
 
Factsheet on Free Movement 

Summary/Soundbite 

Free movement is a right to free circulation and freedom to work; it is not a right to free access to 
Member States' social assistance systems. 

There is no free movement for the purpose of benefiting from social assistance benefits. 

EU citizens benefiting from free movement to come to the UK are 45 % less likely than UK citizens to 
receive welfare benefits. They pay £1.34 in taxes for every £1 they receive in benefits. 

UK citizens also benefit enormously from free movement; 2.2 million UK citizens live in other EU 
countries1. 

A bit more detail… 

The UK is one of the countries which reap the biggest benefits from free movement: 

• Most mobile EU citizens that go to the UK are there to find work – 79% of EU citizens in the UK 
are in work, compared with 73% of UK-born workers.  

• They are 45% less likely than UK citizens to receive welfare benefits. They pay £1.34 in taxes for 
every £1 they receive in benefits. 

• Collectively, they have made a net fiscal contribution of £25 billion since 20012. This is 
equivalent to all the UK Government spending 2014-2015 on housing and environment3.  

Free movement is a fundamental right of every European citizen. 57% of EU citizens (including 44% in 
the UK and 64% in Germany) see free movement as the EU's greatest achievements4. Free 
movement is essential to the development of the Single Market, which has delivered widespread 
prosperity across Europe over the past decades.  

Free movement is a two-way street and UK citizens also benefit enormously from this right. 
According to official UK estimates, 2.2 million UK citizens were living in other EU countries.  

Existing rules on access to welfare benefits (both out-of-work and in-work) for mobile EU citizens 
already provide robust safeguards against abuse of welfare. For example, EU nationals should 
possess sufficient resources to not become a burden on social assistance systems to gain the right of 
residence. Restrictive measures, including refusal of entry, can also be taken against EU nationals 
who may represent a threat to security.  

1 https://view.publitas.com/british-influence/immigration-the-eu-and-britain/page/6-7  
2 UCL, "The fiscal effect of immigration to the UK": https://www.ucl.ac.uk/news/news-articles/1114/051114-
economic-impact-EU-immigration  
3 UK Budget 2014 
4 http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/eb/eb83/eb83_first_en.pdf  
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As part of the UK's new settlement in the EU, a safeguard mechanism which would allow the UK to 
limit access to in-work benefits for mobile EU workers for a period of 7 years is foreseen. Legislation 
to index exported child benefits payments to the level applicable in the country where family 
members reside will also be introduced. 

Additional Resources 

 Background Figures 

 2.6 million EU citizens live in the UK. 2.2 million UK nationals live in other EU Member States. Free 
movement has added 0.6 % to the UK population. 

• December 2015 UK data5: 2.04 million EU citizens are working in the UK (6.5 % of all people in 
work). The employment rate of UK-born workers is 74.3 %, for EU citizens 79.1%. This suggests 
that the key reason for migration to the UK is to find work. 

• Mobile EU citizens are net fiscal contributors and they do not tend to over-apply for benefits. 
• Net migration has reached a record level. In the year ending September 2015, the annual balance 

is 323,000 (all EU and non-EU migrants coming in, minus those leaving the UK). Net migration 
from the EU was 172,0006.  

• The UK public has a very poor understanding of the scale and nature of immigration. Surveys7 

show that the public think that between a quarter and third of the population are immigrants – 
when the actual figures are closer to 13%. The UK public perceives migration as a very serious 
matter but this does not seem to correlate with the actual levels of immigration. Immigration 
concerns appear to be stronger amongst the older age-groups. 

• The UK ranks nowhere near highest in terms of total social security spending per head. In 2011, 
the UK spent €7,350 per inhabitant, the 15th lowest in Europe, after France and Germany. A 
2012 European Commission report into welfare spending in EU states placed the UK (together 
with Malta, Slovakia, Estonia, Poland and Romania) amongst the countries where “benefit 
conditions are relatively tight”8. 

5 http://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/ 
bulletins/uklabourmarket/february2016  
6 http://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/ 
bulletins/migrationstatisticsquarterlyreport/february2016  
7 For example: https://www.ipsos-mori.com/researchpublications/researcharchive/3466/Perceptions-are-not-
reality-Things-the-world-gets-wrong.aspx  
8 http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/publications/economic_paper/2012/pdf/ecb454_en.pdf  
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