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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND
The Citizens’ Panel on Workers’ Mobility Rights took place in the Eastman Building,
European Parliament, on the morning of 22 November 2006, organised by the
European Citizen Action Service. The Panel formed the centre-piece of an
international project run by ECAS for the European Union Year of Workers’
Mobility. This project also includes a series of national seminars in four Member
States to raise awareness of free movement rights and draw attention to barriers to
mobility. In addition, ECAS is running the Free Movement Rights Hotline answering
citizens’ queries about their free movement rights, gathering evidence of positive
mobility experience as well as problems with free movement. A report “Who’s still
afraid of EU enlargement?” was released at the beginning of September. All project
outputs will be presented at the closing conference of the European Year of
Workers’ Mobility in Lille on 11-12 December. This report will be presented by
Agata Szarek, a Polish member of the ECAS Panel.
 
The Panel brought together 14 citizens from 9 member states, who addressed an
audience of over 150 people, discussing their personal experiences of free
movement and also making recommendations for future EU action. The panellists
represented a diverse cross-section of European citizens, spanning different
economic groups and ages. The Panel itself was designed with the EU’s desire to
listen to citizens in mind, thus contributing to “Plan D” as well as the Year of
Workers’ Mobility. The innovative format formed an opportunity for EU officials,
MEPs and social partners to meet and talk directly with the citizens, and the event
proved that such citizen participation has not only symbolic but also real value to
European “experts” and the EU institutions in producing original suggestions and
recommendations.
 
3rd issue: Social security
Mister X, a Dutch pensioner, began his presentation by pointing out that
despite the youth of many audience members, all of them would one day grow old
and he hoped that they would be then well provided for by European legislation.
He is currently resident in Sweden. After reforms of the Dutch healthcare service
from 1 January 2006, he is now faced with a situation which makes him pay twice:
healthcare contributions to the Dutch state, which pays his pension, and
contributions to the Swedish government, which provides his healthcare. Over 
100,000 Dutch pensioners across Europe were suffering under this new legislation.
Tony Venables said that there seems to be a dialogue of the deaf on this issue;
pensioners who are paying in both the country of origin and the country of
residence have been writing to the European Commission, which says that the
Dutch law is in line with EU legislation. There is a tendency, he said, for the
Commission not to see where EU legislation might not be working; there seems to
be a conflict between the spirit of the EC Treaty and the letter of the regulation.
Antoine Fobe referred to a decision made by the European Court of Justice
regarding a French law whereby a tax had been introduced explicitly to redress a deficit
in the social security system; a cross-border worker was already paying social contributionsin Luxembourg, but was resident in France for tax purposes, and so under this law had to pay twice. The court decided that this was not in conformity with the EC coordination of social security systems. The question was if Mr X was contributing to social security in Sweden through his taxes. Mr X said that in Sweden he paid for social security through taxation; the government was allowed to charge the Netherlands for healthcare, and the Netherlands were then charging him. Tony Venables said that the matter was being pursued after Mr X had contacted ECAS for legal advice.
The floor was then opened. A person in similar situation – Mr Y, now a pensioner resident in Belgium, spoke. He said that the cost of a pensioner living in Belgium was about €4000 per year, whereas in the Netherlands, it was €9000; so if a pensioner moved to Belgium, the Netherlands was in effect saving €5000. Mr X said that Mr Y’s point again had to do with the “financial carousel” between Member States, transfers which went on without our knowledge.
 
General discussion
Tony Venables suggested that these case histories illustrated more general
recommendations:
􀂃 Better information before departure is needed. Information, he stressed,
was not a neutral issue; lack of information opens people up to exploitation.
􀂃 Implementation and enforcement of existing laws is necessary; there is no
need for further laws.
􀂃 Issues surrounding the labour market are not being taken care of; there is a
need for more active NGOs, and serious resources must be put into it.
A speaker from the audience emphasised that workers’ mobility is not a fringe
benefit, but rather one of the principal rights of the EU. The Commission, he said,
should take responsibility for workers after it granted them the right to free
movement. The lively discussion that had taken place today showed that this was
an issue which could incite enthusiasm among EU citizens – perhaps the Commission
could generate support for its actions in this area through showing concrete
benefits for its citizens.
Ms Jean Lambert, MEP, spoke of having done a lot of work around issues of free
movement and migration. She agreed with much of what had been said. She
thought that Member States had imagined that immigration from EU countries 
would present less of a problem than immigration from third countries, so they
didn’t need to take the same measures on the grounds that they were “more like
us”. But the issues remained the same, since after all migrants from other Member States
were also human beings. The need for information, knowledge about your rights and
so on was exactly the same. The issue of preparation was absolutely key; she said a lot
of people saw moving to new EU countries as fun, with no idea of what they were coming
to, what they would do, or the cost of living.
She also said that the current debate on integration of third country nationals needed
to be extended to integration in general. The question of whose responsibility it
was to provide information needed to be discussed; right now nobody was taking
real responsibility, apart from the EURES website, which necessitated a very good
reading level and familiarity with the vocabulary. Information should be readily
available, coordinated across the EU by the Commission, but the countries of origin
also needed to give information, and she stressed that that meant all countries,
not just the new Member States. She praised the actions of trades unions in regard
to migrant workers’ rights.
Ms Sarah McGarrol, from Citizens Advice Scotland, spoke of the role they played,
and said that they had heard many examples of problems similar to those already
presented. Her organisation was in a good strategic situation in Scotland, able to
negotiate with trades unions and the Scottish government, and they tried to
provide an up-to-date and accurate information service. She hoped that people
were aware of Citizens’ Advice International, and she hoped that they could liaise
better with other citizens’ organisations.
Tony Venables said that the idea of a network for the integration of migrants
should definitely be pursued, and that the EU could help make it happen – it had
responsibilities and also resources.
Mr Philip Burke spoke, representing the Simon Community, which has been working
for the homeless and socially excluded in the UK since 1963. He pointed out that
the economy is booming with the arrival of migrants, especially from Poland, but
on the other hand homelessness is also rising. There is no support for these people
who are not able to integrate; he said, adding that not everyone can be a builder
or a plumber. There is no safety net, and the problem is left to grassroots
charities, which cannot cope with the numbers. The emphasis should be on
prevention. There are always people ready to exploit others, especially when there
is a language barrier; he emphasised the need for the Commission to act now, by
funding centres for social integration, especially in areas with high numbers of
immigrants. He finished off by underlining that the Treaties’ provisions on free
movement rights should be honoured. The university lecturer from Slovakia spoke
again and said that people should be the centre of attention, and that there should
be a Commissioner directly responsible for free movement.
Ms Sophie Germont reiterated the idea of using EURES, for information and not just
for contacting employers and candidates. A Polish speaker said that local networks
should be utilised to provide information, and in particular the church, which was
still an important force in the community in much of Eastern Europe.
Mr Masiel, MEP assured his Polish compatriots in Ireland, the UK and Scotland that 
he would speak to the political powers that be in Poland so that something be
done, so when Poles went abroad they had support from social workers and
interpreters. The European Commission should also cover some of the assistance
given to Poles, for example in London, and finally the Polish government should
also be responsible.
 
Conclusions
Tony Venables said that the Panel had been an extremely positive experience, and
he hoped there would be many more citizen panels; he and Mr Fobe as experts had
learnt a lot from the event. As for action, a pressure group should be formed taking
the report to the conference in Lille. Responsibilities should be fixed. MEPs should
be the first allies of citizens in improving mobility rights; free movement is a
constitutional right. Governments and civil society also need to take responsibility,
working in partnership with the EU and local authorities.
The Panel’s main recommendations, as set out by Ms Geddie and Mr Brazzoduro,
were as follows.
• The importance of a strong political commitment from the EU and Member
States – in their capacities both as countries of origin and countries of destination
of migrant workers – in favour of free movement of people, to close the gap
between basic Treaty provisions and actual practice on the ground.
􀂃 The creation of ‘citizens-EU’ - a single authoritative source of legal and
practical information agreed between the Commission and Member States
which would allow citizens and officials access to a data base on rules and
their application.
􀂃 Training and resources for first-contact officials, which should include easy
access to interpreters as the language barrier remains the most acute
problem for integration.
􀂃 The possibility of giving more competences to job centres which could provide more services for migrant workers – in particular checking the credibility of job offers and informing people of their European rights.
􀂃 The possibility of a personalized number to make it easier for citizens to
switch social security and tax systems.
The case for a European entitlement numbers good at a time when residence cards are being phased out which will reduce red tape but also leave some people in a more vulnerable situation.
