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Introduction 

1. The EU institutions made 2013 the “European Year of Citizens” to inform citizens 

about the rights and benefits attached to their status as EU citizens, and to engage with 

them in a debate about the development of the European Union. Citizens are at the 

heart of the European project. EU citizenship is also celebrating its 20
th

 anniversary 

this year as it was enshrined in the EU Treaties in 1993. At a time when the EU is 

taking major steps towards deep and genuine economic and monetary union, of which 

democratic legitimacy is a cornerstone, it is all the more important to strengthen the 

citizen’s dimension in European integration. Against the backdrop of the financial and 

economic crisis and the subsequent lack of confidence in European integration, and in 

the run-up to the European elections, it is all the more important to focus on the things 

that the EU is doing to make citizens’ lives easier. EU citizens are more likely to take 

the European project further if they see the concrete benefits that it holds for them and 

their families. 

 

2. Almost 20 years after the entry into force of the Agreement on the European 

Economic Area (the EEA Agreement), it seems equally important to assess the rights 

that nationals of the EEA EFTA countries have as a result of the EEA Agreement. 

The EEA Agreement provides citizens of Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway with a 

number of important rights. The social dimension of the EEA has received little 

attention, and there is a lack of knowledge on this, both in the EEA EFTA countries 

and in the EU Member States. The EEA Joint Parliamentary Committee (EEA JPC) is 

of the opinion that it is very important, in this European Year of Citizens, to raise 

awareness of the individual rights that EU and EEA EFTA citizens benefit from as a 

result of European integration.  

 

3. The EEA JPC has previously dealt with more specific issues related to citizens’ rights 

in the EEA, in the context of the following reports and resolutions: 

 

 Free Movement of Workers (26 May 1998) 

 Consumer Issues in the EEA (16 March 1999) 

 Labour Market Issues in the EEA: Posted Workers and the Freedom to 

Provide Services (28 October 2009) 

 

4. However, this is the first time that the Committee has undertaken a more general 

assessment of citizens’ rights in the EEA. The purpose of this report is to give a broad 

overview of citizens’ rights in the EEA and to compare the individual rights of EU 

citizens with those of citizens of the EEA EFTA States.  

 

5. The first part of the report focuses on EU citizens and provides an overview of their 

individual rights, with an emphasis on recent measures to strengthen these rights. The 
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second part deals with the rights that citizens of Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway 

have been granted by the EEA Agreement. They are not EU citizens, but they enjoy 

some of the rights conferred to EU nationals, most notably the right to move and 

reside freely anywhere in the EU/EEA. The report further aims to draw comparisons 

between the rights of EU citizens and those of EEA EFTA nationals.   

I. Citizens’ rights in the European Union 

6. Citizens’ rights in the EU have evolved in parallel with the process of European 

integration. Throughout the first decades of integration, the Internal Market played an 

important role in the framing of these rights, which were consequently understood as 

market-oriented and related to the free movement of workers as economic entities. 

The Maastricht Treaty formally established “citizenship of the European Union” for 

all nationals of the EU Member States, attaching to this status a clear set of additional 

rights, and became a milestone in the development of citizens’ rights in the EU.  

 

7. Part Two of the Treaty on the Functioning of the EU (TFEU) and Title V of the 

Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union set out the rights attached to 

EU citizenship and indicate that they include the right: 

 

 To move and reside freely within the EU; 

 Not to be discriminated against on the grounds of nationality; 

 

 To vote and stand as candidates in elections to the European Parliament 

and in municipal elections in their Member State of residence, under the 

same conditions as nationals of that State;  

 

 To be assisted by another EU country’s embassy or consulate outside the 

EU, under the same conditions as a citizen of that country; 

 

 To petition the European Parliament, apply to the European Ombudsman, 

and address the institutions and the advisory bodies of the Union in any of 

the Treaty languages and to obtain a reply in the same language; and  

 

 To organise or support, together with other EU citizens, a citizens’ 

initiative to call for new EU legislation.  

 

8. In addition, EU citizens enjoy a number of rights related to consumer protection, food 

safety and access to healthcare systems throughout the EU. They make use of these 

rights in everyday life situations, for example when living, travelling, working or 

studying in the EU.  
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9. It is important to underline that the European dimension is an addition to, not a 

replacement for, whatever rights citizens have in their EU country of origin: 

“Citizenship of the Union shall be additional to and not replace national citizenship”
1
.   

 

10. The Treaty (Article 25 TFEU) also leaves the possibility to strengthen or add to the 

rights attached to the status of Union citizenship.  

 

11. The right to move and reside freely within the EU in particular is one of the 

fundamental rights of EU citizens enshrined by Treaties. This right is spelled out in 

more detail in secondary EU legislation, i.e. Directive 2004/38/EC on the right to 

move and reside freely within the Member States
2
. This Directive aims, inter alia, to 

reduce administrative formalities, provide a better definition of the status of family 

members, limit the scope for refusing entry or terminating the right of residence, and 

introduce a new right of permanent residence. The Directive serves to clarify and 

consolidate previous secondary legislation into a single instrument, and gives further 

substance to EU citizenship by establishing an unconditional right of permanent 

residence for Union citizens and their families. 

 

12. Citizens’ rights have further been strengthened by the rulings of the Court of Justice 

of the European Union (CJEU), which has elevated the status of EU citizens to the 

“fundamental (...) status of nationals of Member States”
3
. 

 

13. If one follows the evolution of rights acquired by citizens in the EU through the 

Treaties, one finds that there is a move from the right to work and for that purpose to 

move and live anywhere in the EU, to political and more recently social rights. In this 

vein, the CJEU has made it clear that EU citizenship as such does not have market-

oriented aims and is equally relevant to the lives of those who are not economically 

active in the context of the Internal Market. In particular, EU citizens’ social rights, 

such as access to cross-border healthcare, social security schemes and education, have 

become increasingly important. The new EU social security system that came into 

force on 1 May 2010 modernises and improves the coordination of national social 

security systems within the EU. The Regulation ensures that individuals do not lose 

any social security rights while moving within the Union.  

 

14. At a more general level, the Stockholm Programme
4
, adopted by the European 

Council in December 2009, provides a framework for EU action on the issues of 

citizenship, justice, security, asylum, immigration and visa policy for the current 

period (2010-2014). Building on the achievements of its predecessors, the Programme 

                                                 
1
 Treaty of the Functioning of the European Union, Article 20. 

2
 OJ L 158, 30.4.2004, p. 77–123. 

3
 Case C-184/99 Gryzelczyk [2001] ECR I-6193. 

4
 European Council, the Stockholm Programme “An open and secure Europe serving and protecting citizens" 

(2010/C 115/01). 



Ref. 1126274 

5 

 

aims to meet future challenges and further strengthen the area of justice, freedom and 

security with actions focusing on the interests and needs of citizens.  

Recent steps to strengthen citizens’ rights in the EU 

15. Recent surveys demonstrate that many EU citizens are prevented from enjoying their 

rights because of a lack of awareness of their rights and how to use them. Over a third 

of respondents (36%) now feel well informed about their rights as citizens of the EU. 

This is an improvement, notably due to efforts made to develop the “one stop shop” 

for information – Your Europe and Europe Direct – but it is still not enough. 

Furthermore, just under a quarter (24%) of respondents say they feel fairly or very 

well informed about what they can do when their rights as an EU citizen are not 

respected
5
. 

 

16. EU citizens experience further problems when trying to enjoy their rights in cross-

border situations. According to a public consultation organised by the European 

Commission, one of the main problems was the administrative burden the citizens 

encountered when using their right to free movement. The respondents also felt the 

need to ensure that citizens with disabilities, and the more vulnerable citizens, could 

enjoy the rights and opportunities attached to EU citizenship. Against the backdrop of 

the economic and financial crisis, employment rights, in particular the portability of 

unemployment benefits, were also a concern.  

 

17. It is a priority to tackle these hurdles at all levels in the EU, in order to make sure that 

EU citizens are able to enjoy their rights in their everyday life.  

 

18. In its EU Citizenship Report
6
 (“Dismantling the obstacles to EU citizens’ rights”) of 

27 October 2010 and in the Report on progress towards effective EU Citizenship 

2007-2010
7
, the Commission describes the main obstacles that EU citizens still 

encounter in their daily lives when they seek to exercise their free movement rights, 

and proposes concrete actions to remove these obstacles. These actions concern areas 

such as consumer protection, cross-border healthcare, civil and criminal justice, 

registration of motor vehicles and information to citizens. All actions put forward in 

2010 have now been implemented or are expected to be adopted shortly.  

 

19. More recently, in May 2013, the European Commission published a second EU 

Citizenship Report
8
, containing twelve new actions in six key areas, which seek to 

enhance opportunities for working, studying or training in another Member State, cut 

red tape in the Member States, protect the vulnerable, remove barriers to cross-border 

shopping, increase awareness of EU citizens’ rights, and enhance participation in the 

                                                 
5
 European Commission, Flash Eurobarometer 365, European Union Citizenship 

6
 EU Citizenship Report 2010: Dismantling the obstacles to EU citizens’ rights 

7
 Report from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council and the European Economic and Social 

Committee on Progress towards effective EU citizenship 2007-2010 
8
 EU Citizenship Report 2013 

http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/flash/fl_365_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/citizen/files/com_2010_603_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/citizen/files/com_2010_602_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/citizen/files/com_2010_602_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/reding/factsheets/citizenship-report/
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democratic life of the EU. The report is currently under discussion in the Committee 

on Petitions in the European Parliament and in the Committee of the Regions. The 

Council will also be issuing conclusions as a contribution to the European Year of 

Citizens. 

 

20. These initiatives to foster EU citizenship are complemented by initiatives aiming at 

completing the Single Market and removing barriers for economic actors in the EU. In 

particular, the Single Market Act
9
, which was issued in October 2010 together with 

the first EU Citizenship Report, aimed at strengthening economic actors’ confidence 

in their Internal Market and maximising its potential as the real growth engine within 

the EU’s economy. This was followed by the Single Market Act II
10

 in 2012, which 

proposed further measures in order to foster the mobility of economic actors and 

businesses across borders in the EU. In order to learn from experiences on the ground, 

and to promote a culture of dialogue, the Commission has also undertaken to 

periodically publish a list of citizens’ and businesses’ main concerns with the Single 

Market
11

 – areas where progress is required to close the gap between what they expect 

from the Single Market, and what they experience in practice. 

European Parliament as an advocate for citizens’ rights in the EU 

21. The European Parliament has been a strong advocate of citizen’s rights. It has 

advocated the determination of Union citizenship on an autonomous Community 

basis, so that EU citizens have an independent status. It has also constantly pushed for 

concrete measures to strengthen citizens’ rights in the EU and provided an important 

political impetus to develop a more coherent policy in this field. In fact, the first 

(2010) EU Citizenship Report is a follow-up to the suggestion included in the 

European Parliament Resolution of 2 April 2009 on problems and prospects 

concerning European citizenship (2008/2234(INI))
 12

 which, among others, called on 

the European Commission to “produce a list of the obstacles facing Union citizens 

wishing to make full and unhindered use of the free movement of persons and other 

established advantages for Union citizens”. 

 

22. The Commission is cooperating closely with the European Parliament on citizens’ 

issues both up and downstream. A hearing was jointly organised by the European 

Parliament and the Commission on EU citizenship on 19 February 2013, which 

focused on strengthening EU citizenship and fostering political participation by EU 

citizens. Over 200 participants joined the debate: EU citizens, representatives of civil 

society and of national and European institutions, Members of the European 

                                                 
9
  European Commission, Single Market Act – Twelve levers to boost growth and strengthen confidence 

“Working together to create new growth” (COM/2011/0206 final) 
10

 European Commission, Single Market Act II, Together for new growth, (COM(2012) 573 final),  
11

 European Commission, “Single Market through the lens of the people: a snapshot of citizens’ and businesses’ 

20 main concerns” (SEC(2011)1003)  
12

 European Parliament Resolution of 2 April 2009 on problems and prospects concerning European citizenship 

(2008/2234(INI)) 

 

http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/strategy/docs/20concerns/SEC2011_1003_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/strategy/docs/20concerns/SEC2011_1003_en.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P6-TA-2009-0204&language=EN&ring=A6-2009-0182
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P6-TA-2009-0204&language=EN&ring=A6-2009-0182
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Parliament and academics. More took part via social networks and Twitter. It came up 

with concrete proposals for overcoming the obstacles that EU citizens still encounter 

in their daily lives when exercising their EU rights, notably their right of free 

movement and their political rights. These proposals provided important input into the 

Commission’s 2013 EU Citizenship Report. 

2013: European Year of Citizens 

23. In its Resolution of 15 December 2010 on the situation of fundamental rights in the 

European Union (2009)
13

, the European Parliament called on the Commission “to 

make 2013 the European Year of Citizenship in order to give momentum to the debate 

on European citizenship and inform EU citizens of their rights”. This initiative was 

then proposed by the European Commission as one of its 25 actions in its 2010 

Citizenship Report, and subsequently approved by all EU institutions.   

 

24. The main purpose of this ongoing initiative is to give new impetus to EU citizenship 

and to emphasise the importance of citizens in the European project. The concrete 

activities in the context of the initiative focus, inter alia, on explaining the rights 

linked to moving and living in other EU countries, such as the portability of state 

pensions and social security rights, and access to cross-border healthcare and schemes 

such as Erasmus, which allows young people to study abroad. Events also aim at 

engaging with citizens, such as the numerous “Citizens’ Dialogues” organised 

throughout the year. These activities are undertaken in close cooperation with all 

levels of government, civil society and business. 

II. Citizens’ rights in the European Economic Area 

25. The EU confers extensive civil and political rights upon the citizens of its Member 

States. Citizens of Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway are not considered as EU 

citizens but they enjoy, through the EEA Agreement, some of the rights conferred to 

EU nationals, most notably two of the core citizens’ rights:  

 The right to move and reside freely within the European Union
14

; and 

 The right not to be discriminated against on the grounds of nationality 

(within the scope of application of the Agreement)
15

.  

 

26. The right to move and reside freely within the EU is considered as one of the most 

important aspects of EU citizenship. This right is enshrined in Part III of the EEA 

Agreement and further delineated by secondary legislation such as Directive 

2004/38/EC, which has been incorporated into the Agreement. Accordingly, citizens 

of Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway enjoy the right to move and reside (work, study, 

travel, etc) freely within the entire EEA, under the same conditions as EU citizens.  

 

                                                 
13

European Parliament Resolution of 15 December 2010 on the Situation of fundamental rights in the European 

Union (2009) – effective implementation after the entry into force of the Treaty of Lisbon (2009/2161(INI)) 
14

 Part III, chapters 1 and 2 of the EEA Agreement. 
15

 Article 4 of the EEA Agreement. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P7-TA-2010-0483&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&reference=P7-TA-2010-0483&language=EN
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27. While the EEA Agreement grants citizens of Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway 

considerable economic and social rights in the EEA, the EEA EFTA citizens do not 

hold the political rights that EU citizens do as enshrined by the TFEU. These rights 

include the rights to vote and stand as a candidate in municipal and European 

Parliament elections, petition the European Parliament, apply to the European 

Ombudsman and address the EU institutions. 

 

28. The EEA Agreement is built around the four freedoms of the Internal Market: free 

movement of persons, capital, goods and services. It includes Iceland, Liechtenstein 

and Norway in the EU’s Internal Market, provides for the inclusion of EU legislation 

on the Internal Market in the national legislations of these countries, and guarantees 

equal rights and obligations within the Internal Market for citizens and economic 

operators in the EEA.  

 

29. The EEA Agreement also covers horizontal policies and rights that aim to facilitate 

the implementation of the four freedoms, such as cooperation in research and 

development, education, social policy, the environment, consumer protection, tourism 

and culture. These are rights that affect people’s day-to-day lives and can be included 

in a broader conception of citizens’ rights. For example, the EEA EFTA States have 

implemented the main pieces of EU legislation in accordance with minimum 

standards in the areas of labour law, gender equality, and health and safety at work 

according to Articles 66 to 71 of the EEA Agreement on social provisions. The 2011 

Norwegian EEA Review provides a complete list of directives on employees’ rights 

that have been implemented in the EEA EFTA States through the EEA Agreement
16

. 

These rights cover areas such as salary equality, working hours, professional 

qualifications and part-time employment. The act on the coordination of social 

security systems
17

 is also implemented in Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway, and 

ensures that EEA nationals do not suffer any disadvantage in their social security 

rights in situations with a cross-border element. 

 

30. Whereas the EEA Agreement grants considerable economic and social rights to EEA 

EFTA citizens, there are cases where citizens from the EEA EFTA States and those 

from the EU Member States are not treated equally. The example of tuition fees for 

Norwegian students in the United Kingdom (raised by Norway with the UK in 2007) 

is an example of this. The United Kingdom is the only EU Member State that 

demands higher fees from Icelandic, Liechtenstein and Norwegian students than from 

students from the EU Member States. The UK made an exception in Protocol 29 to 

the EEA Agreement at the time of the EEA negotiations that allowed it to demand 

different student fees from EU citizens than from citizens of the EEA EFTA States. 

The Association of Norwegian Students Abroad (ANSA) is calling for equal 

treatment of all EEA citizens in the UK with regard to student fees.  

                                                 
16

 Utenfor og innenfor, chapter 16 “Arbeidsliv og arbeidsmarked” 
17

 Annex VI to the EEA Agreement. 

http://www.regjeringen.no/nb/dep/ud/dok/nou-er/2012/nou-2012-2/17.html?id=669626
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31. The EEA EFTA States participate in a number of mechanisms set up to help citizens, 

such as the EURES Network
18

, which aims to provide information, advice and 

recruitment services for the benefit of workers and employers, as well as any citizens 

wishing to benefit from the principle of the free movement of persons. Iceland, 

Liechtenstein and Norway are also involved in other problem-solving and information 

instruments, such as European Consumer Centres and SOLVIT. The EEA EFTA 

States, however, do not participate in the Europe Direct service or Your Europe portal 

on citizens’ rights, which are key instruments for raising citizens’ awareness of their 

EU rights. Norway does participate, however, in the Your Europe Business portal
19

, 

which provides practical information to businesses that are interested in operating 

within the Internal Market.  

 

32. As previously indicated, a number of initiatives (both legislative and non-legislative) 

have recently been taken by the EU to strengthen EU citizens’ rights and raise 

awareness of these rights (EU Citizenship Reports 2010 and 2013). Several of these 

measures are EEA relevant and are, or will be, incorporated into the EEA Agreement. 

A number of the measures taken as a follow-up to the 2010 EU Citizenship Report are 

EEA relevant and will therefore also be implemented or taken note of by the EEA 

EFTA States, depending on whether or not they are binding. They include measures 

related to consumer rights, social rights (access to cross-border healthcare, rights of 

people with disabilities) and intra-EU mobility of EU citizens. More concretely, they 

concern initiatives such as: 

 Facilitating the free circulation of civil status documents;  

 

 Facilitating the free movement of EU citizens and their third-country 

family members;  

 

 Improving the system of exchange of social security information;  

 

 Developing a quality framework for traineeships in order to help young 

citizens develop their skills and enter the labour market; and 

 

 Developing a mutually recognised disability card to ensure equal access 

within the EU to certain specific benefits (mainly in the areas of transport, 

culture, tourism and leisure). 

 

33. Other actions, notably those concerning justice and home affairs, and political 

participation rights of EU citizens, do not fall within the scope of the EEA 

Agreement. The proposals in the area of justice and home affairs may nevertheless 

have an impact in the EEA EFTA States due to the relevant bilateral agreements with 

the EU. 

                                                 
18

 Article 15 of Protocol 31 to the EEA Agreement. 
19

 Ditt Europa Bedrift  

http://europa.eu/youreurope/business/index_no.htm
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III. Concluding remarks  

34. Citizens of the EEA EFTA States benefit from a considerable number of rights as a 

result of the EEA Agreement. They are not considered to be EU citizens, but they 

enjoy notably two of the core rights conferred to EU citizens: the right to move and 

reside freely within the EEA and the right to not be discriminated against on the 

grounds of nationality.  

 

35. In recent years, the concept of EU citizenship has been broadened to include rights in 

areas such as labour law, equality and health and safety at work. These are rights that 

concern people’s everyday lives.  

 

36. Through the EEA Agreement, the everyday rights of EEA EFTA citizens participating 

in the Internal Market are in many ways comparable to those enjoyed by EU citizens, 

with the notable exception of the political rights of EU citizens.  

 

37. An important observation regarding the current situation of citizens’ rights in the EEA 

is the lack of information, awareness and knowledge that there appears to be about 

this, both in the EU and in the EEA EFTA States. The legal situation for EEA EFTA 

citizens is complicated as it depends on whether the legislation is part of the EEA 

Agreement.  

 

38. The EEA Agreement is a dynamic agreement which is developing continuously. This 

makes it difficult to communicate to EEA EFTA citizens the parts of EU citizenship 

rights that they also have access to, and may lead to a situation where EEA EFTA 

citizens are not making full use of their rights.  

 

39. In general, the concept of EU citizenship is a challenge for the EEA Agreement in the 

sense that it touches upon very diverse areas, some of which are covered by the EEA 

Agreement and some not. 

 

*        *        *

 


