can ensure a more 

efficient use of human resources and contribute to the exchange of 

knowledge, innovation and skills development. Mobility of workers can 

however have an impact on the social security and the cost of social benefits 

in the host countries,  
 

7. highlights that such mobility can also make a positive contribution to 

reducing the high unemployment in many EEA countries, particularly 

among young people, but noting also that it contains a certain risk of causing 

a “brain drain” and “youth drain” in some countries, regions and sectors, 

since in particular well-educated young people from countries with a high 

unemployment rate tend to move to find a job in countries with better labour 

market possibilities, while underlining that there also exists serious brain-

drain from Europe, especially to the United States of America. 

 

8. stresses the importance of creating quality long-term jobs that allow people 

to have a decent income and living conditions, and calls on the relevant 

authorities to continue labour market reforms and invest in education, 

training and social protection systems to support productivity and 

sustainable growth, 
 

9. underlines that the revision of the Directive on the Posting of Workers needs 

to strike the right balance between the freedom to provide services and the 

need to protect the rights of posted workers, ensuring a climate of fair 

competition and respecting workers’ rights and preventing social dumping, 

 

10. welcomes the recent updating and strengthening of the EURES job mobility 

network, in particular as regards “fair mobility” to respect labour law and 

standards, and underlines the importance of active cooperation between 

social partners at both European and national level within the network,  
 

11. calls on the relevant institutions and authorities at European and national 

level to continue removing obstacles to labour mobility by improving 

procedures for the recognition of professional qualifications, ensuring better 

coordination of social security systems and enhancing foreign language 

competences from an early school age,  
 

12. calls on the relevant authorities to develop efficient policies and measures 

to tackle the current flow of refugees, and to ensure the sustainable 

integration of these refugees into the labour market along with the necessary 

upgrading of their skills to adapt them to labour market needs, making it 

easier to recognise foreign qualifications and providing the necessary 

language training.  
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REPORT 

 

on  

 

Labour Mobility in the EEA 
 

 

1. Introduction 

1.  The right of free movement of persons is one of the key pillars of the Internal 

Market and the Agreement on the European Economic Area (EEA Agreement), enabling 

people to move freely between the 31 EEA States to study, work or spend their 

retirement5. This freedom is also one of the main achievements of European integration 

and is highly valued by the people in Europe. However, despite legislation6 and policies 

facilitating and promoting free movement, labour mobility remains low. Only around 3% 

of the working population resides in another EEA country.  

2. Labour mobility is being promoted as a means to stimulate economic growth and 

reduce the cost pressure and skills mismatch in labour markets. Barriers to free movement 

have been substantially reduced over the years to facilitate both long-term intra-EEA 

mobility and more temporary forms of mobility such as the posting of workers. On the 

other hand, worries related to labour mobility and social dumping are increasing in many 

countries and populist political parties are trying to capitalise on these fears. Labour 

mobility and migration can create political and social tensions if the economic situation 

does not provide for adequate levels of growth and job creation. It is therefore important 

that labour mobility is carried out in a fair manner so that it benefits both workers and 

businesses, and measures are taken to eliminate unfair competition and discrimination.  

3. Mobile workers within the EEA tend to be young and highly educated, with higher 

employment rates than those of the native population. On the other hand, migrant workers 

from countries outside the EEA have on average lower qualifications and lower 

employment rates. While most mobile EEA citizens move primarily for work-related 

reasons, migrants from third countries come to the EEA for work, to join family members, 

for education or training, or to seek protection. 

                                                 
5 The same rights and obligations allowing for labour mobility and free movement of persons concern 

both the EU Member States and the three EEA EFTA States on the basis of the EEA Agreement, and 

therefore the term “EEA States” should be read as the 31 countries covered by this agreement.  

 
6 In particular, Regulation (EU) No 492/2011 of 5 April 2011 on freedom of movement for workers within 

the Union, is incorporated into the EEA Agreement: http://www.efta.int/eea-lex/32011R0492 

 

 

http://www.efta.int/eea-lex/32011R0492
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4. This report focuses primarily on labour mobility within the EEA, but also touches 

on the issue of migration from outside the EEA.  

2. Economic and demographic challenges  

5. Europe today faces both demographic and economic challenges. Economic 

growth within the EEA will be under greater pressure in the future because of 

demographic ageing and the steady decline of the working-age population in most 

countries. Mobilising the full potential of resident workers by tackling the gender 

employment gap and improving labour market outcomes for young and older workers is 

a major challenge, where labour mobility and migration also have a role to play. Effective 

measures to support the work-life balance for women and men is crucial both for 

increasing women’s labour market participation and for reversing decreasing birth rates. 

6. In Europe, the working-age population aged between 15 and 64 years is projected 

to decline by 7.5 million (-2.2%) between 2013 and 2020, while it will grow in the same 

proportion in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 

area as a whole7. Under a scenario with zero net migration, the working-age population 

of the 28 EU Member States (EU28) would be expected to decline even more, by up to 

11.7 million (-3.5%) by 2020.  

7.  There are also challenges related to skills shortages and mismatches, since labour 

markets are dynamic, technologies are developing and occupations are changing. 

According to a survey carried out among European companies8, 40% of EU companies 

have difficulties finding workers with the right set of skills. In the EU28, changes in the 

skill composition of employment between 2012 and 2025 are expected to lead to a sharp 

increase in the share of jobs employing higher-educated labour (an increase of 23%), 

while demand for medium-level jobs is expected to increase moderately (by 3.5%) and 

demand for lower-skilled workers is expected to decrease significantly (by 24%). 

8. Against this background, the EU and the OECD have outlined three complementary 

policy responses in a recent joint report: 

 foster intra-EU labour mobility to ensure better allocation of skills,  

 better integration of non-EU migrants to ensure smarter use of their skills, and 

 attract the skilled migrants needed on the EU’s labour market.  

 

3. Promotion and facilitation of labour mobility across the EEA  

9. Labour mobility across the EEA has increased particularly since the EU 

enlargement in 2004. However, east-west mobility slowed down during the 2008 

                                                 
7 Joint EU-OECD report: Matching Economic Migration with Labour Market Needs (2014) 
8 http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/sites/default/files/ef_publication/field_ef_document/ef1502en_0.pdf 

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/sites/default/files/ef_publication/field_ef_document/ef1502en_0.pdf
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economic crisis, while the crisis triggered a redirection of mobility flows away from the 

periphery (Spain in particular) towards Germany, the United Kingdom (UK) and other 

northern European countries. Overall, wage differences seem to be a much more powerful 

driver of mobility than unemployment rates9. 

10. In 2013, the share of working-age citizens (15 to 64 years) from an EEA State 

who resided in another EU28 State was around 3.1% of the total population. In the EFTA 

countries10, this share was around 13%. The largest numbers of working-age EU28/EFTA 

migrants were in Germany (2.6 million), the UK (1.9 million), Spain (1.4 million), Italy 

(1.3 million) and Switzerland (934,000). However, the countries with the highest shares 

of their total population were Luxembourg (44%), Liechtenstein (20%), Switzerland 

(17%), Cyprus (12%) and Ireland (10%). Romanians were the largest single national 

group (20%) followed by Poles (14%), Italians (9%), Portuguese (8%) and Germans 

(5%). Norway, Denmark, the UK and Ireland had comparatively high shares (70% or 

more) of working-age EU28 migrants over the past ten years. Young, highly educated 

people were slightly more likely to move (of which 2.3% had moved) than the total active 

working-age population (1.9%). 

11.  While intra-EEA labour mobility is being promoted as a major contributor to the 

better functioning of European labour markets, there might also be negative side effects 

of labour mobility, including a so-called “brain drain” and “youth drain”. Labour mobility 

can be enriching and beneficial for workers, employers and society as a whole, and can 

help balance out the different employment levels across the Internal Market, providing 

labour and talent where there is a shortage. However, there is a fear that the brightest and 

best are moving abroad for work, thereby damaging the long-term growth and 

development prospects of their home countries11. In the receiving countries, there are 

often concerns about the financial burden of migrant workers on welfare systems, 

although research shows that most EEA migrants are more likely to be in employment, 

and do not make more extensive use of welfare provisions than home country nationals. 

While the legal status of EEA mobile workers and asylum seekers is entirely different, 

the political effect that they have on receiving country labour markets and welfare systems 

is not necessarily distinguishable. New tensions are appearing in several countries, and 

the UK Government is not alone in aiming to restrict the access of mobile EU citizens to 

social and welfare services12. 

                                                 
9 

https://www.ceps.eu/system/files/Labour%20Mobility%20PB%20joint%20Bertelsmann%20FINAL%20

mb.pdf 
10 European Commission 2014 Annual Report on Labour Mobility. The EFTA countries included in this 

report are Iceland, Norway and Switzerland. Liechtenstein was excluded since no data was available from 

the European Union Labour Force Survey (EU LFS). 
11 

https://www.ceps.eu/system/files/Labour%20Mobility%20PB%20joint%20Bertelsmann%20FINAL%20

mb.pdf 
12 https://www.etui.org/Publications2/Books/Benchmarking-Working-Europe-2016 

https://www.ceps.eu/system/files/Labour%20Mobility%20PB%20joint%20Bertelsmann%20FINAL%20mb.pdf
https://www.ceps.eu/system/files/Labour%20Mobility%20PB%20joint%20Bertelsmann%20FINAL%20mb.pdf
https://www.ceps.eu/system/files/Labour%20Mobility%20PB%20joint%20Bertelsmann%20FINAL%20mb.pdf
https://www.ceps.eu/system/files/Labour%20Mobility%20PB%20joint%20Bertelsmann%20FINAL%20mb.pdf
https://www.etui.org/Publications2/Books/Benchmarking-Working-Europe-2016
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12. The EURES network is a tool for facilitating the mobility of workers within the 

EEA, thereby contributing to tackling unemployment in Europe by better matching labour 

market needs and labour supply13. However, this online portal has only covered up to 

40% of all vacancies in the EEA. The job mobility network was recently updated to make 

it more efficient and responsive to new mobility patterns, to focus more on young people 

and to extend the number of partners offering mobility services through EURES. 

Requirements as regards “fair mobility” have been enhanced to respect labour law and 

standards. The social partners at both European and national level participate in the 

EURES network, contributing in particular to the analysis of obstacles to mobility, as 

well as the promotion of voluntary labour mobility on a fair basis.  

13. Recognition and portability of qualifications is also an important element for 

facilitating labour mobility within the EEA. The recent update of the Directive on the 

Recognition of Professional Qualifications has facilitated recognition procedures and 

introduced the European Professional Card. EEA States should aim to speed up and 

simplify administrative procedures when transposing the directive.  

14. Improving foreign language competencies is another important factor for 

removing barriers to labour mobility. Although most European countries have English as 

their first foreign language in schools, there are wide variations in proficiency. Foreign 

languages other than English should also be encouraged. In this respect, EU programmes 

promoting cross-border exchanges, such as Erasmus +, are contributing positively to 

improving foreign language competencies.  

4. Better labour market integration of migrants from outside the EEA 

15.  Migrants from third countries have a comparatively lower chance of being 

employed than natives within the EEA. Qualifications may play a role, since a large 

proportion of third-country migrants have low levels of education. Moreover, a large 

share of third-country migrants do not come to fill their host countries’ needs for skilled 

labour, but rather for family reasons, or for international protection. However, analysis 

also shows that the share of third-country migrants with at least upper secondary 

education who work in low-skilled occupations is significantly higher than that of the 

native population.  

16. Growth prospects could be enhanced by enabling mobile people to better 

capitalise on their formal qualifications, and by promoting skills-oriented third-country 

migration. While many countries have liberalised migration regulations for the highly 

skilled, qualified labour migration from third countries remains low. With the intention 

of stimulating economic development by making Europe a desirable destination, the EU 

Blue Card14 was introduced in 2007 as a work permit issued by 25 EU Member States 

(not EEA relevant) to highly qualified non-EU citizens. 

                                                 
13 https://ec.europa.eu/eures/public/en/homepage 
14 http://www.eu-bluecard.com/ 

https://ec.europa.eu/eures/public/en/homepage
http://www.eu-bluecard.com/
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5. Fair competition respecting the rights of posted workers  

19  The posting of workers plays an important role in the cross-border provision of 

services within the Internal Market. A posted worker is employed in one EEA Member 

State, but sent by his employer on a temporary basis to carry out work in another Member 

State. According to the European Commission, in 2014 there were 1.9 million registered 

postings in the EU, representing 0.7% of the total EU labour force. There was a 44% 

increase in the number of registered postings in Europe between 2010 and 2014. The 

posting of workers is particularly frequent in the construction sector, manufacturing 

industry and service sectors such as personal services (education, health and social work) 

and business services (administrative, professional and financial services).  

20.  Commission President Junker announced in his opening statement for the new 

Commission in July 2015 that he would initiate a targeted review of the Posting of 

Workers Directive to ensure that social dumping had no place in the EU15. He also said 

that the same work carried out at the same place should be remunerated in the same 

manner. In March 2016 the European Commission presented a proposal to revise the 1996 

Directive16, which would complement the 2014 Enforcement Directive on Posted 

Workers. While the latter seeks to tackle abuse and fraud by (among others) reinforcing 

the exchange of information between national authorities and facilitating the cross-border 

enforcement of financial penalties, the revision of the 1996 Directive aims to ensure better 

protection of posted workers by reducing inequality between posted and local workers. 

The proposal was presented without any prior consultation of the EU social partners, 

which was raised in a joint letter to the Commission17. 

22.  The aim of the proposal to revise the 1996 Directive is to facilitate the posting of 

workers within a climate of fair competition and respect for the rights of workers. More 

specifically it aims to ensure fair wage conditions and a level playing field between 

posting and local companies in the host country. The targeted revision will introduce 

changes in three main areas: remuneration of posted workers, including in situations of 

subcontracting; rules on temporary agency workers; and long-term posting. However, it 

can be argued that the proposal falls short of ensuring equal treatment across the board, 

and the ability to tackle social dumping will still largely depend on the levels of 

unionisation in different countries, and in different employment sectors. 

23.  As the current debate on posting has shown, the equal treatment principle has been 

subject to numerous interpretations, and what fairness means in an enlarged Single 

Market still remains to be defined18. The Court of Justice of the European Union has 

                                                 
15 http://www.eesc.europa.eu/resources/docs/jean-claude-juncker---political-guidelines.pdf 
16 http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=89&newsId=2488&furtherNews=yes 
17 

http://www.ueapme.com/IMG/pdf/EU_Social_Partners_letter_to_President_Juncker_on_posting_of_wor

kers_directive.pdf 
18 http://www.epc.eu/documents/uploads/pub_6475_revision_of_the_posted_workers_directive.pdf 

http://www.eesc.europa.eu/resources/docs/jean-claude-juncker---political-guidelines.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=89&newsId=2488&furtherNews=yes
http://www.ueapme.com/IMG/pdf/EU_Social_Partners_letter_to_President_Juncker_on_posting_of_workers_directive.pdf
http://www.ueapme.com/IMG/pdf/EU_Social_Partners_letter_to_President_Juncker_on_posting_of_workers_directive.pdf
http://www.epc.eu/documents/uploads/pub_6475_revision_of_the_posted_workers_directive.pdf
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interpreted the Posting of Workers Directive in a very restrictive way, limiting the scope 

for trade unions to take action against “social dumping” and to guarantee equal treatment 

for local and migrant workers in the host country. Direct or indirect incentives for “social 

dumping” must be avoided. If foreign labour is cheaper on the host country’s labour 

market than domestic labour, then the benefits of the Internal Market come under threat. 

 

24.  The EU has established a Platform against Undeclared Work19 with a view to 

tackling fraudulent aspects of the phenomenon of the posting of workers interactively. 

Posting is exposed to the risk of being the subject of undeclared work practices, such as 

“envelope wages” or “cash in hand” (where only part of the salary is paid officially while 

the rest is given to the employee unofficially), bogus self-employment, and circumvention 

of relevant EU and national legislation. The platform will bring together the enforcement 

authorities of all EEA States and will facilitate the exchange of best practices, develop 

expertise and analysis, and support cross-border cooperation in order to tackle undeclared 

work more efficiently and effectively. 

25. Looking forward, the wider implications for the changing world of work on labour 

mobility need to be taken into account. Developments such as the increased digitalisation 

of work have the potential to create both a positive and negative impact on jobs and 

working life. The European Commission, the EEA States and the social partners need to 

be alert to forthcoming changes in working practices to ensure that policies and practices 

relating to labour mobility are kept “fit for purpose”.  

 

 
 
 

 

                                                 
19 http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=706&eventsId=1093&furtherEvents=yes 

http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=706&eventsId=1093&furtherEvents=yes

