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Jean-Louis, ladies and gentlemen, 

It’s been an interesting two days of presentations and discussions.  It is not often 

one has the opportunity to observe the impact of a policy that opens up the 

possibility of migration to many people in the way that the EU enlargements of 

2004 and 2007 did and, a short time later, to see how the movements responded 

in the face of the most serious economic crisis since the great depression.  With 

the benefit of a certain amount of hindsight, we can now look back at what 

happened and what we learned.  

First of all, labour migration movements from the new accession countries were 

numerous, and not surprisingly, went preferentially to  two of the three countries, 

the UK and Ireland, which opened up their labour markets  immediately. But 

other countries also saw increases because movements were facilitated 

everywhere, which made it easier for migrants to take advantage of job 

opportunities. Labour migration from the transition countries had begun earlier, 

however, and some of the apparent new movements were essentially 

regularizations of people who were already there.  

The new migrants were generally young, better educated than average and 

fanned out over the countries they went to, moving where job opportunities were 

more plentiful and not just to large cities. Many movements were temporary in 

nature as migrants accumulated human capital and savings and returned, but 

others remained and settled in the countries of destination.  Often they took on 

jobs for which they were formally overqualified, providing a motivated, flexible 

workforce but working for wages which were often low but still several times 
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higher than what they could have expected to earn at home. Some of this was 

due to language problems, but also to the fact that many were only interested in 

a temporary stay and were willing to take on jobs immediately of a nature they 

would probably not have accepted back home.  

The impact on the labour market in the destination countries appears to have 

been small overall, both on wages and on employment levels. But we have  heard 

only a little about the possibility of negative effects on particular occupations or 

certain groups of resident workers, or pressures on local housing stocks and social 

services in those localities where migrants concentrated. For example, the very 

elastic supply of migrant workers may have had a negative impact on the 

employment prospects of low-skilled youth, a group which has been especially 

hard hit during the jobs crisis. 

 The effect on origin countries varied. Some saw limited outflows, others (e.g. 

Romania and the Baltics) much larger ones, with significant losses of population. 

Some of the loss occurred among young highly qualified workers, who  could not 

always find appropriate work at home. The movements could thus be deemed 

more of a brain overflow than a brain drain. There has been a significant increase 

in remittances as a result of the outflows, which have increased living standards 

of persons in the origin countries but have sometimes been an inducement to 

inactivity. The outflows appear to have resulted in some labour shortages in origin 

countries, but this is difficult to demonstrate clearly.  The origin countries did see 

some increase in inflows of workers from third countries but the magnitude of 

such inflows was dwarfed by the inflows of EEA countries.   
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How did the job crisis affect movements? First, in most destination countries 

there was a drop in inflows, as the drying up of job opportunities was quickly 

communicated back to origin countries. Indeed, the drop in free mobility is the 

strongest impact on labour migration witnessed in destination countries as a 

result of the crisis. Second, a somewhat surprising finding is that the increase in 

unemployment among free-mobility migrants does not seem to have been higher 

than among destination-country residents and returns of immigrants to origin 

countries not especially numerous, as migrants appear to be holding on to gains 

in destination countries rather than returning to what they may see as less 

appealing prospects back home. However, the lack of a strong unemployment 

effect to date may be the consequence of the fact that temporary migrants, 

whose numbers were much larger than permanent ones and which have declined 

considerably, do not show up in the unemployment or population numbers in the 

destination countries. Indeed, much of the adjustment effect of free mobility may 

be occurring through the temporary migration route. However, we need more 

data and more detailed analyses in order to see if free-mobility migrants have 

indeed fared better or worse than their native-born peers during the recent 

recession and sluggish recovery. 

Both employers and labour unions have viewed free mobility favourably, the 

former seeing it as a means of resolving some regional skill needs, while asserting 

that it was sometimes difficult to separate intra-EU and third-country migration, 

especially for movements within multi-nationals. It was considered that there was 

little tendency towards abuse within Europe. Labour unions,on the other hand, 

indicated that it was necessary to monitor such movements closely  to avoid 
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social dumping and to encourage universally-applicable collective agreements and 

equal treatment of workers.  

Because of the diverse systems of labour law, social security, regulation of 

professions and fiscal regimes, there were (and to some extent continue to be) 

barriers to free mobility which a certain co-ordination/harmonisation at European 

level has helped to address. The free-circulation regime, for, examples, 

guarantees equal treatment of workers in countries, regardless of their origin, the 

aggregation of social security rights and a 3-way system of regulation of 

professional diplomas  (automatic recognition, mutual recognition on a case-by-

case basis, and advance declaration for persons moving on a temporary basis), all 

of which reduce disincentives to free movement.  However, we also learnt today 

that remaining obstacles in the regulatory framework can act as a significant 

brake to labour migration. Thus, further efforts are required to reduce these 

barriers in order to boost the potential of free mobility to respond to labour 

market needs.  

Short to medium-term projections show a continuing increase in tertiary 

education among the young, a general upskilling of jobs and smaller youth 

cohorts, and it is uncertain that domestic sources alone will be sufficient to satisfy 

likely future labour and skill shortages. Educational policies can play a role, by 

fostering futher increases in tertiary attainment and a reduction in school-leavers, 

by improving the quality and relevance of educational programmes, and 

simulating educational research and innovation.  
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In order to maintain growth rates and living standards in the EU over the medium-

term, large increases in employment rates at all ages and in productivity will be 

required, although incentives to increase working hours might also play a 

significant role. Free mobility can act to encourage labour reallocation across 

regions, but the possibilities to satisfy labour and skill shortages in this way are 

limited if all countries are subject to the same trends.  At some stage, greater  

recourse to third-country migration will appear inevitable. However, current 

employment rates among tertiary-educated immigrants and their children are 

lower than among the native-born and their offspring, so that there is a need to 

make more appropriate use of immigrants’ skills if increased immigration is to 

contribute as expected.   

In closing, the experience of recent years has been a particularly instructive one 

with respect to the free-mobility regime within the EU, its reaction to expansion 

and its response to an economic downturn. It has shown its potential to introduce 

a certain amount of labour reallocation and flexibility within the European labour 

market, with little measurable adverse effects. But its potential in the face of the 

demographic changes to come will be limited. In order to meet the challenges of 

demographic change, it will be necessary to both better mobilise the available 

domestic labour supply and eventually or at the same time, increase labour 

migration from third-countries.  


