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Abstract

The aim of this study is to investigate whether the metaphor ‘Europe without borders’
is simply rhetoric, actual reality, or merely a utopian idea. In order to do so, the
mobility patterns within the European Union along with migration obstacles and
various policy approaches are analysed. The results indicate, that talks of a border-less
Europe are often not more than rhetoric, at least if the term ‘border’ is understood in a
broader sense, which goes beyond national frontiers and includes administrative,
cultural, linguistic, and other mobility obstacles. Hence it can be said that ‘Europe
without borders’ is reality only for some Europeans (the professional and academic
elite), mere rhetoric for most of the EU citizens, and yet only a dream for non-EU
migrants whose freedom to move is restricted by laws and regulations. With regard to
possible developments in the future this articles discusses three scenarios, ranging
from a ‘Europe of petty fortresses’ to an actual ‘Europe without borders’.
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Migrants need Europe. 
But Europe also needs migrants. 

A closed Europe would be a meaner, poorer, weaker, older Europe. 
An open Europe will be a fairer, richer, stronger, younger Europe – 

provided you manage migration well.

(Kofi Annan, Secretary-General of the United Nations)1

Introduction
Migration is a hotly debated issue in Europe2. On one hand

the population in the European Union (EU) is ageing

rapidly, unemployment is high in many EU Member States,

and there is a lack of professional experts as well as

people who are willing to take low-wage and low-status

jobs. Migration is said to be a tool to overcome at least

some of these problems in the short-term. On the other

hand there are all kind of fears that open borders would

lead to labour market distortions, a collapse of social

security systems, incontrollable security risks, and the

loss of identities. Hence policy making in this field is

slow and painstaking, as the debates concerning a common

European migration and asylum policy indicate. The most

prominent metaphors of the political discourse in this

context are ‘Europe without borders’ and ‘Fortress

Europe’. They are not contradicting, as it may appear at

first sight, rather they refer to two different

dimensions: the internal and the external one.

With regard to the former, the EU has created opportunities for its citizens to

move without restrictions from one Member State to another and to enjoy the

multicultural complexity of Europe. However, the abolition of national frontiers did

not increase migration in Europe excessively (see Box 1 and Chapter 2.1.). This fact

underlines the need to examine migration obstacles which lay beyond border controls,

such as administrative, financial, cultural, linguistic, social and mental barriers. They

                                                
1 Excerpt from Kofi Annan’s address to the European Parliament upon receipt of the Andrei
Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought on the 29th of January 2004 in Brussels (UN 2004: web
document).
2 Unless stated otherwise, the term ‘Europe’ refers to the European Union and its Member
States.
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can be defined as ‘invisible boundaries’. It is important to notice that these obstacles

are not identical for EU citizens. While the European elites, among them academics,

business people, and professional experts, are highly mobile ordinary workers and

employees usually remain in their country of origin.

Concerning control and security issues, the EU is commonly associated with

the metaphor ‘Fortress Europe’, which refers to the closing and monitoring of the

union’s external borders. Yet, if the term is understood in a wider sense, it can even

be applied to various areas of every day life. In contemporary Europe the ‘guarding

duties’ are not limited to external frontiers, but focus also on the access to public

institutions, social security systems and welfare services, the labour market, as well as

key positions within the political system. The control is thus executed by street level

bureaucrats from labour inspection agencies, public housing agencies, or welfare and

social security departments instead of border guards (Engbersen 2001: 242).

Sophisticated identification and control systems such as ‘Eurodac’, which allows to

compare and share information about asylum seekers and illegal immigrants in the EU

(see European Union 2004c), play an increasingly important role in this context. 

Against this background it is a challenge to imagine a Europe without any

internal, external, and invisible boundaries. On the other hand, borders are no given

facts, but a result of social and political definitions and agreements. Eiki Berg and

Henk van Houtum (2003: 1-2) put it as follows: ‘border as a concept is not so much

an object or phenomenon, something to erase or install but rather an ongoing,

repetitive process that we encounter and produce ourselves in our daily lives’. Hence

borders can be changed. The processes of de-bordering and re-bordering are therefore

dynamic discourses and practices.

In order to cope with the great variety of topics that are to be found in the field

of migration, this study was designed to cover five key issues: first of all, the

experiences of the European Union with opening its internal frontiers (see Chapter 1);

secondly, the phenomenon of labour mobility (see Chapter 2) which is actively

promoted by the EU; thirdly, the factors which prevent or foster mobility in Europe

(see Chapter 3); fourthly, the eastward enlargement of the EU and its anticipated

effects on the mobility patterns of the Europeans (see Chapter 4); and last but not

least three future scenarios concerning the interdependence of migration policies and

migration in the European Union (see Chapter 5). Based on these analysis and

SHS/2004/MWB/3



discussions it will be possible to answer the question if talks about a ‘Europe without

borders’ is simply rhetoric, actual reality, or merely a utopian idea. 

Box 1: Foreigners in the European Union

1. 

1.1.
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Foreigners: there are about 19 million foreigners living in the European Union
(precise figures are difficult to obtain due to the phenomenon of illegal
immigration and the reluctance of temporary migrants from EU Member States
to register). Approximately 6 million (primarily Italians, Greeks, Irish and
Spaniards) have the nationality of other EU Member States; the remaining 13
million are non-EU nationals. The total number of foreigners corresponds to 5.1
percent of the population in the European Union (Eurostat 2003: 179)

Geographical mobility and net migration: while the geographical mobility of
EU nationals is lower than the levels during the 1950s and 1960s, the number of
non-EU immigrants continues to rise. Since 1984 the net migration in Europe
has been positive, which means there have been more people moving to the EU
than leaving it. The positive net migration is the main cause of population
growth in the European Union (Eurostat 2002: 18-23).

Asylum seekers: with regard to asylum seekers the picture is inconsistent as the
trends depend on global geo-political developments and legal regulations. The
number of asylum applications increased from 397,000 in 1990 to 672,000 in
1992 before going down again to 242,000 in 1997. Three years later the figure
stood at 363,000 (Eurostat 2003: 120, 179).

Place of residence: in 2000 about 40 percent of the 19 million foreigners living
in the EU had their residence in Germany, 17 percent in France, and 12 percent
in the United Kingdom.

Share of foreigners: with the exception of Luxembourg (about 34.9 percent) the
share of foreigners in relation to the total population was highest in Austria (9.3
percent) Germany (8.9 percent) and Belgium (8.3 percent). The EU average
stood at 5 percent (Eurostat 2003: 179).
6

Migration in Europe

 The removal of frontiers

igning the Single European Act in 1986 the then twelve Member States of the

pean Community agreed to establish a single European market from 1993

ards. It is defined as ‘…an area without internal frontiers in which the free
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movement of goods, persons, services and capital is ensured…’ (Consolidated

Version of the Treaty establishing the European Community 2002: Article 14, Item

2). The agreement, which goes far beyond the already existing freedom of movement

of labour (see below), means that all EU citizens have the right ‘…to move and reside

freely within the territory of the Member States…’ (Consolidated Version of the

Treaty establishing the European Community 2002: Article 18, Item 1). 

In practice the creation of a single market in Europe made internal frontiers as

well as border controls between Member States superfluous, which was an experiment

that had never been undertaken on such a large scale before. As a result everybody

(Europeans and non-Europeans) residing in one of the EU Member States could move

without restrictions within Europe3. This had consequences for the national security

and immigration policies of the Member States: they were no longer an exclusive

matter but needed to be dealt with on the European level. While on the internal level

control mechanisms (e.g. increased police activities at railway stations, airports,

highways and city centres) were spread over the whole territory of the individual

Member States (see Best 2003: 198), the control and securing of the external EU

borders gained importance (see Rodrigues 2004: 1). 

The first steps concerning the removal of internal frontiers in the European

Union were taken already one year prior to the Single European Act. In 1985

Belgium, France, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and Germany had signed the so

called Schengen Agreement. By doing so the five states agreed on an

intergovernmental basis to ‘…gradually remove their common frontier controls and

introduce freedom of movement for all individuals who were nationals of the

signatory Member States, other Member States or third countries’ (European Union

2004a: web document). The Schengen Convention, which was signed by the same

states in 1990 (but did not come into force before 1995), laid down among others

common rules concerning immigration issues, visas, border controls, and police co-

operation. The Amsterdam Treaty from 1997, finally incorporates the content of the

Schengen Agreement and the Schengen Convention into the Treaty on the

establishment of the European Union. All EU Member States, with the exception of

                                                
3 In the case of non-Europeans this right is limited to those Member States which signed the
Schengen Convention (see below).
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Ireland and Great Britain who co-operate only certain fields, signed the agreement.4 In

addition the Schengen Convention was also joined by Norway and Iceland (see

European Union 2004a; Rodrigues 2004). It is expected, that the new EU Member

States will do the same as soon as their administration, police, and border guards are

able to fulfil the underlying criteria. 

1.2. Immigration and asylum policy

An important step towards a common immigration policy was the so called Dublin

Convention, which was signed by the EU Member States in 19905 and finally ratified

in 1997. The convention regulates, that refugees have the right to get their cases

reviewed in one EU Member State, which is supposed to be the one in which they

arrive. The idea behind the Convention is to prevent that refugees move around in

Europe in order to get asylum after their case has been dismissed in other Member

States. Further it was agreed in 1992, that refugees may be sent back without their

cases reviewed in case they have arrived to the EU from a safe third country (

London Resolution). Concurrently applications without any sound basis, could be

dealt quicker than normal asylum applications. Due to their restrictive and superficial

character the Dublin Convention and the London Resolution came under strong

criticism of human rights organisations (Rasmussen 1997: 157-9).

During the European Council in Tampere, Finland, the heads of state and

governments decided to create an area of freedom, security, and justice for all citizens

of the European Union by 2004 (Rodrigues 2004: 1). One of the key elements in this

context was the development of a common policy on asylum and immigration, with a

special focus on four areas: 

• partnership with the countries of origin (in order to prevent migration), 

• a common European asylum system (in order to develop common proceedings

and a common status of asylum seekers in the long-run), 

• a fair treatment of third country nationals (in order to promote integration and

prevent discrimination), 

                                                
4 Denmark reserved the right not to apply new decisions taken on the basis of the Schengen
Agreement and the Schengen Convention (European Union 2004: web document).
5 Denmark signed the Convention in 1991.

SHS/2004/MWB/3
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• and a more efficient management of migration flows (in order to prevent illegal

immigration). 

Another important topic of the Tampere Council was the common fight against crime

through police and judicial co-operation (Council of the European Union 1999).

Despite some progress, for example in the shape of general rules on asylum (

Dublin II), the plans to establish an agency for the control of the external borders of

the EU and a common visa information system (Rodrigues 2004: 5), the establishment

of a common policy on asylum and migration turned out to be a rather difficult

undertaking. It was not before April 2004 that the ministers in the Justice and Home

Affairs Council finally reached agreement on this politically sensitive topic.6 The new

Asylum Qualification Directive of the European Union ‘…sets out the eligibility

criteria for both refugee status and for subsidiary protection in the EU and

entitlements of those persons who qualify for that protection’ (McDowell 2004: web

document). Another important point is that refugees who enter the EU via so called

‘safe third countries’ can be rejected, the same applies for asylum seekers who

originate from countries which are considered to be safe (McDowell 2004; Spiegel

Online 2004; Deutsche Welle 2004).7 The new directive does not come without

criticism. Some human rights experts, for example, consider the EU asylum policy as

too restrictive. In addition they argue that the fields of non-discrimination and

integration of third country nationals are characterised by numerous shortfalls

(Deutsche Welle 2004; Amnesty International UK 2003; Scagliotti 2003). The

European Parliament finds faults with regard to the general speed of progress made in

this field and points out a textual imbalance of the European migration and security

policy: while the Council of Ministers is quick in deciding on measures to fight

terrorism or to prevent illegal immigration, only few steps are taken towards a more

pro-active migration policy. (European Parliament 2004: web document).  

                                                
6 One of the main reasons for the delay were the fear and threat scenarios connected to
migration (see below).
7 In some EU Member States these principles had been part of the national legislation already
(see Spiegel Online 2004).
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2. Labour migration in Europe

2.1. The freedom of movement of labour 

The freedom of movement of labour in the EU has its origins in the Treaty of Rome,

which was signed in 1957 and led to the founding of the European Economic

Community one year later. However, it was not until 1968 that the free movement of

labour was fully achieved, but even then safeguard clauses remained in force until the

end of 1991 (European Commission 2001b). The initial idea behind the establishment

of the freedom of movement of labour in the 1960s was to create a legal framework

for migrants from southern Europe (particularly Italy), who were desperately needed

on the labour markets in central Europe (particularly Germany). Due to a changed

labour market situation and the fear of ‘migration waves’ from southern to northern

Europe, the freedom of movement of labour was restricted when Greece (1981),

Portugal (1986) and Spain (1986) joined the European Union. It took Greek workers

six years before they were allowed to choose their place of work freely within the EU.

Their Spanish and Portuguese counterparts had been expected to wait seven years, but

as no strong flow of migration took place, the freedom of movement of labour was

granted one year earlier. Over the years the right of EU nationals to choose their place

of work and abode wherever they wish became one of the main principles of the

European Union and has now the status of a basic right. It is confirmed in many

international contracts and agreements (see European Commission 2001b; Vandamme

2000; Graham 1992).

However, despite the high ideological value attributed to this principle, rather

few citizens make use of it in practice. A labour market analysis by the European

Commission (2001a) indicates that geographic mobility is strong only among young

and highly skilled employees and workers, which is a reversal of the trend in the

1960s and 1970s when primarily low-skilled people with only a basic education

moved from southern to central Europe in order to find work. The number of students

studying abroad in the framework of the Erasmus exchange programme, for example,

was steadily rising by about 10 percent throughout the 1990s and amounted to

181,000 in 2000. It gives evidence that mobility can be promoted with the help of

appropriate initiatives. On the other hand, it should also be mentioned that participants

on the Erasmus programme represent less than 2 percent of the 12 million students in

SHS/2004/MWB/3
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Europe. With regard to EU citizens as a whole only 225,000 people, or 0.1 percent of

the EU-15 population, changed their residence between two countries in 2000 and at

600,000 the number of people working in a country different from their country of

residence was also relatively low. According to a study by the MKW GmbH (2001),

the total number of permanent migrant workers in the EU is approximately 2.5

million, which represents about 1 percent of the total EU-15 labour force. 

2.2. An assessment of the European migration legislation

There have been a lot of efforts on behalf of the EU in order to increase the mobility

of its citizens, especially with regard to the mobility of the labour force. The

transferability of social security rights or the planned introduction of an EU health

insurance card by 2005 are just two of many measures in this field (European

Commission 2002). Nevertheless geographical mobility remains low (see above)

According to Vandamme (2000: 441), ‘the labour mobility of EU nationals may be

perceived as enjoyment of rights and facilities guaranteed by community law and

encouraged by business developments’. This means that there is generally no need for

EU nationals to move to other member states in order to overcome economic misery

or even to ensure the own survival. The authors of the MKW GmbH study (2001)

argue that from a strictly legal point of view the actual level of geographical mobility

does not really matter, as long as obstacles to mobility are reduced and EU nationals

who are looking for additional opportunities in other Member States have the

possibility to use this basic right.

The efforts made to strengthen mobility within the EU are partly based on the

so-called ‘integration theory’ (Tassinopoulos and Werner 1998). Accordingly, high

wages guide migrant workers to the places where they are needed most if all legal

obstacles are removed. This again ensures economic prosperity and balanced labour

markets in the Member States. However, the reality in the EU casts doubts on this

theory. Despite the fact that the labour markets are far from being balanced, there is

growing reluctance on the part of EU nationals to work in other Member States. One

reason for this may be that the theory underestimates the ‘value of immobility’ as well

as the risks and obstacles of migration (see below). Another reason is the increasing

convergence with regard to incomes and wages within the EU, which reduces

people’s willingness to move to other Member States. In addition the choice to

SHS/2004/MWB/3
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migrate does not exclusively follow economic logic but also personal interests. The

so-called ‘classical foreign trade theory’, on the other hand, analyses the decreasing

migration from a different point of view and finds that the intensified economic

activities between the Member States are responsible for the decline. As goods and

capital are more mobile than people, they are brought to places where experts and

companies exist already.8 Hence trade and foreign direct investment (FDI) can be

considered as ‘substitutes for labour mobility’ (Langewiesche 2001: 326). The

classical foreign trade theory gives also an explanation for regional specialisation and

regional differences within the EU. Labour mobility is, however, still necessary in

fields where products cannot be transferred, e.g. special services in the construction or

tourism sector or expert knowledge in a certain field.

3. Migration in context

3.1. ‘…should I stay or should I go?’ – motives for migration and non-

migration

The decision of a person to move to a foreign country is influenced by different

factors, like economic reasons (e.g. higher wages), social and cultural reasons (e.g.

friends or family members living in the country of destination, an existing culture of

migration), work-related reasons (e.g. career possibilities), political reasons (e.g.

repression in the country of origin), or humanitarian reasons (e.g. ethnic

discrimination or deadly peril due to conflicts in the country of origin). From an

individual point of view, the decision to migrate depends on the assessment of the so

called transaction costs, which range from the probability of finding a job and the

costs for moving and housing to taxes and contributions as well as information access.

Migration will occur only if personal gains9 from a change of residence are

considered to be higher in the long-run than the transaction costs (Tassinopoulos and

Werner 1998). Individual factors, such as age, family status, education, knowledge of

                                                
8 Some empirical evidence for the classical foreign trade theory is given by a study of the
German Institute for Economic Research (DIW 2000). It indicates that while the share of EU migrants
was nearly the same in 1973 and 1990, the imports and exports within the EU rose considerably
between 1960 and 1990.
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languages, as well as the economic situation, play an important role in this context

(see European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions

2004; Kunz 2002; European Commission 2001b; Tassinopoulos and Werner 1998).

According to the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working

Conditions (2004) migration in Europe is dominated by financial and employment

considerations on one hand and the prospect of enhanced living conditions on the

other.

There are also a number of obstacles which prevent migration (see MKW

GmbH 2001): first of all, the EU is no homogenous cultural zone. In addition to

different traditions and religions, one of the most important cultural barriers seems to

be the fact that there are currently 20 official languages spoken within the 25 EU

Member States. Secondly, there are information deficits, which can be traced back to

a lack of cultural, political and economic knowledge, geographical distance,

communication problems, or a lack of personal contacts. Thirdly, migrants can face

problems with the recognition of their qualifications. These must be viewed alongside

different school and education systems, as well as the diversity governing job

regulations.10 Fourthly, economic and financial problems may occur due to different

income, taxation and social security systems (e.g. the transfer of entitlements). Fifthly,

there may be legal and administrative problems entailed by migration, like a lack of

common rules for the application of a residence permit, problems with family

reunions or difficulties of access to social security. 

Besides migration obstacles, there are also factors, which encourage people to

stay in a certain region. Tassinopoulos and Werner (1998: 35) speak about the ‘value

of immobility’ in this context. Among the factors which discourage migration are for

example good jobs, work which is strongly connected to a specific region or

employer, strong social relations, involvement in political and social activities, a high

level of integration or good cultural and economic information about a region. This is

reinforced by difficulties in assessing risks factors and transaction costs associated

with migration.

                                                                                                                                           
9 The term ‘gains’ should not be exclusively understood in a rational economic sense in this
context, as they also include social and individual advantages of migration. 
10 One attempt to harmonise school and education systems in Europe (EU Member States as well
as non-Member States) is the so called Bologna process. 
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Samorodov (1992) argues that from a governmental point of view migration is

a medal with two sides: on the one hand the development has advantages, like

fulfilling the desires of certain people to work abroad, the reduction of political,

economic or ethnic tensions, the training of workers abroad, or the remittance of

money from migrant workers to their families. On the other hand, migration can

endanger the regional development and social security systems if too many young,

skilled, and well-educated people leave a country. These phenomena, which are

known as ‘brain-drain’ and ‘youth drain’, could be witnessed in the Baltic States

(Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania) at the end of the 1990s and the beginning of the

twenty-first century, for example (Wiegand 2002).

3.2. Fear factor – the perception of migration as a threat

The general attitudes towards human mobility in Europe are contradictory. On one

hand migration from poorer parts of the world to Europe, described in terms of

unpredictability and abnormity, represents a threat to host societies’ territorial based

identities as well as to personal and societal security11. On the other hand, as far as

internal labour migration is concerned, the mobility of EU citizens was perceived as

sensible and organized action in the beginning of the European integration process.

The different waves of EU enlargement, however, changed this perception (see

chapter 4). Currently as much as two-thirds of the Europeans think that there are

already too many immigrants in Europe (Vittorino 2004). The attitudes towards

migrants are geo-politically biased: especially migration from developing countries in

the East and South is perceived as threat. Spain, for example, has 3.3 million

immigrants, the biggest fragment of which comes from Europe and Latin America.

Yet, it is the presence of 300,000 Africans in the country, which the public describes

as problematic (Lahlou 2004).

Immigrants from developing countries are often associated with smuggling,

illicit work, drugs, social problems, organised crime, fundamentalism, and terrorism.

In addition the citizens of the rich European welfare states are worried about the

future of their social rights and benefits. Further worries are connected to the

demographic development; threatening narratives of gradual invasions due to

                                                
11 Security is here understood widely meaning social, economical and absolute security.
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differences in birth rates between the ageing local population and various ethnic

communities can be found. These narratives are often spiced up with metaphors such

as ‘world of chaos’ or ‘the clash of civilisations’. 

In the view of nationalists, multiculturalism boosted by migration symbolises

a disregard and violation of traditional state borders. In many European countries

populist parties have claimed the right to protect their native places from

‘contamination’ by restricting the number of migrants. The need to protect cultural

particularities is expressed most explicitly among communitarians, who think that the

right of immigration is justifiably limited by the right of a political community to

preserve the integrity of its way of life (Habermas 1996: 513). Along communitarian

logic an ideal place is rich in cultural traditions, feelings of local belonging, civic

resources, and human fulfilment. Hence they are also referred to as ‘thick’ places. The

idea behind this concept is that cultural particularities are preserved by erecting highly

impermeable political, social and cultural boundaries, which restrict entry and access.

The demand of open borders is at odds with the communitarian philosophy as places

‘thick’ in cultural tradition are closed to non-members (Entrikin 2003: 54; Walzer

1994: 85-104). 

Nationalists and communitarians are, nevertheless, by no means the only

groups that perceive migration as threat. Discourses, in which migration is

represented as threat to societal or personal security, have become a natural part of

Western politics and media coverage. Even influential international institutions such

as NATO and EU have placed migration in their security agendas (Bigo 2000: 123).

Discourses linking migration and security issues have consequently received a status

of commonplace truth that cannot be challenged (Foucault 1994). In this process the

notion of security is placed over liberty of movement. 

Western media often presents migration in terms of ‘flows’. In 1999, for

example, the Finnish media reported about a ‘stream of refugees’ when 300 Romany

from Slovakia arrived in the country to seek asylum. This created the image of an

endless stream of refugees from Eastern European countries, who come to Finland

and abuse the social security systems at the expense of native Finns. Three years later,

the fuss still in everybody’s memory, only 50 Romany from Slovakia were enough for

the media to speak about a ‘refugee flow’. As a result of public and political pressure

the Finnish immigration laws were finally tightened (Horsti 2003: 14-15). Thus, using

the term ‘security’ is never an innocent act (Huysmans 1998). Transforming migration

SHS/2004/MWB/3
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into a security problem feeds threat images that might create a climate of anxiety or

moral panic and consequently lead to stigmatisation, marginalisation or even

criminalisation of immigrants. Western democracies usually fall back upon similar

discourses to justify their exclusionary immigration policies and increased controlling

of human mobility that are otherwise at odds with the universal ideas of equality as

well as liberal political philosophy. 

At the moment, there is a trend in Europe towards ever more restrictive

migration policies that are reinforced by often unfounded threat images presented in

this chapter. In order to steer migration policies towards more open borders, a serious

unpacking of eclectic discourses, in which migrants are represented as threat, needs to

be done. This means first of all disentangling migration and security issues, which is a

big challenge as far as political agendas and the public debate are concerned. One

should also take a more critical view to discourses in which the emphasis is on

‘immigration’ instead of ‘migration’ and all migrants are lumped together. 

4. Migration and EU enlargement

When a new country joins the European Union its citizens enjoy the same rights as

citizens of the other Member States, including the freedom of movement of labour.

This principle itself has never been a problem, but economic crises and increasing

mass unemployment have led to the perception of labour mobility as threat to labour

market stability. As a result transitional agreements were put in place when Greece

(1981), Portugal (1986) and Spain (1986) joined the EU. The agreements restricted

the mobility of Greek, Portuguese and Spanish workers for a limited period of time as

kind of precaution measure. Twenty years later the topic labour mobility was high on

the political agenda once again when the EU discussed its eastward enlargement.

Unlike in the case of former accessions, highly developed welfare states in the EU

would share internal borders with considerably less developed countries for the first

time (e.g. Finland/Estonia, Germany/Poland or Austria/Slovakia). Thus the influx of

migrants appeared to be more likely than in the past (see Kunz 2002). Corresponding
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fears of the public were fuelled by the media and policy makers alike.12 As political

reaction to these fears the EU decided to put transitional agreements for all new

Member States13 into place, with the exception of Malta and Cyprus, who were

neglected due to their small size. Based on the so called ‘2+3+2 formula’ the

agreements allow the restriction of labour market access for a limited period of time,

in case of actual or anticipated labour market distortions. Starting on the 1st of May

2004 all EU Member States can deny workers from the new Member States to join the

national labour force for two years. It is possible to prolong this period by three years

in 2006 and if it is considered necessary by another two years in 2009. All restrictions

have to be abandoned in 2011 at the latest. As it is up to the individual Member States

to decide about the agreements, there will be no measures put in place in the case of

Great Britain and Ireland, for example, while Austria and Germany are likely to

prevent migration for as long as possible (see Table 1). It is important to notice in this

context, that the restrictions concern only labour migrants (and thereby often the

general access to social security systems), but not students, tourists, or seasonal

workers (see Economist.com 2004; Wiegand 2002).

From the political point of view transitional agreements are considered to be a

good compromise, as they responded to the above mentioned ‘threat debate’ and

thereby helped to ensured public support for the enlargement (see Kunz 2002).

Concurrently the maximum restriction period of seven years buys time for the new

Member States to improve their socio-economic situation. This may prevent a ‘brain

drain’ or ‘youth drain’ to a certain extent. On the other hand, the transitional

agreements make it difficult for enterprises to hire needed specialists from the new

Member States. In this context enterprises located in countries such as Great Britain

or Ireland (where no transitional agreements will be put in place) have an advantage

over enterprises in countries such as Austria or Germany (where a restriction of seven

years appears to be likely). For the citizens of the new Member States, who are

willing to work in other EU countries, the restrictions are a limitation of their personal

freedom. 

                                                
12 A brief glance at some headlines related to the topic indicates the direction of the public
debates: ‘SAK survey: 400,000 Estonians would like to work in Finland’ (Helsingin Sanomat
International Edition 2000), ‘Angst vor Polen’ (Spiegel Online 2001), ‘Wie viele nach EU-
Osterweiterung in den goldenen Westen wollen’ (Neue Kronen Zeitung 2001), or ‘The coming hordes’
(Economist.com 2004).
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Table 1: Transitional restriction concerning labour mobility and benefit claims for
citizens of the new EU Member States*

Austria Restrictions for at least two years; later on Austria will follow Germany’s lead; a
restriction of seven years appears to be likely. Self-employed and economically
inactive persons are not eligible to social support.

Belgium Restrictions for at least two years, which might be extended by another two years
depending on the labour market situation. Job-seekers and economically inactive
persons cannot claim social benefits.

Denmark No restrictions, but residence and work permits are issued only for a period of one
year. Only people who have been employed for at least ten weeks will be granted
access to social security benefits.

Finland Restrictions for at least two years due to the fear of immigration from Estonia.
Residence permits, which allow access to the social security system, will only be
issued if the applicant has already obtained a work permit. 

France Restrictions for two years; access to the social security system for citizens from
the new Member States is granted on the same basis as for other EU national (e.g.
unemployment benefits require prior contributions to the system; income support
requires three months residence in the country). 

Germany Restrictions for at least two years; a restriction of seven years appears to be likely.
Greece Restrictions for two years; as the benefit levels are low. Greece does not expect

any kind of unjustified claims.
Ireland No restrictions.
Italy Restrictions for two or three years are considered. Citizens from the new Member

States need to be registered as residents in order to claim benefits.
Luxembourg Restrictions for two years. Citizens from the new Member States need to be

registered as residents in order to claim benefits.
Netherlands No restrictions, but workers need a work permit. Measures to prevent a misuse of

benefits were still under consideration.
Portugal Restrictions for two years.
Spain Restrictions for two years; access to social benefits is regulated by the regions.

Citizens of the new Member States need to be resident in Spain for three to five
years before they can claim benefits. 

Sweden No restrictions.
United Kingdom No restrictions.

Note: * the restrictions apply only for citizens from the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia
and Slovenia but not for citizens from Malta and Cyprus. The restrictions are subject to change, depending on the migration
flows and labour market developments. For more detailed and up-to-date information about transitional restrictions of the free
movement of labour see European Commission (2004).

Source: PSE-Group in the European Parliament (2004); Economist.com (2004); European Commission
(2004).

With regard to the field of academic research predictions concerning future migration

trends are difficult as they are usually based on current developments. However, there

seems to be a general agreement, that after an initial increase when the freedom of

movement of labour is granted, there will be no major influx of migrants from the

                                                                                                                                           
13 The Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia, Malta,
and Cyprus.
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new Member States (see Kunz 2002).14 The European Foundation for the

Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (2004: web document) for example

expects east-west migration to be as low as 1 per cent if full freedom of movement

was granted immediately15. Similar levels of migration were experienced after the

southern enlargement of the EU during the 1980s.

5. Three future scenarios of borders and migration in Europe

Societal reality can develop in many, often contrary, directions. Futurologists speak

about different ‘future paths’ in this context, which refer to possible courses of events.

After each event a new ‘world stage’ is reached. Although human development is an

ongoing process and there is no ultimate outcome, scientists, for reason of simplicity,

usually describe some ideal or final point. This means that ‘future paths’ and ‘world

stages’ together form some kind of ‘possible world’ or future scenario. The values and

risks connected to future scenarios vary greatly in many cases, hence they appear

more or less desirable for different social groups or individuals (Kamppinen et al.

2003).

With regard to borders and migration in Europe, three scenarios were

developed in the framework of this study (see Table 2). One of a European Union

with rigid internal and external borders (Scenario 1), one with no internal but rigid

external borders (Scenario 2), and one with no internal and no respectively permeable

external borders (Scenario 3). The scenarios are partly opposing and partly adding up

each other. They are based on observations of current trends, which will ultimately

lead to different directions depending on the decisions taken by the policy makers in

Europe. When looking at the scenarios it should be kept in mind, that the societal

reality is far more complex than it can be described in this context. Hence they are

just some examples which highlight the complexity of numerous ‘possible worlds’ in

                                                
14 Exceptions are a few border regions and some selected branches primarily in the case of
Austria and Germany (see European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working
Conditions 2004; Kunz 2002).
15 This corresponds to 220,000 people per year (see European Foundation for the Improvement
of Living and Working Conditions 2004: web document).
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order to draw readers’ attention to those current trends and future prospects that are

considered essential.

Table 2: Three future scenarios of borders and migration in Europe

Criteria Scenario 1
(rigid internal and external

borders)

Scenario 2
(no internal but rigid external

borders)

Scenario 3
(neither internal nor external

borders)

Key
features

Only selective labour
migration within the EU;
effective monitoring of

external borders as well as
economic and social
gateways (Europe of

multiple petty fortresses).

A high level of equality,
mobility, and integration
within the EU; effective
monitoring of external

borders as well as economic
and social gateways (Fortress

Europe).

A high level of equality,
mobility, and integration
within the EU; openness

towards and integration of
migrants from non-EU

countries.

Position of
migrants

Scepticism toward migrants
from other EU Member

States (first and second class
citizens); non-EU migrants

are marginalised and
criminalised.

Migrants from other EU
Member States integrated
into economic and social
spheres; non-EU migrants

are marginalised and
criminalised.

Equal opportunities for
migrants disregarding their

origin; migrants are not only
approved on the basis of

economic and other rational
considerations.

Ideology
and key
actors

Nationalism and Euro-
scepticism promoted by the

centre right; call for
protection of cultural

particularity.

Neo-liberalism promoted by
European elites and
controlling agencies

Universal justice claimed by
global civil society;

promoted by grass-root
movements.

Long-term
tendencies

Politics of difference;
aspiration to keep things the
way they are (stability and

preservation).

Progress towards equality,
justice and sustainable

development at the EU level

Politics of unity; progress
towards global equality,
justice and sustainable

development.

Openness
and
control

Effective control and
monitoring at the Member

State; strong national
identities. Emphasis on

border control.

Openness at the Member
State level; omnipresent

monitoring of non-Europeans
inside Europe; Eurocentric

racism in the course of
building a European identity.

High degree of openness
toward difference; the EU as

a cosmopolitan state that
respects trans-national and
momentary identities and

cultures.

Security
and policy
aspects

Restrictive and assimilative
immigration policies;

monitoring, control, and
isolation in the name of
security; state centric

approach and traditional
security view.

Inclusive migration and
citizenship policy for EU

nationals; exclusive policies
towards others;

transition towards a common
security policy; traditional

view of security concerning
external relations.

Inclusive migration and
citizenship policy;

multicultural integration;
security thinking and policy

based on a cosmopolitan
world view; global

responsibility of local
actions.

Relation to
the
welfare
state

Migrants are perceived as
burden to the welfare state;

fears of ‘social tourism’;
passive role ascribed to

migrants.

Transition towards a
European welfare state
model; minimum social

security for EU citizens; non-
EU migrants are seen as a

burden.

The end of traditional
welfare states. Everybody is

responsible for him- or
herself (individual social

security). 
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Points to
ponder

Strong national identities
pose a problem to migrants;
rich European states isolate

themselves from the less
developed world.

The Eurocentric focus may
lead to politics of

indifference concerning
global problems which
trigger migration flows.

The challenges posed to the
welfare state systems and

national identities could lead
to public resistance.

5.1. Scenario 1 (rigid internal and external borders) 

Scenario 1 describes the European Union as an entity with rigid internal and external

borders. Europe consists of multiple petty fortresses: Member States, regions and

localities that try to resist the mounting migration pressure. Due to the feeling that

territorial-based communities are invaded by migrants, national and European policies

accentuate the importance of identities and particular cultures. At the same time the

Member States intensify the control over human mobility from outside Europe in

order to affirm a sovereignty that seems to decrease if state borders were abolished.

Inside the nation states there is a strong demand for assimilation which limits the

freedom of migrants to express their culture and identities: those who want to be

included to host society need to adapt themselves to the dominating culture as well as

the mainstream behaviour, values and goals of their host nation (Young 1990).

Social tensions between ethnic groups in Europe give a favourable breeding

ground for centre-right parties to create a climate of anxiety by spreading threat

scenarios of globally mobile terrorists, criminals, and fundamentalists as well as

uncontrollable migration flows, increasing unemployment due to cheap migrant

labour, a segmentation of labour markets, and a breakdown of social security systems.

Thus they suggest the closing of borders to further migrants in order to prevent

cultural alienation and social problems.16 

The European project has not been abolished in Scenario 1, rather the

suspicions between old and new as well as rich and poor Member States were

enforced during the course of enlargement. EU citizens who immigrate to other EU

countries are denied access to welfare benefits and treated as second-class citizens in

many cases. The most notable obstacle to the free movement of labour in this context,

are the Western welfare states with their comparatively high benefits. Collective

                                                
16 The electorate campaigns of right wing parties in Austria, Belgium, France, or the Netherlands
in recent years are good examples in this context. 
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welfare chauvinism legitimates a restrictive citizenship policy as well as strict

migration laws and regulations, such as prolonged transition periods. As a

consequence, mobility within Europe remains low with the exception of the European

elite. Middle and working class migrants from the new EU countries, on the other

hand, face practical difficulties in finding jobs equivalent to their studies and to gain

access to social security systems. In the old Member States there is a lack of

confidence concerning the ability of the new Member States to control external

borders and to deal with smuggling. This may cause an anti-EU ambiance in the new

Member States and further complicate their integration. Due to the internal problems

related to migration the EU tightens its immigration and asylum policy. Within the

European Union the labour markets are rather selective. While specialists and

academics from other Member States and selected countries gain unrestricted access

to the labour market, migrants from outside Europe are associated with low-paid,

insecure and/or part time jobs, disregarding their prior education. Ironically, the latter

group, who is often said to be a threat to the welfare state, plays an important role in

maintaining it by paying taxes and contributions, let alone their employment in the

social and health care sector itself.

5.2. Scenario 2 (no internal but rigid external borders)

In the case of Scenario 2, Europe moves from a state centric to a community centric

policy. As a consequence progress towards equality and regional development can be

witnessed. Due to improving conditions in the poorer regions of central and Eastern

Europe, no major migration ‘flows’ materialise. Richer countries call off the transition

periods in order to avoid labour shortages, to attract important human capital, and to

boost their economies. The creation of common markets, the growing cultural

exchange, and the gradual harmonisation of social security systems lower human

mobility barriers between the EU Member States. This also leads to a deepening of

the European integration.  

However, the inner harmony of the EU is obtained by showing indifference

towards global migration challenges. The abolition of internal borders leads to a

strengthening of the external frontiers as well an increase of internal monitoring of

those that are perceived to symbolise disrespect to Europe’s outer borders, which is to

say non-EU migrants. 
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With regard to asylum and migration issues the governments transfer their

authority to the EU level in order to coordinate their approach. Eclectic controlling

practices are abandoned in order to achieve efficient cooperation between countries’

police forces and monitoring systems and to make it impossible for incomers to

circumvent laws by changing the country of residence. The French philosopher Gilles

Deleuze (1990) described this situation as a transition from Foucault’s disciplinary

society (control is compartmentalized) to a society of control (control is continuous

and omnipresent). Migration policy is replaced by a control policy of advanced

information systems and targeted biotechnical identification mechanisms.17 

Immigration to the European Union from outside is aspired to discourage by

cutting off social benefits, aggravating family reunification, and making immigrants

ineligible to public health services and education. Paradoxically, the discouraging

measures and stricter border controls do not prevent people from migrating but rather

promote illegal immigration as the profitability of human smuggling increases with

the difficulty to enter a country. Control defeats itself in a vicious circle: the presence

of illegal migrants supports populist anti-immigration opinions. Discourses of

stigmatization are used by the media and policy makers to consolidate the link

between criminality and migration. This leads to popular resentment, which again

suggests politicians to implement even stricter immigration control and so on.

In order to stem migration and facilitate the deportation of unwanted migrants

the cooperation with biggest departure countries is extended. For the same reason

Europe tries to improve its relations with its direct neighbours in the South and the

East. These measures are to be interpreted as ostensible cooperation as the migration

problem is shifted from Europe to poorer parts of the world instead of trying to

remove the reasons for forced migration.

5.3. Scenario 3 (no internal and permeable external borders) 

Scenario 3 pictures a multicultural Europe with vivid cultural exchange among its

Member States as well as with third countries. Social tensions between local and

                                                
17 Current restrictive illegal immigrant policy is better interpreted by the metaphor of ‘panopticon
Europe’ than by the popular metaphor of  fortress Europe because the current migration policies
emphasise the development of advanced identification and internal control systems to better safeguard
the access to public provisions and the labour market (Engbersen 2001: 223).
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immigrant communities are decreasing due to the mobilisation and the empowerment

of alternative political groups, grass-root movements, and formerly marginalised non-

EU migrants. This in turn enables more efficient lobbying on behalf of the migrants as

well as a demand for more open EU migration policies and a re-examination of the

existing identification and control systems. 

The reasoning behind the politics of open borders is diverse. The above-

mentioned groups refer to moral arguments, such as human rights and global justice,

whereas European enterprises and well organized economic interest groups favour

open borders in the name of competitive advantages and long-term interests of an

ageing Europe. This kind of rational argumentation for open borders, however, is

problematic as it is connected to certain conditions: if the economic development

changes to the worse, pro-immigration arguments for (fairly) open borders can easily

lead to an anti-immigration spirit, welfare chauvinism, and the erection of new

borders. Therefore moral arguments appear to be more sustainable in this context.

The call for a deregulation of labour markets in Europe as well as the

importance which is placed on liberal values and universal human rights lead to a

situation, in which the EU runs out of ideas to justify its boundaries and finally adopts

a policy of (fairly) open borders on a global scale (see Bader 1995). Human mobility

is steered with the help of the self-regulatory capacity of the labour market. In case of

problems the blame is not laid on migration and open borders anymore, but on the

socio-economic system and its institutions that are unable to respond adequately to the

challenge of human mobility. A Europe of (fairly) open borders is more or less

compelled to engage itself in projects that remove the reasons of forced migration

with the help of an international redistribution of resources. These resources are not

only distributed to the main departure countries, but focus also on the poorest areas of

the world. Within Europe, human mobility is vivid among all social groups instead of

only the academic and professional elite. As a consequence the EU becomes ever

more multicultural: post-modern nomads with their overlapping identities residing in

Europe are no longer an exception but rather the norm. Europe has changed from a

‘factory of exclusion’ to a cosmopolitan entity of diverse trans-national identities.

This means in practice that the EU implements multicultural integration policies in

which multiculturalism refers to the right to be different and to foster one’s own

culture whereas integration refers to an interactive, two-way process in which both
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parties are actively involved and something new is created (Kumar 2003; Modood

1997).

The problem of illegal immigration is solved by giving all residents in the

Member States a legal status. This allows obtaining exact figures of how many

persons are actually residing in Europe. Post-national EU citizenship is a radical step

towards greater inclusiveness in this context, as it decouples territory, ethnicity,

culture, and nationhood from citizenship. For migrant communities post-national

citizenship means emancipation from nation state’s assimilative policies and freedom

to cherish their particular identities. European citizenship is a transitional stage, one of

many steps towards a world citizenship as Habermas (1996: 515) had envisioned:

‘even if we still have a long way to go before fully achieving it, the cosmopolitan

condition is no longer merely a mirage’. Cosmopolitan Europe would, nevertheless,

require large scale changes such as reformation of taxation systems and privatisation

of welfare. The latter is likely to prove the biggest obstacle for cosmopolitan

condition as it is exceedingly resisted in contemporary Europe.

Conclusion

This study set out to discuss whether the metaphor ‘Europe without borders’ is simply

rhetoric, actual reality, or merely a utopian idea. In order to do so, the mobility

patterns within the European Union were investigated, alongside with migration

obstacles and various policy approaches. The results indicate, that talks of a

borderless Europe are often not more than rhetoric, at least if the term ‘border’ is

understood in a broader sense, which goes beyond national frontiers and includes

administrative, cultural, linguistic, and other obstacles. Hence it can be said that a

border-less Europe is reality to some Europeans, such as the professional and

academic elite, mere rhetoric to most of the EU citizens, and yet only a dream to those

non-EU migrants whose freedom to move has been restricted by regulations and laws.

To sum it up: the borders in Europe appear differently to different groups and

individuals. In addition, experiences concerning invisible borders are always

subjective. 

As the European Union is currently working on policies to overcome mobility

thresholds, a ‘Europe without borders’ could become reality one day. However, even
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in this case, the metaphor would only apply for the visible and invisible boundaries

inside the European Union but not for the external borders of the EU. Given the

current political situation on the European and the Member State level as well as the

wide spread public fears concerning uncontrolled migration ‘flows’, the removal of

external borders in Europe is a utopian idea. 

With regard to the three scenarios that were developed to describe possible

future developments of migration and migration policies in the European Union,

Scenario 1 (rigid internal and external borders) represents a step backwards compared

to the status quo in Europe. Possible preconditions for this scenario are the perception

of increasing threats as a result of open borders (e.g. terrorism) and/or a failure of the

European enlargement and integration process. Scenario 2 (no internal borders and

rigid external borders) goes beyond the status quo if internal borders are understood in

a wider sense. External borders have or will only disappear in very specific cases

where economic or image benefits are involved (e.g. a lack of skilled labour or the

acceptance of political refugees), otherwise Europe remains a ‘fortress’. It appears

that the EU is currently heading this way. Scenario 3 (no internal borders and no

respectably permeable external borders) is a utopian idea. 

One reason why Scenario 3 will not prevail in the near future is the

widespread stigmatisation of (non-EU) migrants in Europe. The public fears of

uncontrolled migration flows once again are used to maintain the boundaries (in the

meaning of external frontiers and access to institutions, systems, and key positions) of

the ‘European Fortress’ in order to guard the welfare of the rich, industrialised EU

countries. Currently it appears unlikely that Europe will overcome the fears connected

to migration soon. In addition the social security systems would need to undergo

fundamental changes in order to realise Scenario 3. The current systems are not able

to provide health care, unemployment benefits and/or income support for everybody

who decides to move to Europe or to reside in another Member State. Hence a

reduction of the benefit levels and an individualisation of social security (insurance

principle) seem to be a precondition for ‘migration without borders’. As the

comparably high standard of welfare and social security in Europe is considered a key

characteristic of the EU, it is unlikely that Europeans are willing to give it up for the

sake of open external borders.  

However, Scenario 3 should not be dismissed without further reflection. The

fact that it is a utopian idea, does not mean that the EU cannot implement certain
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aspects of it in its future policies, such as more global responsibility concerning

equality, justice, and sustainable development. Discussions about a Europe without

external borders are important as they call the necessity and legitimacy of

immigration controls into question. Europe may not be ready for the concept of open

borders and the unrestricted movement of people but one should keep in mind that

today’s utopia could become the reality of tomorrow.  
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