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Briefing #5
WORKERS FROM THE 10 NEW MEMBER STATES

THE MYTHS AND THE REALITY
The Myths

A QUEUE OF IMMIGRANTS FROM CALAIS TO WARSAW

The Sun, 6 January 2004
“FROM May 1, more than 70 million former communist bloc citizens will have the same right to work in Britain as you and me….Those who do will have the same access to health, education, pension and welfare benefits as the rest of us.” 

NEW WARNING - BRITAIN WILL BE HIT BY MASSIVE TAX BILL; GYPSY CRISIS
Patrick O'Flynn, The Express, February 9, 2004
“BRITAIN was warned last night it faces a massive benefits bill to pay for the looming influx of immigrants, including gypsies, from eastern Europe. Tens of thousands of poor, unskilled workers seeking benefits are preparing to head for the UK by exploiting our lax border controls, ministers were told.”
GIPSIES PREPARE TO INVADE BRITAIN. . . AND GUESS WHAT, YOU WILL HAVE TO PAY FOR IT; IF THERE'S NO JOB I'LL GET BENEFITS

The Express, January 20, 2004
“The imminent exodus….need only live in the UK for three months before they are entitled to the same range of benefits as British taxpayers. They will have access to income support, free council housing, health care and pensions for the elderly.”
The Reality

On May 1st 2004, ten new countries became members of the European Union, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia. On joining new members are entitled to free movement within the EU, however only Malta and Cyprus were granted full rights, entitling their workers to work in any Member State without restrictions, immediately from the date of accession.  The other eight countries (referred to as the “accession eight”A8), gained only limited rights of movement. This was due to the other Member States fearing that a sudden influx of workers from the A8 could have a detrimental effect on their labour market and economy. Therefore under the Accession Treaty, Member States were given the power to have a transitional period for a maximum of seven years whereby they could impose restrictions on workers from the A8 regarding their right to work. . 

The UK opted for a five year plan and put in place a Workers Registration Scheme. This means that workers may come to the UK but they must register with the Home Office within 30 days of starting a job. Under this scheme the UK compiles and issues quarterly Accession Monitoring Reports to keep track of the number of workers entering the UK. However, other countries have imposed much greater restrictions on workers than the UK. For example, Denmark decided to issue work permits to workers from the A8 on the condition that they will be in full-time work and are governed by a collective labour agreement. The Netherlands, France, Belgium, Finland, Greece, Luxembourg and Spain have also adopted a work permit system. Germany and Austria have a work permit system but with modifications, and Italy and Portugal have work permits combined with a quota system. The only countries which allow free movement without any restrictions are Ireland and Sweden.
 However, countries such as Finland and Spain are expected to lift their barriers next year after the Eastern European countries aired their discontent.

From May 2004 to September 2005, approximately 293,000 applications were made by workers from the A8 to work in the UK, although a significant proportion of these were already thought to have been in the UK before this period.
 Over the summer about a further 59,000 applied to work in Britain, albeit most of these were only temporary workers who were expected to return home after the summer.
  The number of workers coming into the UK has been higher than first anticipated, but the effect that they have had on the UK economy has been positive. They have taken work in areas where there are labour shortages, and the majority have taken work in unskilled areas that the domestic work force have been reluctant to fill. It has been argued that they have in fact improved the UKs competitiveness, productivity and growth, and have had no detrimental effect on the wage rates or employment rates.
 

The evidence also indicates that the UK has obtained a youthful workforce, who are committed to work full-time quite often paid only meagre wages and bring with them no dependants. This can only boost the UK economy, not hinder it as some would suggest.  For example, 82% of the workers were between the ages of 18-34; 95% of workers had no dependants living with them, with only 3% having dependants under the age of 17; and 97% of the workers are full time. In addition, over 80% of workers only earn between £4.50-£5.99 an hour in areas such as agriculture and factory work.
 A survey published by the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development found that in fact employers preferred hiring workers from the A8 in preference to the longer standing European Union states and the Commonwealth.

Contrary to fears about “benefit tourists” flooding into the UK, the figures show that only 100 out of 2,501 applications from A8 workers for Job Seekers Allowance and Income Support were considered.
 This means that the overwhelming majority of workers are here to work, not exploit the system. Indeed workers are only permitted to claim benefits after they have worked continuously for a minimum of one year. They have also made a significant contribution to the public sector by taking skilled jobs within it. For example, as care workers (7,500 workers); teachers and classroom assistants (700 workers); bus, lorry and coach drivers (4,000 workers); GP’s, nurses and specialists (over 500 workers); and as dentists and hygienists (400 workers) where they were particularly welcome.

Perhaps the impact of workers coming from the A8 is best summed up by the Home Office Minister Tony McNulty, who said that: 

“Accession nationals are continuing to come to the UK to work and are contributing to the success of the UK economy, paying tax and national insurance and filling key jobs in areas where there are gaps, such as in education and health. At the same time they are making few demands on our welfare system or public services, and are likely to come to the UK for limited periods of time in the same was UK citizens take advantage of work, trade and travel in the enlarged EU.”
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