
Ukrainian Labour Migration to the EU
State of Play, Challenges and Solutions 

Lesia Dubenko 
Pavlo Kravchuk March 2021

Funded by the European Union

Analytical Report



Prague Process Secretariat
International Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD) Gonzagagasse 1
A-1010 Vienna
Austria
www.pragueprocess.eu 

© All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, copied or transmitted in any 
form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information 
storage and retrieval system, without permission of the copyright owners.

This publication was produced in the framework of the ‘Prague Process: Dialogue, Analyses and 
Training in Action’ initiative, a component of the Mobility Partnership Facility II project, with the as- 
sistance of the European Union.

The contents of this publication are the sole responsibility of the authors and the ‘Prague Process: 
Dialogue, Analyses and Training in Action’ initiative, and do not represent the views of the European 
Union.

 

ABOUT THE AUTHORS
Lesia Dubenko is an analyst at the Kyiv-based think tank Europe Without Barriers. She is a graduate 
of Lund University (Sweden), holding a Master’s degree in European Affairs. She has published 
various analytical pieces.

Pavlo Kravchuk is a migration and border management expert at Europe Without Barriers. His 
work examines policy on migration and cross-border mobility in Ukraine, the EU, and the Eastern 
Partnership countries, as well as related practices.

The analysis contained in this report is the result of a collective effort within Europe Without Barriers..

http://www.pragueprocess.eu


ABSTRACT
Since 2014, the number of Ukrainian labour migrants moving to the European Union (EU) has in- 
creased significantly. In 2019 alone, Ukrainian nationals received 660,000 residence permits for re- 
munerated activities across the member states – the largest external labour force in the EU. The 
reliance of member state economies on workers from Ukraine has thus reached significant levels, 
as exemplified by the labour shortage seen during the COVID-19 crisis that forced the EU to shut 
down its borders.

While Ukrainian labour migration to the EU produces economic benefits on both sides, the exchange 
is beset by multiple challenges. These include limited protection of Ukrainian labour migrants, 
circumvention of work permit rules, and attempts by unscrupulous actors to lure Ukrainians into 
accepting precarious or non-existent jobs. This report assesses these challenges and their impli- 
cations, before providing a set of targeted solutions, ranked according to a Feasibility Score. The 
proposed solutions range from establishing a ‘one-stop-shop’ for information provision and a joint 
employment database for non-EU nationals, to launching negotiations on amending the legislation 
on work permits. 
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INTRODUCTION

In 2014, Ukraine concluded the landmark Association Agreement with the European Union. This step ini- 
tiated the country’s distancing from Russia, which had been the main destination for Ukrainian goods and 
migrant workers for several decades. As a result, many Ukrainians seeking employment abroad began 
looking to the West, especially after the outbreak of the armed conflict in eastern Ukraine. During the period 
2014-2019, some 3,446,793 Ukrainian nationals received first-time residence permits for the EU-28. Of 
these permits, 83 per cent (2,847,830) were issued for remunerated activities.

Despite the consensus that Ukrainian labour migration to the EU boasts economic benefits for both sides, 
various challenges remain outstanding, including the precarious work conditions often borne by migrants, 
the continuing activities of unscrupulous intermediaries and human traffickers, and xenophobic attitudes 
encountered within the Union. Whereas some labour migrants are ultimately deported, others lack access 
to social security due to their circumventing of the relevant work permit rules.

While the COVID-19 outbreak has forced large numbers of Ukrainian labour migrants to return home, it is 
also evident that many are ready to move back to the EU − be it in a regular or irregular manner.1 Despite 
the pandemic, by June 2020 the number of Ukrainians leaving the country again exceeded the number 
returning, reversing the trend seen during the previous three months.2 The EU demand for additional work- 
force in critical sectors such as agriculture and transport, and the fragile condition of Ukraine’s economy, 
may further increase the flow of migrants into the bloc. Considering this outlook, it is crucial to address the 
challenges identified in this report. 
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1. UKRAINIAN LABOUR MIGRATION TO THE EU: 
STATE OF PLAY

1.1 KEY NUMBERS AND MAIN DESTINATIONS (2014-2019)
Ukrainian labour migrants moving to the EU may be motivated by various factors – improved living stand-
ards, higher wages, or the ongoing economic turmoil in their home country. The close proximity of the EU 
naturally also plays a role in the choice of destination. Ukraine shares land borders with four EU member 
states – Poland, Hungary, Slovakia and Romania. As a result, Ukrainians enjoy a wide choice of cross-bor-
der transport connections, from low-cost flights to shuttle buses. However, the land border between Ukraine 
and the Schengen area remains the main gateway for Ukrainian labour migrants; it is known for its high 
levels of congestion and substandard condition. 

There are various estimates for the number of Ukrainian labour migrants inside the EU. According to 
Ukraine’s Ministry of Social Policy, 3.2 million work permanently outside the country.3 The Eurostat data 
shows that between 2014 and 2019, 3,446,793 Ukrainians received first-time residence permits in the EU 
28, with 82.6% (2,847,830) issued for remunerated activities.4

Figure 1: First-time EU residence permits for remunerated activities vs. First-time EU residence per-
mits (2014-2019)

Source: Eurostat, own estimations

The validity of permits for remunerated activities issued by EU member states ranges from 3-5 months, 
to 6-11 months and 12-12+ months. During the period 2014-2019, Poland, Czechia, Hungary, Slovakia and 
Lithuania were the top EU destinations issuing all three types of permits (Figure 2). The most frequently 
issued permits were those valid for 3-5 or 6-11 months (Figure 3), meaning that Ukrainian labour migration 
to the EU is both circular and seasonal. Some states, such as Finland and Poland, require mostly seasonal 
workforce from Ukraine.

The Effects of COVID-19

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the reliance of EU member state economies on Ukrainian 
labour migrants, who have found themselves effectively locked out of the EU. This holds especial-
ly true for Poland and Finland, which formally permitted the entry of Ukrainian labour migrants, 
particularly seasonal workers, in early May 2020. The transportation of these workers required the 
chartering of flights, arranged according to specific conditions. For example, the Polish government 
obliged employers to transport the foreign workers to worksites within 24 hours, submit lists of 
those subject to quarantine measures, and ensure isolation for two weeks. 
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In parallel, high-skilled immigration is also taking place, with the number of work permits valid for 12 
months or longer, mostly issued for higher-ranking positions, on the rise during recent years. For example, 
Czechia, Hungary, Lithuania, Slovakia and Denmark issued more permits for 12 months or longer than for 
3-5 months and 6-11 months respectively. It is therefore clear that the Ukrainian workforce in the EU is not 
employed solely in low- or medium-paid positions.

Figure 2: Top EU member states issuing work permits to Ukrainian nationals (2014-2019)

Source: Eurostat, own estimations

Figure 3: Top EU member states issuing work permits to Ukrainian nationals (2014-2019)

Source: Eurostat, authors’ estimations

The actual number of Ukrainian labour migrants in the EU is believed to be much higher than official figures 
suggest. There are several reasons for this, ranging from the lack of a systematic population census and 
effective incentives to register displacements, to the unwillingness of those remaining in Ukraine to admit 
that family members work abroad.  Moreover, a substantial number of labour migrants from Ukraine work 
in the informal economy, with the country continuing to lead the rankings as regards the ‘entry refusal’ and 
‘illegal stay’ indicators employed.  In 2019, a total 39,600 Ukrainians were found to be illegally staying in the 
EU, with 19,600 of these cases detected in Poland.7
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1.2 TYPES OF EMPLOYMENT AND ECONOMIC CONTRIBUTION
The majority of Ukrainian labour migrants engaging in employment in the EU take up low-paid, menial jobs, 
often involving manual labour and unsafe working conditions. Most of these labour migrants are men aged 
26-35, working predominantly in administrative and support services, manufacturing and construction, or 
in the industrial, logistics, agriculture, hospitality or gastronomy sectors. These jobs – ranging from driver, 
berry picker, and waitress to receptionist – are predominantly carried out on work and residence permits of 
3-5 months or 6-11 months in duration. Some countries, such as Italy, for example, attract a specific type of 
workforce: three out of four Ukrainians working in Italy are women employed as housekeepers, caregivers 
or babysitters.8 

As noted, high-skilled labour immigration, albeit in much smaller volumes, is also taking place. The high 
number of permits issued for 12 months or more in EU member states like Denmark and Germany, for ex-
ample, suggests that Ukrainian nationals are possibly employed as high-skilled workers, including as doc-
tors, nurses, engineers, data analysts, and IT specialists - all professions which are in high demand in the 
EU. It is also possible that permits issued for 6-11 months also include a certain proportion of high-skilled 
workers; with their shorter duration explained in part by the fact that renewal of work permits in certain EU 
member states must be done on the spot. 

Sizeable economic impact

The impact of Ukrainian workers on the economy of Ukraine and EU member states is sizeable. During the 
period 2014-2019, Ukraine received US$ 67.914 billion in remittances, with this source of income account-
ing, on average, for 9.5% of annual GDP (Figure 3). Attempts have been made to gauge the contribution of 
Ukrainian workers to the economy of EU member states. For example, the Polish National Bank estimates 
that Ukrainian workers contributed 13% of Poland’s annual GDP growth during the period 2013-2018.9

Figure 4 shows the estimated contribution of Ukrainian labour migrants to EU member state economies, 
based on the amount of personal income tax paid between 2014 and 2019.10 During this period, Ukrainian 
workers are believed to have contributed between US$ 956 million and US$ 1.06 billion (permits issued 
for 3-5 months), US$ 2.65 billion and US$ 5.4 billion (6-11 months), and at least US$ 207 million (12/12+ 
months). As regards the economic benefit to individual countries, Poland (all three permit groups), Denmark 
(6-11, 12-12+ months), Finland (3-5, 6-11 months), Sweden (3-5 months) and Czechia (12-12+ months) are 
estimated to have received high volumes of personal income tax from Ukrainian workforce. 

These estimates, however, reflect just part of the overall contribution of Ukrainian workers to the economy 
of the EU and its individual member states. If the full picture of this input is to be painted, it would be nec-
essary to factor in, inter alia, payroll taxes and other types of social contributions; the amounts spent by 
Ukrainian workers on goods and services in country; the types of accommodation engaged; and indeed, the 
added value brought to those EU products and services Ukrainian workforce helps to produce

Figure 4: Personal remittances received, by % of Ukrainian GDP (2014-2019)

Source: World Bank
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Figure 5: Personal income tax paid by Ukrainian workforce in the EU, by average salary and tax rate 
(2014-2019)

Source: OECD (average salary)11 and PWC (tax rate), authors’ estimations

1.3 THE LABOUR MIGRATION REGULATORY FRAMEWORK
Labour migration to the EU from Ukraine is regulated by various legal frameworks, including those oper-
ational within the Ukrainian territory, in the particular EU member state, and at the EU level. The key legis-
lative documents are listed below.

UKRAINE
Law on External Labour Migration and Strategy of the State Migration Policy12 

These pieces of legislation cover a wide range of issues: governmental, social and legal protection of labour 
migrants and their family members; cooperation with those governmental agencies and NGOs dealing with 
external migration; limiting illegal migration; creating conditions for reintegration of labour migrants into 
Ukrainian society; carrying out informational campaigns, data collection, etc. The Ministry for the Develop-
ment of the Economy, Trade and Agriculture officially oversees issues related to external migration. 

EU MEMBER STATES
Work Permit Rules, Labour Laws and Social Protection Laws

Migration, labour and social protection issues are governed mainly by the individual EU member state. The 
corresponding laws vary significantly across the 27 EU member states, with some more complex and cum-
bersome than others. Poland, Czechia and Hungary give certain third-country nationals, including Ukraini-
ans, the most simplified access to their labour markets. For example, Poland and Hungary allow Ukrainians 
nationals to use EU visa waiver rules to seek employment on the spot and subsequently apply for a work 
visa inside the country, should their stay exceed 90 days. In Czechia, a specialised programme launched in 
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Other EU member states employ a more stringent approach to hiring workers from abroad. Sweden, for 
example, requires a set of checks by the Swedish Migration Agency and institutions such as the Swedish 
Trade Union Confederation and the Swedish Municipal Workers’ Union, for all types of employment. In the 
Netherlands, employers looking to import external workforce for seasonal work, for example, have to meet 
a wide set of criteria, while prospective seasonal workers are required to undergo a tuberculosis test. 

The extent of labour and social protection laws is also a factor explaining the various national approaches 
to external labour. The levels of social protection, for instance, in countries like Sweden or Denmark, both 
in terms of financial expenditure and job preservation, is significantly higher than those seen in Poland or 
Hungary.

EU LAWS AND DIRECTIVES
Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union and Charter of Fundamental Rights13

In these key sources of primary law, two articles are relevant for third-country nationals. Article 79 of the 
Treaty states the need to develop a common immigration policy and develop the rights of third-country 
nationals residing in the EU, while Articles 151-153 lay out the basic principles of fair employment, comple-
menting Articles 27-38 of the Charter (Title IV: Solidarity).

Single Permit Directive 

This is a relatively new piece of legislation that provides for a single application procedure for third-country 
nationals to reside and work in EU Member States and a common set of rights for legally residing workers. 
The document indicates a set of rights granting third-country workers equal treatment with national work-
ers. It also mandates a single application procedure for issuing a single permit for third-country nationals to 
reside for the purpose of work in the territory of an EU member state.

Seasonal Workers Directive 

This Directive on the conditions of entry and stay for third-country nationals for the purpose of employment 
as seasonal workers is applicable to those third-country nationals who come to work in the EU for a limited 
period of time during a certain season, for either less than or more than 90 days. It lays out the basic rules 
for employing third-country nationals, and the basic protection of their rights (remuneration, accommoda-
tion, etc). In response to the COVID-19 outbreak, in the summer of 2020 the European Commission produced 
guidelines that call on national authorities to provide seasonal workers, both EU and non-EU nationals, with 
greater protection and boost cooperation among EU member states, social partners, the European Agency 
for Safety and Health at Work and the European Labour Authority.

Posted Workers Directive 

This Directive on the posting of workers in the framework of the provision of services allows one EU mem-
ber state to post workers to another EU member state for a limited period of time, using the A1 Certificate, 
an official document recognised throughout the European Union. This certificate is submitted to the relevant 
authority in the EU member state posting the worker.

If the worker is a third-country national, they must fill out a “Information about the Third National Legality of 
Living” form and provide supporting documents, such as proof of valid stay and tax residence.14 The same 
set of conditions applies to the so-called ‘Van der Elst visa’, another legal pathway to working in an EU 
member state without an actual work permit.15

Legal Requirements for Receiving an A1 Certificate in Poland

XX Possession of a long-term EU residence permit, a permanent residence permit, or a temporary 
residence or work permit.

XX Possession of a Schengen or national visa that was issued on the grounds of:

•	 work that does not 1) exceed 6 months within any 12-month period, based on the statement on 
entrusting work to a foreigner entered in the register;

•	 performing 2) work for a period not exceeding 9 months in a calendar year; or

•	 performing work other than that specified in either 1) or 2)
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1.4 NEW DESTINATIONS FOR UKRAINIAN LABOUR MIGRANTS
Although Poland remains the top destination for Ukrainian labour migrants to the EU, there is mounting 
evidence that more Ukrainians are choosing other member states as their destination.16 This increasing 
tendency may be explained by worker dissatisfaction with the Polish labour market “in terms of stability and 
security”,17 and the working and living conditions available in that country.18  

One of the primary new destinations is Germany, which relaxed its work permit rules in 2020. For the past 
number of years,19 the number of Ukrainian nationals receiving work permits for Germany has been on the 
rise, with the country featuring in the top 10 countries issuing work permits to Ukrainian nationals during 
the period 2014-2019 (Figure 2).

Germany’s Skilled Immigration Act introduced in 2020 is likely to attract even more Ukrainian workers, not 
least because of the high levels of income seen in the country. The average gross salary in Germany now 
amounts to EUR 3,994 a month,20 compared to EUR 1,000 in Poland.21 Besides this economic pull factor 
stands Germany’s efforts to actively attract a wide array of workers, including highly qualified workers. The 
government-funded website Make-it-in-Germany.com lists vacancies in social sciences, arts, linguistics, 
engineering, programming, to name a few areas. These career opportunities may prove highly attractive to 
Ukrainian labour migrants currently engaged in the Polish labour market, 77% of whom occupy positions 
below their qualification level.22 

Despite police in Germany reporting in September 2020 an increase in the number of Ukrainian labour mi-
grants arriving,23 it is too early to speak of an exodus of labour migrants to that country. After all, the Skilled 
Immigration Act only recently came into force, at a time when COVID-19 is still impeding free movement. 

https://www.make-it-in-germany.com/de/
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2. CHALLENGES

2.1 PRECARIOUS WORKING CONDITIONS 
Many Ukrainian labour migrants employed in the EU take low-paid, menial jobs that are often unsafe and 
considered precarious. Usually, these types of jobs entail poor working and living conditions, a lack of up-
ward mobility via promotion, and risks in the workplace and place of residence, as well as uncertainty in 
terms of duration of employment, social protection, salary and benefits.

A recent study confirmed that a great number of Ukrainian labour migrants in Poland face these challeng-
es,24  lacking access to local labour law and regulation, often due to the language barrier.25 A further study 
has found that Ukrainian labour migrants are often subjected to substandard working and living conditions 
not just in Poland, but also in Italy and the Netherlands. The data collected for this report confirms these 
findings.26 

Other instances of precarious work are linked to an opaque chain of predatory intermediaries operating 
both within Ukraine and the EU.27 Because of recruitment activities carried out with the intent of profiting 
from worker exploitation, Ukrainian nationals can find themselves applying for non-existent jobs and falling 
into debt bondage, i.e. owing money to intermediaries who may seize the worker’s personal documents and 
inflict abuse. Investigations have shown that some agencies that issue declarations of intent to employ for-
eign workers as mere fallacies, which in reality do not exist.28 Given that regular labour migrants face such 
challenges, migrants working irregularly are likely to face an even higher level of precariousness.  

2.2 CIRCUMVENTION OF EU WORK PERMIT RULES
The number of Ukrainian posted workers to the EU has been growing. While there are no exact estimates 
due to the lack of reliable data on the posting mechanism,29 multiple authorities in the area have empha-
sised a high number of attempts to circumvent EU member state work permit rules by using the Posted 
Workers Directive.

Ukrainian labour migrants are primarily being posted from Poland, to: Czechia, Sweden, Finland and Esto-
nia, all of which have stringent employment procedures concerning the employment of third-country na-
tionals and, as a rule, higher taxes, especially in Sweden and Finland.30 To save time and cut costs by avoid-
ing inspections and complex ways of hiring migrants,31 certain employers resort to posting workers, with 
or without an A1 Certificate. This practice has been flagged by both the Swedish police and the media on 
multiple occasions. Ukrainian labour migrants have been stopped in the Swedish ports of Karlskrona and 
Trelleborg32 and found illegally working at a local rubber factory following a concerted labour inspection.33 

At the current time, there are no official estimates of the number of undocumented Ukrainian workers in 
Sweden.34  

In Finland, Estonia, and Czechia,35 Ukrainian posted workers navigate difficulties and precariousness beyond 
those faced by intra-EU posted workers.36 Ukrainian nationals may be forced to cope with being deprived of 
access to social security, not receiving wages, or a lack of occupational safety.37 Even in cases where the at-
tractive salaries promised by intermediaries exist, some posted workers end up without any funds or social 
protection, as their recruitment agencies pay neither tax nor social contributions.

Reporting the data for 2019, the Head of the Human Trafficking Counselling Service at the Estonian Social 
Insurance Board indicated that cases relating to Ukrainian, Moldovan or Belarusian nationals made up the 
majority of the 600 calls received by the agency.38 To tackle these challenges, the Estonian Labour Inspec-
torate, the authority implementing the Posting of Workers Directive and the Enforcement Directive, has 
concluded cooperation agreements with Finland, Latvia, Lithuania and Poland.39 

Unscrupulous intermediaries

Ukrainian posted workers often end up in such disturbing circumstances not least because unscrupulous 
intermediaries do not fully inform these migrants about the particular dynamics of the EU labour market, 
the applicable work permit rules, and other requirements related to the posting procedure. Some of the 
Ukrainian workers posted elsewhere do realise that the practice is somewhat of a grey area of EU law, 
let alone those migrants who lack the A1 Certificate, describing the practice as ‘illegal’40 or ‘semi-legal’.41  
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Others are uninformed as to EU posting rules, the A1 Certificate, and indeed the overall concept of posting, 
according to data collected for this report.42 

This lack of practical guidelines and rules regarding posting for third-country nationals alongside a dedicat-
ed database of jobs in the EU and the continuing activities of unscrupulous intermediaries represent serious 
issues for both institutional stakeholders and the Ukrainian migrants bearing their brunt. A Ukrainian na-
tional seeking employment in Germany or Sweden with a Polish permit can do so by using search engines 
on the internet. The query “work in Sweden/Germany with a Polish permit” will typically generate multiple 
ads, where recruitment agencies offer the possibility to work in Sweden, Germany or Finland on an A1 Cer-
tificate you will purportedly receive within 10 days of arriving in Poland.

Finally, by posting Ukrainian workers to countries with higher taxation rates and better social protection, 
employers deepen the problem of tax circumvention and social dumping. This means that the EU member 
states that constitute the primary destinations for posted workers lose out on a substantial amount of tax 
revenue, which Ukrainian workers pay in high volume (Figure 4).

2.3 INCREASING COMPETITION AND XENOPHOBIC SENTIMENT
As a result of the 2016 Brexit vote, intra-EU labour migration patterns have changed. Nationals of EU-843  
countries, foremost the Poles, have returned home or moved on to other countries such as Germany or 
Sweden. In 2019, the Swedish Work Environment Authority44 recorded the highest influx of temporary for-
eign workers since 2013; about four out of ten construction workers, approximately 46,400 persons, arrived 
from Poland – with Lithuania and Latvia sending 7,000 workers each.

The fact that EU-8 nationals and Ukrainian labour migrants tend to choose the same destinations for all 
employment durations (Figure 2) suggests that competition for jobs, both menial and qualified, is likely to 
increase. This is especially likely in the case of Germany looking to attract more external workforce and of-
fering to provide subsidised language training in country. Competition of this kind could nurture xenophobic 
sentiment towards third-country nationals already present in EU member states, with Ukrainian labour mi-
grants among those targeted. Compared to 2013, the level of sympathy towards Ukrainians among Poles, 
for example, has decreased by 20%.45 Indeed, 2019 saw a staggering increase in the number of xenophobic 
attacks against Ukrainians in Poland, from 30 to 1,906.46 In Hungary and, most recently, Romania, the situa-
tion is also worsening in this regard, with instances of xenophobia towards third-country nationals reported. 

2.4 COVID-19 IMPLICATIONS
The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the problems facing many Ukrainian labour mi-
grants in the EU. In particular, the pandemic has exposed the danger that health crises pose to those living in 
shared, often cramped accommodation and working in hazardous environments. In June 2020, the German 
authorities introduced a regional lockdown in Gütersloh after 1,500 of the 7,000 employees at a slaughter-
house facility employing workers from eastern Europe tested positive for coronavirus.47 

The ongoing crisis has also shown how unconcerted EU member states’ actions are in terms of intra-move-
ment and migration policy. When the EU and its member states introduced restrictive measures aimed at 
curbing the spread of COVID-19, Ukrainian citizens were banned from entering the Schengen zone without 
valid cause (for example, being in possession of a permit to live, work or study in the Union). However, some 
EU member states such as Germany and Lithuania also refused entry to Ukrainian citizens with valid work 
permits and/or valid reason to work in an EU member state other than the issuing state.48

Moreover, the outbreak has once again highlighted the poor condition of the land borders between Ukraine 
and the EU, most prominently the Ukraine-Poland border. In March 2020, long queues were observed at 
crossing points such as Shehyni, close to the Polish city of Przemyśl, with thousands of Ukrainian nationals, 
including labour migrants, lacking an adequate space in which to wait or access to basic hygiene facilities.49

Finally, the pandemic has fuelled racism, hate speech and violence against minority groups, both in the EU50  
and Ukraine, where several instances of hate crime towards labour migrants returning from the EU have 
been recorded. The economic and societal fallout from the pandemic, as well as the ramifications for other 
spheres of life, are likely to only bring further cases of anti-migrant sentiment and crime.
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3. CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

The outlined challenges faced by Ukrainian labour migrants in the EU pertain to three areas: human rights, 
labour rights, and security. Below we provide specific recommendations on how to tackle each of the areas, 
with the ultimate aim of alleviating the burden borne by migrant workers. Each recommendation is ranked 
using a Feasibility Score (FS) of one to three. Feasibility Score 1 indicates that the recommendation would 
likely prove relatively easy to implement, and could be rapidly accomplished. Feasibility Score 2 suggests 
that implementing the recommendation would demand a greater investment of time and human resources. 
Feasibility Score 3 indicates that for the recommendation to be implemented and embedded as a norm in 
the migrant labour landscape, broad political consensus would first have to be achieved – and/or financial 
or other major input secured. 

The majority of the recommendations would, at least in theory, be relatively easy and inexpensive to im-
plement. If ignored, however, even issues that could at this point be addressed with minimal cost may 
ultimately force both the EU member states and Ukraine to deal with more serious issues further down 
the line. Among these long-term implications stand potential human rights abuse, illicit labour trafficking, 
tax avoidance and xenophobic sentiment; none of which are beneficial to either the Union or the Ukrainian 
labour migrants working within its borders.

CREATE PRACTICAL GUIDELINES FOR UKRAINIANS SEEKING EMPLOYMENT IN THE EU 
It is pivotal for the EU and Ukraine to launch a multi-level communication campaign to inform both prospec-
tive job seekers in Ukraine and employers in the EU on the overarching design of the EU labour market and 
work permit rules. To date, no such comprehensive go-to source, e.g. a detailed guide that presents this 
vital information in a concise and practical manner, is available for Ukrainians seeking employment in the 
EU. Instead, scattered, often inaccurate, information is attained by the individual online and used as the basis 
for making a life decision. It is no surprise then that many Ukrainian nationals are unaware of their rights; 
as evidenced by cases such as that involving the so-called ‘buono spesa’, a special voucher for meals and 
other essentials issued in Italy.51 

The guidelines should provide detailed explanation, in the Ukrainian language, on the work permit 
rules and labour law provisions of specific EU member states, as well as the relevant provisions at EU 
level. However, the guide will only be able to make a positive impact if its distribution channels have been 
well thought through and it does ultimately reach the target audience (in a timely fashion). One method of 
ensuring better outreach would be to place in public areas posters containing QR codes, providing the infor-
mation digitally, and particularly targeting border crossing points (BCPs) and airports. This option would also 
help with gauging the impact of outreach information and thus assessing the distribution rates achieved. 

LAUNCH A SPECIALISED ANONYMOUS HOTLINE SERVICES IN EU MEMBER STATES AND 
PROVIDE SUPPORT TO HUMAN RIGHTS ORGANISATIONS 
To help reduce the prevalence of human rights abuse and trafficking involving Ukrainian labour migrants, EU 
member states labour authorities and social insurance agencies should create specialised hotline services 
for third-country migrant workers facing trouble in the EU. Many migrants hesitate to contact the competent 
authorities (e.g. police or embassies), especially when working irregularly. These hotline services could be 
made available through various social media outlets (e.g. Facebook, Telegram, WhatsApp).

To further ensure that Ukrainian labour migrants are not subjected to xenophobic attacks or other types 
of maltreatment, the Ukrainian authorities should engage in regular exchange with representatives 
from EU-8 countries on issues negatively affecting Ukrainian migrant workers hosted in these coun-
tries. This should be done at both local and national level. The respective migration patterns should also be 
closely monitored to allow the pre-empting of potential conflicts between Ukrainian labour migrants and 
EU-8 nationals.

ESTABLISH AN ONLINE DATABASE OF EU JOB VACANCIES FOR NON-EU NATIONALS 
To diminish the role of unscrupulous intermediaries, the European Commission  should establish a dedicat-
ed database of job vacancies in all 27 EU member states for non-EU nationals, similar to the EURES 
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job mobility portal in place. The recent launch of the Make-it-in-Germany.com website could serve as 
a model for the new portal; it could also be created as a special sub-section of EURES to avoid spending 
funds on a new platform. Such a database should contain vacancy announcements posted directly by the 
employers, and cover a wide array of fields, especially agriculture and transport, where Ukrainian nationals 
are usually employed.

To register in the database, employers would provide their tax details, business licence, address and other 
key details, all of which should be subsequently screened by a dedicated staff, possibly a unit of EURES. 
Once approved, the employer would be authorised to post job vacancies regularly and have their requests 
for workers fast tracked. Migrant workers would have access to the employer’s profile and job post record, 
allowing them to inform themselves about their prospective employer.

To ensure that third-country nationals use it, the portal has to be available in their native languages, includ-
ing Ukrainian and Russian. The version available in the latter will also make the proposed database availa-
ble to other nationals from the former USSR countries. 

At the same time, it is worth to keep in mind that the creation of a database, which effectively establishes 
a direct link between an employer and worker, might undermine the raison d’etre of intermediaries with a 
proven record of legal compliance in both the EU and outside of it. It is therefore important that the Euro-
pean Commission considers the interests of these actors and seeks beneficial forms of cooperation with 
companies (Lundi, the talent acquisition marketplace, is one of the many examples of these) that operate 
in the field.

CARRY OUT REGULAR AND CONCERTED LABOUR INSPECTION 
It is vital that the labour authorities of the EU and those of its member states carry out regular inspection of 
work and accommodation facilities hosting labour migrants; for example, slaughterhouses and agricultural 
sites. As underlined by the labour inspections in the German town of Gütersloh, strict adherence to routine 
inspection can reduce the overall human and financial cost of permitting substandard facilities to operate 
unchecked, doubly so in times of health crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

Institutions such as the European Labour Authority should join forces with EU member state actors 
and the European Platform organisation in Ukraine as soon as possible, pooling their efforts to tackle 
undeclared work and help protect those Ukrainian and other third-country nationals forced to endure sub-
standard conditions. Regulatory frameworks like the European Agenda on Migration or the Action Plan on 
the Integration of Third Country Nationals provide readymade sources for successfully achieving this aim.

FACILITATE BORDER CROSSING BETWEEN UKRAINE AND THE EU 
Since the number of Ukrainian labour migrants is expected to remain high in the years to come, it is im-
portant that Ukraine and Poland further facilitate border crossing. At present, the various border crossing 
points, which form some of the main gateways between Ukraine and the EU, all lack the infrastructure 
necessary for processing high volumes of travellers. This puts immense strain on border guards as they at-
tempt to ensure border security while respecting the basic rights of travellers, especially in times of (health) 
crises, and dealing with congestion. 

Rectifying this situation requires that local stakeholders on both sides of the border identify a set of 
concrete steps to facilitate border crossing. For example, the introduction of additional pedestrian cross-
ing points and the improvement of roads at BCPs like Rava-Rus’ka represent practical actions that can be 
best achieved through inter-agency cooperation. The recent approval of a loan agreement between Poland 
and Ukraine bodes well for the rapid achievement of durable solutions in this area, as the corresponding 
regulatory framework is already in place.52   

At the same time, it is critical that the European Commission starts negotiations with the Slovak, Hungarian 
and Ukrainian government on joint border controls, the launch of which is impeded by the incompatibility 
of the Constitution of Ukraine and the Schengen Border Code. A compromise is necessary as joint controls 
would make the border crossing more efficient and secure.

To ensure seamless border crossing with minimal human contact, the EU and Ukraine should also dis-
cuss the use of cutting edge technological means at their shared borders. While the European Travel 
Information and Authorisation System (ETIAS) applicable to third-country nationals is expected to make 

https://www.make-it-in-germany.com/de/
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the border crossing process more efficient, further embracing of new technologies would produce tangible 
results in this area. The introduction of digital identity blockchain-based solutions, such as Known Digital 
Travel Identity tested by airlines Air Canada53 and KLM, and the Digital ID Program by Delta and Transpor-
tation Security Administration in the US, stand out in this regard. To explore the potential of such solutions 
and develop pilot projects, the EU could incentivise its dedicated agency, the EU Blockchain Observatory & 
Forum, to cooperate with the representatives of the highly robust Ukrainian IT community. 

CRACK DOWN ON UNSCRUPULOUS INTERMEDIARIES 
Both the findings of the previous research produced by agencies working with labour migration issues and 
academics and the data collected for this report show that predatory intermediaries play a major role in 
jeopardising the safety of Ukrainian labour migrants in the EU. Therefore, greater effort should be made to 
investigate the links between different actors, both within Ukraine and in the EU, who lure Ukrainian 
labour migrants into taking high-risk or non-existent jobs. 

The circumstances prevailing on the ground require action involving greater cooperation between the state 
authorities in Ukraine and those in the EU member states and Brussels. Key agencies like Europol should 
be engaged in the fight against such intermediaries, as there is reason to believe, based on the Estonian 
experience described above, that some of these agencies might also be involved in other types of illicit activ-
ities, such as human trafficking. Regular, targeted investigations and a dedicated database of agencies that 
offer precarious or non-existent jobs to Ukrainian labour migrants should also be launched.

ENHANCE EU-LEVEL DIALOGUE ON WORK PERMIT RELAXATION AND HARMONISATION 
A more ambitious and demanding way of tackling the challenges related to current work permit policy 
would be to launch EU-level discussions on harmonising the permit rules across each EU member state, 
which would in fact be in line with the 2011 Directive on a single permit for residence by third-country na-
tionals and a common set of rights.

As described above, the posting of workers within the EU allows circumventing of EU members state work 
permit rules and tax obligations. To discourage Ukrainian nationals from seeking employment in other 
EU member states via Poland, member states must work out simplified and uniform work permit 
rules and embed a faster application procedure – in Ukraine directly. Although this recommendation is a 
challenging one as EU member states oversee their migration policies, it is important to view the problem 
through the lens of human contributions and rights. 

Finland, Sweden and Denmark should especially heed these matters as these states are estimated to have 
derived great benefit from Ukrainian workforce tax contribution during the period 2014-2019 (Figure 4), yet 
would stand to benefit even further should simplified rules be put in place; with posted workers currently 
working in these states, both legally and illegally, turned into regular workers. The societal benefit of this 
action also speaks of its worth, alleviating the plight of these Ukrainian workers posted to Sweden and 
Finland.

Czechia is another EU member state for which it would make sound economic sense to deploy resources to 
this end. Even though the country has simplified the work permit issuance for Ukrainian nationals over the 
years, the process remains too cumbersome for Czech employers54 who thus often prefer to simply employ 
Ukrainian workers through the posting system.
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