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EU Enlargement and Labour Mobility

From May 1st 2004, as a result of EU Enlargement, the 74 million citizens of the ten accession states (see panel) will have the same rights under EU law as any Irish citizen. 

	ACCESSION 
	COUNTRIES
	
	
	

	Cyprus
	Czech Repub.
	Estonia
	Hungary
	Latvia

	Lithuania
	Malta
	Poland
	Slovakia
	Slovenia


One of the many areas on which this will impact is labour mobility. Currently only citizens from an EEA (European Economic Area) country can work in Ireland without restrictions, after Enlargement however this right will be extended to citizens from any of the accession states.  The implications of this are fourfold:

1)
Any citizen from the accession states is free to travel to Ireland and look for work. As an EU citizen they will be eligible to apply for any job they like and for employers there will be no difference in employing a citizen from Lithuania, Luxembourg or Laois. 

2)
Anyone from the accession countries who is currently in Ireland on a Work Permit will not need to have it extended beyond May. From May 1st their residency in Ireland is no longer dependent on a permit from a particular employer. These people can continue to work for the employer who applied for their permit or they can seek alternative employment if they choose.

3) The Department of Enterprise Trade and Employment is currently following a policy of giving preferential treatment to any application for a work permit for a citizen in one of the accession countries. From May 1st it will become more difficult to apply for a work permit from outside of the EU. The employer will either have to renew an existing permit or apply to hire someone who is currently working in Ireland on a permit. 

4) Labour mobility works both ways and Irish citizens will have the option to travel and work in any of the ten new Member States. With a recent ISME survey finding that 35% of manufacturers were considering setting up in Eastern Europe this would considerably ease the process of establishing and running a business. It will also offer opportunities to anyone seeking broader work experience.

From January to the end of November last year the Department of Enterprise Trade and Employment issued over 45,000 work of which 38% were issued to workers from the 10 accession countries. The remaining 62% were divided between countries such as the Philippines, China, Brazil and South Africa. The Department however has confirmed that figures for December 2003 to May 2004 will show a much higher percentage going to the accession countries.

Free movement of persons is one of the fundamental freedoms guaranteed by European Community law and includes the right to live and work in another Member State. However for the first two years following Enlargement, access to EU labour markets depends on national law. Ireland and the UK are the only two countries in the EU that have agreed to open up their labour market from May 1st.  

Sweden, Finland, the Netherlands and Denmark have indicated that they will be opening up their labour markets, but as yet, have made no final decision on it.  Other countries such as Germany and Austria are only allowing more restrictive access and are not scheduled to open their labour markets till 2009. Both these countries are the most geographically exposed to the accession countries and argue that they would be the recipients of the majority of migration flows. The large land borders between the countries make it easy to continue the arrangement where workers from the accession states commute to work in Germany and Austria. The remaining seven EU states have indicated they will open their markets in January of 2006. 

How will it affect you?

Enlargement will bring with it a series of benefits and disadvantages both real and perceived. For owner managers one of the very real benefits of labour mobility will be easy access to a larger pool of labour. The choice of candidates for any position will be extended without the addition of any extra bureaucracy. 

In the past, ISME surveys have found that owner managers have faced serious difficulties in attracting and retaining employees to low skilled, low wage positions. Economic migrants are often more willing to take on jobs that Irish people are not, and will accept the going rate for doing so.  

Employers however need to be aware that all employees have the same employment rights, irrespective of nationality. It is illegal to discriminate against workers based on language, race, religion etc. Employers must also be aware that while the European Court of Justice has ruled that the ability of an employee to communicate effectively is obviously important, and that a certain level of language may therefore be required for a job, any language requirement must be reasonable and necessary for the job in question and must not be used as an excuse to discriminate against workers from other Member States. 

Perceived disadvantages

There is a fear, prevalent among EU Member States that high unemployment rates and low living standards in many of the accession states will lead to high levels of migration.  Unemployment levels in the accession states varies but in 2002 averaged at 14.8% compared to 7.7% in the EU and 4.3% in Ireland.  Legally any citizen from an accession country will be able to travel to Ireland and apply for social welfare, However they will not automatically receive it and like any citizen from France or Portugal will have undergo rigorous procedures before social welfare payments are paid. 

Enlargement – an opportunity

Historically, Ireland was a country of net immigration. For decades Irish people travelled across the world in search of work and greater opportunities.  Countries like America, Australia and the UK have strong Irish networks and there can be little doubt of the benefits and influence that the Irish have brought to these powerful nations.  It is only in very recent times that Ireland itself has become a coveted destination for migrants. Today it is our turn to give these migrants a fair chance. By doing so, the Irish economy will benefit from their skills, their cultural diversity and their drive to succeed in their new home.
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