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This analytical note provides an overview 
of Poland, Romania, and Croatia’s experience as 
well as insights from Ukrainian and foreign experts 
on applying transitional labor market access 
restrictions to new EU member states. 

Ukraine’s neighboring countries Poland and 
Romania have already raised concerns about how 
Ukraine’s EU accession may affect competition 
in various economic sectors. Accordingly, they 
are highly likely to introduce restrictions in the 
future. While the European Commission (EC) has 
emphasized that neighboring countries are likelier 
to introduce transitional periods, we included 
Croatia in the analysis as it is the latest country to 
have joined the EU and implemented transitional 
restrictions.  

The note’s goal is to assist Ukraine's national 
authorities in drawing up negotiation points with 
the EC that aim to reduce the duration of EU labor 
market access restrictions for Ukrainian workers or 
prove their impracticality altogether.
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Nature of Transitional Restrictions
The free movement of workers is one of the four fundamental freedoms of 

the EU. It includes the right of every EU, Switzerland, and the European Economic 
Area (EEA), which includes Iceland, Liechtenstein, and Norway, to move to another 
EU member state freely, seek employment, work permit-free, reside there with 
their family members, remain in the country after employment ends, and enjoy 
equal treatment with nationals in terms of employment, working conditions, and 
other social and tax benefits. 

Transitional periods  are temporary derogations from rules that enable workers 
to access all EU labor markets freely. They allow EU countries to gradually introduce 
the free movement of workers over a seven-year period. 

gradually introduce the free movement of workers over a seven-year period.  
Transitional restrictions typically require a work permit. These restrictions apply 

only to workers — they do not affect self-employed individuals or business services. 
They also do not limit the right to travel or reside in another member state.

Restriction Implementation Phases
The restrictions come in three phases (2+3+2 years), with different conditions 

applied at each stage.
First two-year phase: The national legislation of the member states regulates 

how workers from new member states access their labor markets. Member states 
may choose to open their labor markets or maintain restrictions. 

Second phase (three years): Member states that wish to continue applying 
restrictions must notify the EC in advance. Otherwise, the free movement of 
workers, as per EU legislation, takes effect. 

Final two-year phase: A member state can maintain restrictions only if there’s 
a serious threat of labor market disruptions or a credible threat thereof and only 
after notifying the EC. 

Member states may choose to open their labor markets at any point in these 
phases. However, they must lift all barriers within 7 years.

Restrictions on Labor Market Access for Workers’ Family 
Members

Transitional measures distinguish between two categories of workers’ family 
members:

1. Those who legally resided with a worker employed for more than 12 months in 
the older EU member state before the accession date. 
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2. Those who joined the worker after the accession date.
Some researchers argue that the second category of family members 

is subject to discrimination as there are no strong arguments to justify such 
restrictions. This especially holds since the worker's residence in the host country 
is typically not temporary, and restricting family members from working could 
create financial difficulties for the worker seeking to support their family. 

Implementing Restrictions Principles
Two additional principles apply throughout the seven-year period to 

complement the free movement of workers’ transitional measures. 
First, it is prohibited to worsen conditions in access to the old member 

state’s labor market compared to those in place at the time of signing the Accession 
Treaty. During the first two years, and in line with their national legislation, old 
member states may introduce greater freedom of movement for new member 
states. This includes full access to the labor market. Accordingly, the status quo 
is the minimum requirement. Any measures that are more favorable to citizens 
of the acceding member states are welcome.  

Second, the principle of Community preference must apply throughout 
the entire transitional period. This means that citizens of new member states 
have priority access to the labor market of old member states over third-country 
nationals. Likewise, citizens of old member states have priority in accessing the 
labor market of new member states.  

During the transition, workers who are citizens of old member states (and 
EEA citizens) are prioritized as EU job seekers, followed by citizens of new 
member states subject to the transitional phase. If neither group applies, it may 
be opened to third-country nationals. National employment services, supported 
by EURES, are in charge of informing job seekers. If a citizen of a new member 
state is unaware of a vacancy in an old member state, they will not be able to apply 
for the position.  

New member states may introduce reciprocatory measures against old 
member states that introduce labor mobility restrictions. 

In 2001, the EU reached a consensus on how to apply transitional periods for 
countries that were completing negotiation accession. 

Transitional periods were first applied to 10 new member states during the 
2004 EU enlargement; they were last applied during the 2013 enlargement. 
Currently, there are no active transitional periods for EU member states. Among 
working-age EU citizens (20–64 years) in 2017, 4.1% resided in member states 
other than their country of citizenship1 .

Ukraine and Moldova are slated to become the Union’s new member states. 
They have already begun accession negotiations. At the time of writing, it 
is unknown whether member states will introduce transitional measures for 
Ukrainian workers willing to take jobs in the EU. Likewise, the Ukrainian and EU  
 
1 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/631742/EPRS_BRI(2019)631742_EN.pdf
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governments’ stance on the subject remains unclear, particularly considering 
demographic factors and the future demand for labor resources in Ukraine’s post-
war reconstruction.

Transitional Restrictions 
During the fifth enlargement wave, Poland and nine other countries joined the 

EU in 2004. It was the largest country in the equally most significant expansion 
of the Union since its founding. Before accession, according to the World Bank, 
Poland's population was 38.2 million (compared to 36.7 million in 2023). 

After joining in May 2004, three out of 15 member states immediately opened 
their labor markets to Poles: Sweden chose not to impose any restrictions, while 
Ireland and the United Kingdom did not restrict access to employment but capped 
social benefits. The UK also implemented a worker registration scheme. Ireland 
and the UK became the main destination countries for labor migrants from the 
fifth enlargement wave.  

Meanwhile, Germany, Spain, Luxembourg, Belgium, Greece, France, and 
Finland required work permits for all workers from new member states; in Denmark, 
permits were issued only for full-time workers. A permit system also operated in 
Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal, and Austria, which also had a quota system. This 
created a two-tier labor market regulation system in these EU member states2. 
Appendix 1 provides a detailed description of the restrictions imposed by the EU-15 
on the EU-10.  

Post-enlargement mobility is difficult to assess due to a lack of data. It is, 
however, clear that Poles were the chief labor migrants during the 20043 expansion. 
If we take three categories from the EU-25 countries (1 – open labor markets of EU 
member states, 2 – states with restricted access, 3 – newly acceded EU members), 
evidence suggests that Polish labor migrants targeted all three groups and not 
just the first. However, the proportions varied. For example, Austria, which applied 
a quota system along with a work permit requirement, issued more work permits 
to Polish citizens in 2005 than Sweden, which is known for its open labor market 
policy4. 

Following the EC’s February 2006 report on the first two years of transitional 
measures, Greece, Spain, Portugal, and Finland opened their labor markets and  
 
2 https://bip.brpo.gov.pl/pliki/1190884555.pdf
3 https://www.researchgate.net/publication/277475204_Free_movem
4 https://bip.brpo.gov.pl/pliki/1190979632
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applied EU legislation on the free movement of workers starting from May 2006. 
Italy lifted restrictions in July 2006, while the Netherlands, Luxembourg, and 
France removed restrictions in May, November 2007, and July 2008, respectively.  

The second transitional period prompted EU-15 countries to relax the 
rules, though some chose to maintain restrictions. During this period, member 
states fell into four categories:  

- countries that did not lift restrictions (Germany, Austria), 
- countries that did not lift restrictions but became more flexible in policies 

and procedures (Belgium, Denmark, Luxembourg, Italy), 
- countries that lifted restrictions with or without additional conditions,  
- countries that did not change their minds.
Spain, Greece, Portugal, and the Netherlands lifted restrictions without 

additional conditions. France and Finland adopted policies of lifting restrictions 
under specific conditions, with Finland introducing a worker registration system 
akin to the UK model. After abolishing restrictions, in July 2006, Spain, Portugal, 
Greece, Finland, Italy, and the Netherlands joined this group as well. 

Ireland, which did not impose restrictions on economic migrants and continued 
its open policy, remained in the fourth category alongside Sweden and the UK.

The Impact of Polish Worker Mobility on the EU and the Country 
of Destination

According to EC’s estimates, countries that immediately opened their 
markets experienced high economic growth, reduced unemployment rates, and 
increased hiring. Other 12 EU member states, which imposed restrictions and 
where economic migrants legally gained access, labor market integration overall 
went smoothly. Some side effects included higher levels of undeclared work and 
falsification of self-employment status.  

Polish experts revealed that in 2004, Poland chose to refrain from imposing 
reciprocal restrictions on EU-15 citizens and citizens of acceding countries, 
expecting solidarity in return.  

Although it was clear that most EU countries would introduce temporary 
restrictions, Poland wanted to set an example. The argument was that the wage 
gap was so significant that no one expected Western Europeans to flood the 
Polish labor market. At the same time, Poland faced a unique situation: in 2004, 
the unemployment rate was 19%, and the government wanted unemployed 
individuals to leave the country. Instead, the young graduates left.

Ultimately, three EU-10 countries — Poland, Hungary, and Slovenia — 
adopted reciprocal restrictive measures, requiring work permits from member 
states that imposed restrictions (Slovenia lifted them in 2006). 

Overall, the EC concluded that migration flows following the 2004 enlargement 
had a positive impact on the EU-15 economies. They contributed to labor market 
efficiency, sustainable economic growth, and improved public finances. In several 
EU-15 countries, employment levels increased after the enlargement. There was 
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no evidence of national workers being affected by an influx of workers from new 
member states. The EC stated that enlargement helped formalize the shadow 
economy, changing employer attitudes and improved information and regulation.  

Despite this, after the 2004 enlargement, Ireland and the UK had lively debates 
that eventually led both governments to close their labor markets to Bulgarian and 
Romanian citizens. In contrast, when Bulgaria and Romania joined the EU in 2007, 
Central European EU member states did not introduce any transitional restrictions.

Transitional Restrictions
According to the World Bank, before Romania acceded to the EU in 2006, 

its population stood at 21.2 million (compared to 19.1 million in 2023). At the time of 
Romania’s accession to the EU in 2007 as part of the sixth wave of enlargement, 
ten out of twenty-five existing EU member states (the Czech Republic, Cyprus, 
Estonia, Finland, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, Sweden) had already liberalized 
access to their labor markets for Romanian (and Bulgarian) workers in accordance 
with their national legislation. 

The remaining 15 maintained work permit systems, sometimes modifying or 
simplifying the procedures. A detailed description of the national transitional periods 
for the 2007 enlargement of EU-2 countries can be found in Appendix 2.

Neither Bulgaria nor Romania imposed reciprocal measures on EU 
member states. 

Population statistics and labor force surveys indicated that the average share 
of Bulgarians and Romanians living in EU-15 countries increased by 0.3% between 
2003-2007. Spain and Italy were the primary destinations for Romanians, where 
by the end of 2010, they constituted over 80% of EU-2 citizens residing in other EU 
member states. Except for Ireland, post-enlargement migration flows from the two 
new member states to the older ones were significantly exceeded by immigration 
from non-EU countries. Moreover, in many EU-15 member states, the inflow of 
citizens from other EU-15 countries exceeded the inflow from the 2004 and 2007 
enlargement waves5.

At the end of 2008, 85% of all EU-2 citizens residing in other member states 
were of working age (15-64 years), compared to an average of 67% for the overall 
permanent population of EU-25. This indicates that they were more likely to work 
than the local population. The share of women among Romanian and Bulgarian 
workers was higher (50%) than the average in host countries’ labor forces (45%).

5 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/memo_08_718
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Impact of Labor Mobility on the EU and Country of Origin
Population statistics and EU Labor Force Survey (LFS) data showed that by the 

end of 2010, approximately 2.9 million Bulgarian and Romanian citizens of various 
ages—regardless of their labor market participation—resided in EU-25. This was 
more than double the number before accession (1.4 million at the end of 2006). 
This influx may seem significant in absolute terms, but relatively, it accounted for 
only 0.3% of the EU-25 population.

Significant emigration of young workers from Bulgaria and Romania to other 
member states raised brain drain concerns. Still, the impact was mainly felt in 
specific sectors or professions, such as healthcare. Some short - and medium-
term negative effects of population outflows were offset by remittances from 
abroad.

Before their accession, modeled Romanian and Bulgarian migration flows had 
suggested that although transitional periods delayed migration, they had little 
impact on the overall inflow and long-term number of migrants6. These 
findings cast doubt on the need for transitional periods, which were first applied in 
2004, and supported the view that the free movement of labor in the enlarged 
EU was more of a political issue than an economic or social one.

The percentage of citizens from new member states residing in countries 
with no transitional restrictions did not significantly differ from those who did. 
One year after the sixth wave of enlargement, the EC reported that the free 
movement of workers had not caused significant labor market disruptions. 
Instead, it contributed to economic growth by filling labor shortages and skill gaps 
in member states. This confirmed findings from the previous enlargement wave7. 

Mobile workers tended to move where jobs were available and often returned 
or stayed home when conditions were less favorable. The EC noted that labor 
market supply and demand drove labor mobility flows more than access 
restrictions, which could delay labor market adaptation and increase undeclared 
work.

The 2008 financial and economic crisis and declining labor demand 
resulted in less EU labor mobility, with fewer new arrivals and an increase in return 
migration. Thus labor mobility is inherently prone to self-regulation; restrictions 
are essentially superfluous.

6 (PDF) Transitional Arrangements in the Enlarged European Union: How Free is the Free Movement of Workers?
7 iBid
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Transitional Restrictions
Before joining the EU in 2012 as part of the 7th wave of enlargement, Croatia 

had a population of 4.3 million people (in 2024, 3.8 million)8. The transitional period 
for Croatia lasted from July 2013 to July 2020. In the first phase, 13 out of 27 EU 
member states imposed restrictions: Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, France, Germany, 
Greece, Italy, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Spain, Slovenia, and the United 
Kingdom. In response, Croatia implemented reciprocal restrictions for citizens 
of these countries.  

According to the EU Labor Force Survey, in 2014, approximately 229,000 
economically active Croatian citizens lived in EU-27 countries, representing about 
0.1% of the total EU workforce. This share was higher in Austria (1.0%), Germany 
(0.4%), and Slovenia (0.2%). In all other countries, it was below 0.05% or too small 
to be reliably determined9.

Croatian workers' mobility after accession was modest compared to the 
population size and workforce of previous enlargement waves, the host countries, 
and the EU population. However, it was significant from Croatia's perspective10. 
Evidence also suggested increased activity among those already abroad. Despite 
restrictions, in the first year of accession, a growing number of people flowed to 
countries already hosting a significant number of Croatians.  

For example, in Austria, the Croatian population increased by over 3,000 people 
(6%) between 2013 and 2014, while employment of Croatian citizens rose by 10%, 
reaching over 22,000 people. In Germany, the Croatian population grew by 23,000 
people (10%) between 2014 and 2015, and the employment of Croatian citizens in 
the first year of EU membership also increased by 10%, reaching 108,000 people. In 
Italy and Slovenia, the Croatian population grew more slowly. By 2015, there was 
no evidence of increased employment among this group. In the UK, the inflow of 
Croatian citizens remained limited. These five countries accounted for 95% of 
all mobile Croatian citizens within the EU.  

The inflow of Croatian workers into member states that opened their labor 
markets in the first year after accession remained limited both in absolute and relative 
terms. The highest increase was observed in Ireland (2,100 new registrations in 2014 
compared to 500 in 2013), and numbers also grew in Sweden (a net increase of 900 
Croatian residents in 2014) and the Czech Republic.

8 According to labor force survey data, in the third quarter of 2022, the working-age population (aged 15 and over) 
was 3.5 million people, of which 1.7 million people were employed.
9 Free movement: new Commission report on mobility of Croatian workers
10 iBid
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Impact of Labor Mobility on the EU and Croatia
According to the EC report11, labor flows from Croatia did not significantly 

redirect one year after accession.
At the same time, hiring restrictions had little impact on the overall flow 

since they did not cover self-employment or, in most cases, posted workers. For 
instance, in Austria, the number of self-employed Croatians grew rapidly between 
2013 and 2014 (by 800 people or 56%), particularly compared to those employed 
as wage workers (by 2,000 people or 10%). Therefore, a "brain drain" didn’t take 
place.

In 2014, the employment rate of working age fresh Croatian labor migrants 
was high (71%), especially compared to the EU-27 average employment rate 
(65%). This confirms that Croatian workers moved to the EU-27 primarily for 
employment and contributed positively to the economy.  

Among Croatians who moved to the EU in the first phase, 87% were of working 
age (15-64 years), compared to the EU-27 average of 66%. Additionally, 62% of 
them were aged 15-34, compared to only 37% of the working-age population in 
the EU. This suggests they were more likely to be in a productive economic period 
of their lives than the local population.  

The share of women among recent Croatian migrants (52%) was similar to the 
EU-27 average for the working-age population (50%). In 2014, only about 19% of 
recent Croatian migrants had a low level of education, compared to approximately 
27% of the EU-27 working-age population. Meanwhile, the share of those with 
higher education was slightly lower (19% vs. 26%).  

Croatian mobile workers were primarily employed in sectors and professions 
with labor shortages. At the same time, the impact of post-enlargement mobility 
on unemployment levels and wages in destination countries was relatively 
insignificant, at least in the long run. Studies indicated that the fiscal impact of EU 
mobile citizens was often neutral or positive.  

In 2015, the EC estimated the future potential flow of Croatian workers to 
other EU member states to be small, at least as a percentage of the EU workforce 
and in most recipient countries. Projections of net migration within the EU-27 for 
2013-2019 suggested that the inflow of Croatian workers would not disrupt 
labor markets, even in the main destination countries like Germany, Austria, and 
Italy. Though it should be noted that there’s no publicly available data to either 
confirm or refute these projections.  

According to the EC, 2015 data on emigration’s effect on Croatia showed 
that it caused no skill shortages in specific sectors. There were significant potential 
benefits of employment abroad compared to remaining unemployed at home.  

Like in Poland’s and Romania’s case, remittances, used mainly for savings 
and investments, helped reduce poverty levels and their severity in Croatia.  

11 Free movement: new Commission report on mobility of Croatian workers
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At the same time, Croatia’s labor market faced challenges such as adapting 
to EU labor standards and increased competition. Croatia worked to align its labor 
egislation with EU directives, strengthening workers' rights and protections. While 
some sectors benefited from expanded market access, others had to adjust to 
intensified competition.  

EU membership led to an increase in foreign investment in Croatia, creating 
jobs and making the country more attractive for business. Joining the EU compelled 
Croatia to align its labor laws with Union standards, thereby improving workers' rights, 
security, and protection. This harmonization also led to better working conditions 
and fairer wages.  

Moreover, Croatia took measures to open its doors to foreign workers, aligning 
its policies with EU standards while addressing domestic labor market needs. 
These changes improved the quality of life for Croatian workers and ensured equal 
conditions within the EU single market. This influenced local workers' willingness to 
stay in Croatia rather than seek employment abroad, as they could continue living 
in Croatia while enjoying full rights, albeit with much lower wages than in other EU 
member states, using their "freedom to stay" right.

State of affairs in Ukraine
The full-scale Russian-Ukrainian war and the temporary protection granted to 

Ukrainians in EU countries have made both the EU and Ukraine cautious about rapid 
progress in labor mobility12. 

According to Ukrainian experts, unlike the other three EU freedoms13, the 
Association Agreement between the EU and Ukraine does not include a legal basis 
for the free movement of persons. Older EU member states have always feared 
that third-party workers might take their jobs.

Thus, the Ukraine-EU visa-free regime became an interim solution for free 
movement, and it proved effective. However, Ukraine’s candidate status and the 
ongoing war compel both parties to seek new solutions cautiously in this area.

The EC and the Ukrainian government have yet to determine the future 
status of Ukrainian temporary protection beneficiaries (temporary 
displaced persons - TDPs) and how to use their experience to advance free  
movement rights.

12 https://voxukraine.org/uchast-u-vnutrishnomu-rynku-yak-etap-protsesu-vstupu-ukrayiny-do-yes-vilne-
peresuvannya-osib
13 The four fundamental freedoms of the EU internal market are the free movement of goods, persons, services, 
and capital..

12

https://voxukraine.org/uchast-u-vnutrishnomu-rynku-yak-etap-protsesu-vstupu-ukrayiny-do-yes-vilne-peresuvannya-osib
https://voxukraine.org/uchast-u-vnutrishnomu-rynku-yak-etap-protsesu-vstupu-ukrayiny-do-yes-vilne-peresuvannya-osib


Eurostat data shows that at the end of 2024, over 4.3 million displaced Ukrainians 
with residency, employment, education, and social service rights lived in the EU14. 
Researchers note that in some countries, TDPs have significantly boosted the 
economy. Their overall contribution to all host countries is estimated as positive, 
especially considering that over 75% hold higher education degrees. For instance, 
the contribution of Ukrainians to Poland’s economy in 2023 was estimated at 0.7-
1.1% of GDP.

So, both Ukrainian and international analysts and experts are actively discussing 
various options for TDPs after the end of temporary protection, including the 
possibility of obtaining long-term resident status or "reconstruction permits" 
for the period necessary for Ukraine. Another proposal is the introduction of "pre-
accession permits",15,which could facilitate the free movement of current TDPs 
within the EU and between the EU and Ukraine, their access to socio-economic 
rights, and their participation in Ukraine's reconstruction.

Experts expect that the EU and member states will approach such proposals 
with caution for several reasons. For example, "pre-accession permits" could 
create unequal opportunities for Ukrainian citizens and new EU members 
(particularly Moldova), since former TDPs would gain freedom of movement, 
while other Ukrainian and EU citizens would not. Such permits should be a joint 
initiative between the EU and Ukraine, embedded in the accession process, with 
the potential to include all Ukrainian and EU citizens in the future.

At the same time, the Ukrainian government has long been raising the issue 
of introducing dual citizenship, particularly for Ukrainian citizens, which has 
sparked much debate among politicians and legal experts — even accusations of 
threats to national security and unconstitutionality16. However, such a decision 
would allow Ukrainians living abroad to avoid facing a difficult choice of citizenship 
and continue to protect Ukraine’s interests, including in post-war reconstruction, 
while freely choosing their country of residence17.

Free Movement of Workers and Government Dilemma
Thus, the Ukrainian government is at a crossroads. On one hand, the difficult 

demographic situation caused by the war forces it to focus on bringing back 
its citizens. It also aims to prevent a new wave of emigration of Ukrainians after 
the martial law ends. On the other hand, the government needs to progress on 
the path to joining the EU.

In the long term, the free movement of persons could contribute to both the 
reintegration of Ukrainians currently residing in the EU and the attraction of labor  
 
 
from EU countries. Therefore, according to experts, Ukraine is more interested in 
14 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/en/web/products-eurostat-news/w/ddn-20250210-1
15 https://ecre.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/ECRE-Policy-Paper-13_Transitioning-Out-of-the-Temporary-
Protection-Directive.pdf
16 https://www.bbc.com/ukrainian/articles/ce9nv7kgxnmo
17 https://www.radiosvoboda.org/a/ty-iak-mnozhynne-hromadianstvo-bizhen%D1%81i-sku-zakon-
grod/33247327.html
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prolonged transitional periods today than the 27 EU states.
Several key areas where Ukrainian legislation currently does not align 

with the EU legal system serve as an additional obstacle to any further steps 
regarding the free movement of persons.

First, Ukraine needs to align its legislation with the EU acquis in terms of 
access to the labor market. Currently, EU/EEA/Swiss citizens must go through the 
same cumbersome and costly procedures to obtain work permits and residence 
based on employment as citizens of other countries. According to experts, the 
lack of specific legislation for these citizens poses a challenge for negotiations 
on the free movement of persons. It also complicates the involvement of these 
individuals in the reconstruction and recovery process. Furthermore, for example, 
Poland's experience shows that, given the high wage disparity, the likelihood of 
mass migration of workers from the EU to Ukraine is unlikely.

Second, Ukraine has not yet joined EURES, whose importance in facilitating 
the free movement of workers between countries should not be underestimated. 
Ukraine already has an approved accession plan, with most of the measures 
planned to be completed by the end of 2025. However, the completion deadlines 
for a third of these measures have not been defined, making it difficult to assess 
when the accession process will end.

Third, Ukraine still does not have social security coordination agreements 
with 19 EU countries. This particularly concerns the provision and financing of 
medical services for Ukrainians living and working in the EU.

Therefore, for Ukraine, the free movement of workers issue progress depends 
primarily on its own efforts and an objective and measurable assessment of its 
interests and needs.
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The accession of new member states to the EU 
labor market over the last twenty years reflects a 
complex interplay of opportunities, challenges, and 
shifts. 

Transition periods were approved in 2001 before 
the EU’s "big enlargement”. They were first applied in 
2004 when Poland joined the EU, but only three out 
of 15 countries opened their labor markets. 

European Commission’s intermediate reports 
on the free movement of workers helped open labor 
markets in many countries that initially imposed 
restrictions. Thus, when Romania joined in 2007, 10 
countries had already opened their markets to EU-
2, and in 2013, 14 countries opened their markets to 
workers from Croatia. 

Initially, the studies on the opening of labor 
markets to workers from the new EU member states 
of the V-VII waves of enlargement varied results-
wise. Some showed a modest but overall positive 
economic impact of labor migration from new to old 
member states. Others argued that the opening of 
borders had a significant positive impact through 
increased productivity, reduced unemployment, and 
improved general attitudes toward the EU.

Since 2008, scholars, foreign experts, and the 
European Commission have been unanimously 
recommending that member states abolish all 
established and other transitional measures and 
opt for temporary quota systems or other measures 
that would reduce the gap between "first-class" and 
"second-class" EU membership. New studies showed 
that fears about opening labor markets were mostly 
political and groundless. Meanwhile, the significant 
economic and social advantages of the free movement 
of labor within the Union were much more substantial. 
The practical value of reciprocal restrictions 
likewise proved to generate little results as no 
migrant influxes from old to new member states took 
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place. Still, some new member states found it easier 
to resort to the quid-pro-quo measures. 

The Commission also found no evidence of local 
workers losing their jobs due to the influx of workers 
from new member states. Free movement of labor did 
not lead to major disruptions in labor markets. Instead, 
it helped address labor market and qualification 
shortages in old member states, particularly during 
the economic growth period of 2004-2007. In general, 
far more citizens from third countries migrated to old 
member states compared to new ones.

Studies indicated that lifting restrictions not 
only made economic sense but also helped avoid 
more serious problems such as undeclared work 
and fictitious self-employment. The labor market 
problems faced by several old member states after 
the enlargement were caused by other factors, 
including the financial-economic crisis of 2008 
and structural labor market issues.

At the same time, labor migration had a 
significant impact on the countries that were 
sending workers. Fears of "brain drain" and youth 
outflow partially came to life. New countries expected 
the outflow of non-working populations, but instead, 
they lost a significant portion of their economically 
active youth. This created a problem given the aging 
of the EU population.

Although there was no mass "brain drain", studies 
showed that in some countries, including Poland, 
Romania, and Croatia, there was an increased outflow 
of highly skilled workers from specific sectors, 
particularly from healthcare. In the short term, 
remittances helped partially offset this ramification.

Meanwhile, new member states attracted 
foreign investments and improved labor 
standards as a result of joining the EU, positively 
affecting the lives of workers who chose "freedom to 
stay". To stay competitive, the Union also emphasized 
the need for the labor-sending states to continuously 
adapt and innovate their labor markets.

Considering the experience of other countries 
and its own capabilities, Ukraine can take advantage 
of EU membership in order to create a sustainable 
and at the same time dynamic labor market for both 
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its citizens and foreigners. Both will undoubtedly participate in the reconstruction 
and improvement of economic and demographic indicators in the post-war period.

Ukrainian national authorities may use the discussed experience of the EU 
enlargements waves to convince the EC that transitional periods shouldn’t be 
applied to Ukrainian workers. Likewise, Ukraine can discuss specific terms with 
the countries that already host large communities of Ukrainian refugees as these 
countries will likely become top destinations for Ukrainian workers once the 
borders have been opened. 

According to Ukrainian experts, the transitional periods could be useful for 
launching pilot projects like "reconstruction" or "pre-accession" permits for Ukrainians 
in the EU. Before making any proposals, however, Ukraine needs to understand its 
own priorities, namely whether the government is ready for no restrictions on 
the free movement of workers after the borders have been opened.

"Europe without Barriers" experts argue that creating artificial barriers to the 
free movement of Ukrainian workers to the EU and, symmetrically, EU workers to 
Ukraine makes no sense, as research shows that labor mobility is prone to self-
regulation. Metaphorically speaking, if you keep sand in an open hand, it will stay 
there. If you clench your fist, it will begin to slip through your fingers. Likewise, 
people will make the right choice whether to stay in the EU or return to the country 
only if their freedom is not restricted and a decent level of rights is ensured.



Appendix  1

FREE MOVEMENT OF WORKERS FROM POLAND  
TO OLD MEMBER STATES AS OF MAY 1, 2004:  

OVERVIEW OF TRANSITIONAL MEASURES

Restrictions on the movement of workers from EU-10  
in EU-15 member states

Austria. The requirement for a work permit has been retained. After one year of legal 
employment, the Labor Market Service confirms the worker's freedom of movement in the labor 
market. Family members acquire this right after 18 months. If the worker leaves the territory of 
Austria for a period of time that is not merely temporary, the right to freedom of movement is lost.

Belgium. The requirement for a work permit has been retained, with some exceptions for 
posted workers. Those who have a work permit for at least one year found it easier to obtain 
subsequent work permits..

Great Britain. No restrictions on free movement, but with limited access to social benefits. 
A registration scheme was introduced to monitor the impact of EU enlargement on the UK labor 
market. Changes were made to the types of documents employers must check to avoid hiring 
illegal workers.

Worker Registration Scheme: 
Job seekers from new EU member states were required to register with the UK Home Office 

within one month of starting work. Workers had to remain employed for 12 consecutive months to 
acquire residency rights. If employment was interrupted, the worker had to start a new job within 
30 days and re-register for it to be considered consecutive employment.

The scheme applied to workers who:
•	 Started a new job on or after the date of EU accession,
•	 Had been working in the UK before accession without a permit,
•	 Were employed on a short-term or temporary basis,
•	 Were working students.

Greece. The requirement for a work permit has been retained. 
Citizens of new EU member states who had been legally working in Greece for at least 12 

consecutive months on the date of accession were treated as EU citizens employment access-
wise. Citizens who were legally employed on the accession date but had not yet completed 12 
months of consecutive employment were granted EU citizen status for work access upon 
completing the 12-month period.  New EU member state citizens who entered Greece after the 
accession date and complied with transitional measures were treated as EU citizens employment 
access-wise once they completed 12 months of legal, uninterrupted employment.  Citizens who 
had been working in Greece before accession but whose work permit expired before May 1, 2004, 
and was not renewed were also considered EU citizens, provided they fulfilled outstanding social 
security obligations.  Workers entering Greece for employment under transitional measures were 
allowed to switch from paid employment to self-employment, but not the other way around..

Denmark. The requirement for a work permit has been retained. A work and residence 
permit can be obtained only for full-time employment. Applicants cannot start working until they 
receive a residence permit.  The permit is valid only for the specific job for which it was issued. If 
a person changes jobs, they must apply for a new residence permit. If employment is terminated, 
the residence permit is revoked. The residence permit is issued for a maximum period of one year..

Italy. Restrictions were introduced. In 2004, in addition to the existing quota set by decrees 
regulating the inflow of workers from outside the EU, an additional 20,000 workers from eight 
new EU member states were granted entry permits for paid employment..
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Ireland. There are no restrictions on access to the labor market.  Job seekers have the right to 
enter Ireland for this purpose but are not entitled to social assistance from the authorities during 
their job search period..

Spain. The requirement for a work permit was retained during the initial phase. It was primarily 
used to facilitate the full integration of workers from eight new EU member states who had already 
settled in Spain, ensuring equal treatment and applying relevant family reunification regulations.

Luxembourg. The requirement for a work permit has been retained.

The Netherlands. The requirement for a work permit was retained for the first two years.  
Two procedures were applied:  

A. Full work permit procedure – This included a labor market test to verify that the job could 
not be filled by a worker from the Netherlands or another pre-existing EU member state.  

B. Exemptions for specific sectors and professions – Certain sectors and professions were 
exempt from the standard work permit procedure. Workers from new EU member states could 
receive a permit within two weeks, without additional checks, provided they had a legally valid 
employment contract and complied with labor conditions.

Germany. For the first two years, transitional provisions applied to citizens of new EU 
member states regarding the free movement of workers and service providers. Work permits 
were issued only in exceptional cases, when a labor market analysis demonstrated that there 
were no preferential candidates (e.g., German workers) available for the job.

Portugal. The requirement for a work permit has been retained. There is a possibility of 
concluding bilateral agreements with certain countries that have expressed interest. The terms 
of these agreements and their relation to the general scheme must be clearly defined.  Every two 
years, the government sets a quota for the number of third-country nationals allowed to engage 
in specific professional activities..

Finland. The requirement for a work permit has been retained. Finland follows a two-year 
transitional period, with a decision on its extension to be made on a tripartite basis by the end of 
the second year.

France. The requirement for a work permit has been retained during the initial period. 
Access to the labor market was restricted for workers covered by foreign labor rights legislation 
(third-country nationals). At the end of the first phase, a national-level assessment was planned to 
evaluate the impact of opening the labor market and determine the future approach.. 

Sweden. No national restrictions were imposed.  Job seekers have the right to register with 
employment agencies and receive job search assistance.  Job seekers who are eligible to continue 
receiving unemployment benefits from their country of origin are subject to the same availability 
requirements as other job seekers.



Appendix 2

FREE MOVEMENT OF WORKERS FROM ROMANIA TO THE EU-25  
AS OF JULY 1, 2007: OVERVIEW OF TRANSITIONAL MEASURES

Restrictions on the movement of workers from EU-2  
in EU-25 member states

Austria, Germany. The requirement for a work permit and restrictions on the delegation of 
workers in certain sectors have been maintained..

Belgium. The requirement for a work permit has been maintained, and an expedited  
procedure for issuing a work permit within 5 days has been introduced for jobs in shortage 
occupations.

Greece. A work permit is issued if the employer is unable to fill the vacant position with 
another EU citizen..

Denmark. Work permits are issued for at least 30 hours per week, which is regulated by a 
collective labor agreement or meets the usual standards for the industry/profession. If employers 
have prior approval, employees can start working after registering for a job with the Immigration 
Service without needing to obtain a work permit in advance..

Italy. The requirement for a work permit has been maintained. However, a permit is not 
required for employment in certain sectors (agriculture, hospitality and tourism, domestic work, 
caregiving services, construction, engineering, managerial and highly skilled work, seasonal 
work).

Ireland, Portugal. The requirement for a work permit has been maintained.

Luxembourg. The requirement for a work permit has been maintained. A simplified 
employment procedure has been introduced for work in agriculture, viticulture, hospitality, and 
catering, as well as for individuals with specific qualifications needed in the financial sector.

Malta .Work permits are granted for positions that require skilled and/or experienced workers, 
as well as for professions where there is a shortage of workers.

The Netherlands. A work permit is issued if there are no job openings in the Netherlands or 
other EU member states and if the respective employer can offer appropriate working conditions 
and housing. Temporary exceptions may be granted for sectors with a labor shortage.

Hungary, France. The requirement for a work permit has been maintained. A simplified 
procedure applies to 219 professions in Hungary and 61 professions in France, where a work permit 
is issued without considering the local job situation or the labor market conditions.

Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Finland, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, 
Slovenia, Sweden. No national restrictions..
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