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Political participation is an important core element of citizenship. In the EU, participation
of mobile citizens enjoying the freedom of movement in the political life of host countries should be seen as an important aspect of European citizenship. Such participation
is possible, for example, through local elections, where EU citizens have the right to vote
and to run for oﬃce.
However, in practice there is not enough knowledge about political participation in host
countries among mobile EU citizens, and not enough conﬁdence. At the same time, local
populations in Member States that have signiﬁcant percentage of immigration from
other EU countries often see this immigration in negative terms. Much remains to be
done to elicit trust towards fellow EU citizens in countries with high immigration rates.
Fostering political participation of mobile EU citizens can and should be one of the steps
in this direction.

Ireland, the UK: Participation of mobile EU citizens in local political life is hampered by lack of
knowledge and interest
Data on political participation of mobile EU citizens in their host countries in the EU is
scarce. Where available, it shows that they are less active politically than locals. Thus, a
report on the impact of free movement of EU citizens at the local level in big European
citiesi concluded that EU mobile citizens’ participation in the cities' civic and political life
was still limited. The participation of mobile citizens from EU-13 (the Member States that
joined the EU in 2004 and 2007) in political life in EU-15 countries where they make up a
signiﬁcant percentage of population is neither satisfactory nor visible. A study on the
participation of Polish citizens in the UK notes that the level of activism among Poles
there is still very limited,1 and another study indicates that participation of Poles in trade
unions is below the national average in the UK. 2
Research conducted jointly by PROVIDUS, Diversity Development Group, Institute for
Public Aﬀairs and Forum Polonia has revealed that in Ireland, immigrant Latvian, Lithuanian and Polish citizens who have a right to vote in local elections predominantly do not

use this right. Only 17% Lithuanians and 29% Latvians have reported participation in the
last local elections. Participation in local elections was slightly higher among Poles
(34%),i perhaps in view of the fact that the Polish community in Ireland has been
targeted by ‘Vote, You are at Home’ campaign by Forum Polonia.ii
This low level of participation is not linked to lack of trust in local institutions: in fact,
Polish, Lithuanian and Latvian citizens residing in Ireland tend to have greater trust in
Irish institutions, than in the institutions in their countries of origin. They also tend to
believe that voting in local elections is more eﬀective than other forms of participation.
However, they admit they have little knowledge about the functioning of representative
political institutions in the country, especially about political parties and local public
authorities. They also do not trust the eﬀectiveness of their own political participation.i
Perceived lack of impact may be linked to lack of interest in local politics, e.g. one of the
main obstacles for active political participation of Lithuanians in Ireland is lack of
interest.ii

A deﬁcit of trust
A closer look at the general public’s attitude towards mobile EU citizens in some
Member States with the higher percentage of immigrants shows a deﬁcit of trust. A
similar deﬁcit of trust may be seen in the way some governments treat the issue of
political participation of their citizens in other EU member states.
Several years before Brexit, attitudes towards immigrants from other EU countries have
been predominantly negative in the UK (53%)i, where also attitudes towards the
engagement of EU citizens from Eastern Europe in the labour market in various surveys
are negative. The only type of labour migrant that is viewed relatively positively in the
UK, is a qualiﬁed professional ﬁlling vacant jobs not ﬁlled by British people, and the
attitude is the same whether he or she is from Eastern Europe or a Commonwealth
country (e.g. Pakistan).ii Also before Brexit the number of formally recorded hate crimes
against Polish immigrants increased in its intensity over a decade.iii
While attitudes in other EU countries with a signiﬁcant percentage of EU-13 immigration
have been less negative, still, in Belgium predominantly negative attitude towards
immigrants from other EU countries has been 47% in 2014, in France – 43%, in Germany
– 41%.i At the same time, in other Members States, such as Sweden and Spain, and also
Ireland, immigration of EU citizens is perceived predominantly positively.

The situation of mobile EU citizens from EU-13 countries regarding political participation
in host countries is particularly challenging, because, with some exceptions (Poland)
national governments at home sometimes do little to encourage political participation
of their mobile citizens abroad. Thus, the only activities supported by Latvian and
Lithuanian governments for their citizens in other EU countries are related to cultural
identity of diaspora. Support for political engagement in host countries is seen as
problematic, because it may be perceived as support for emigration of citizens to more
aﬄuent EU countries. Thus, the free choice of EU citizens to use the freedom of
movement does not go hand in hand with encouragement to use political rights in the
country of residence.

Way forward
A new approach towards political participation of mobile EU citizens in host countries in
Europe would have to address several issues:
The lack of representation of mobile EU citizens in local political life;
The lack of knowledge and interest about local politics and institutions and lack of conﬁdence
in the impact of own participation among mobile EU citizens;
The lack of trust towards immigrants from other EU countries in some Member States.

Given these challenges, it is not easy to suggest ways forward, however, the following
recommendations address some of the more obvious stakeholders who can make a
diﬀerence to the participation of mobile EU citizens in host countries.
A more pro-active attitude towards promoting participation of mobile EU citizens in host
countries has to be demonstrated by the European institutions, particularly, the European
Parliament, the European Commission, the Council of Ministers, the European Economic and
Social Committee, the Committee of the Regions.
Local politicians and political parties in EU Member States should be more proactive in
engaging mobile EU citizens. Proactive approaches – not only informing, but also engaging
locally settled citizens of other EU countries through initiatives designed to raise their political
activity – are necessary. These could take the form, for instance, of engaging the leaders of
immigrant communities and encouraging them to introduce community members to election
procedures and party programmes. Given today’s digital and technological opportunities and
the presence of social media, information about local political processes and agendas should
be made available in the languages of immigration communities.

Host country institutions and policy makers need to ensure that there is support mechanism
for encouraging mobile EU citizens living in their country to get involved. This could be
achieved through funding for active citizenship projects by immigrant communities jointly
with host country NGOs. Such support would demonstrate that encouragement for their
participation is coming not only from the local diaspora community, but also from host
country society.
The selection of the right channels of communication with immigrant communities is
signiﬁcant – for example, among the Latvians in Ireland, organised diaspora groups seem to
be the hub of local activity, but this is not necessarily true of Poles or Lithuanians.
Communication strategies taking note of these diﬀerences may be more eﬀective than ‘one
size ﬁts all’ approaches.
Since the data on political participation of mobile EU citizens in their countries of residence in
the EU is incomplete, transnational eﬀorts for improvement of longitudinal monitoring
mechanisms are needed. Monitoring of EU citizens’ actual access to political and civic rights
should be a priority for both sending (home) and receiving (host) countries. EU countries with
diaspora policies should look not only at the participation of their mobile citizens in national
elections in the home country, but also at their use of civic, political and labour rights in the
country of residence. For instance, embassies in countries of residence could collect data on
political participation and civic engagement of their national communities in the host country,
and use research to monitor engagement. In addition, the impact of diﬀerent possible sources
of inequality (for example, gender, age, education, ethnicity, form of employment, etc.) on
diﬀerent forms of political participation of mobile EU citizens has to be assessed and if
necessary, targetted with adequate policy response.
EU countries with diaspora policies and intense emigration ﬂows should consider changing
the political discourse towards emigration (diaspora) policies, emphasising not only cultural
ties (identity, language, culture) and economic aspects (investments, social capital,
remittances), but also social and political rights, civic and political engagement in countries of
residence. Such a shift of emigration (diaspora) policies needs to be followed by adequate
funding, monitoring and policy developments. At the same time, these developments need
broader political debate and more targetted approach within the home countries’ legislation
for maintaining ties with diaspora.
Targetted information campaigns encouraging political participation are needed, emphasising
not only voting rights, but also such possibilities as consultative bodies, trade unions, formal
migrant associations as an alternative way for political involvement.
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