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Arrangements for skilled Britons seeking to work 
in the European Union after Brexit

Summary

1. It is likely that, following Brexit, British citizens who wish to take a job in a European Union member 

state will be required to obtain a work permit in order to do so. Although the EU’s “Blue Card” scheme 

is currently far from complete (87% of such cards are issued by Germany alone), the Commission has 

proposed extending Blue Cards so that they replace national work permit systems in all 25 participating 

states. These changes would mean less complicated arrangements for highly skilled non-EU nationals 

wishing to access work permits as well as lower salary thresholds. Conclusions are at paragraph 21.

Introduction

2. This paper outlines the likely arrangements for highly skilled non EU migrants who wish to work in 

participating EU member states when the UK departs the EU, likely in March 2019. 

3. Migration Watch UK has argued that the million or so British nationals already residing in other EU 

countries should be able to remain indefinitely when the UK leaves the EU. This should also be the 

case for the three million or so EU citizens already in the UK. The government has said striking ‘an early 

agreement’ on this will be a priority in the Brexit negotiations. The EU’s draft guidelines for the Article 50 

negotiations also describe this as ‘a matter of priority’ but they also state that these negotiations will be 

conducted as a single package so that ‘nothing is agreed until everything is agreed’.

4. Just under 70% of around 900,000 or so British nationals living in other parts of the EU are of working 

age.1 Each year, approximately 18,000 UK-born people or UK nationals travel to other EU countries to 

take up employment (see Annex B). 

1	 Around 620,000 (just under 70%) of 890,300 British nationals in the EU are of working age. These figures were compiled by the Office 

for National Statistics (ONS) from data collected by Eurostat based on the 2010 to 2011 round of censuses in Europe and other 

data from European statistical offices. UN figures put the number of UK-born people living in other parts of the EU at 1.2 million. 

However, the ONS says these data will include many Irish and Polish citizens whilst not counting British citizens born overseas and that 

it is better to use the more detailed census data in order to estimate the number of British citizens living abroad. ONS note, ‘What 

information is there on British migrants living in Europe?’, January 2017, URL: https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/

populationandmigration/internationalmigration/articles/whatinformationisthereonbritishmigrantslivingineurope/jan2017#the-united-

nations-122-million-british-people-live-in-the-european-union
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5. The Blue Card, launched in 20092, currently operates alongside member states’ own national work 

permit arrangements for highly skilled third country nationals (i.e. non-EU nationals). The directive is 

currently in legal force in all EU member states except for the UK, Ireland and Denmark. 

6. A Blue Card only offers the holder labour market access to one EU member state at a time. It lasts 

for between one and four years and provides holders and dependants with a path to permanent EU 

residency within two to five years.3  

a) Blue Card requirements and benefits

7.  Applicants for a Blue Card need to be able to show that they have:

i) a work contract of at least one year (the job must be relevant to the applicants’ qualifications, e.g. 

the skills acquired through a university degree must be at least partly or indirectly required for the 

job)4;

ii) a salary of at least 1.5 times the average gross annual salary paid in the member state. For shortage 

occupations the salary threshold is 1.2 times the annual salary; 

iii) valid health insurance; 

iv) proof of a higher educational qualification or at least five years of relevant professional 

experience.

8. Blue Cards currently allow family members to accompany the holder provided the latter has sufficient 

financial resources, accommodation, health insurance and proof of relationship. Family members are also 

allowed access to education and can work in any job.5 

9. Blue Card holders can travel to other EU countries for up to three months during any six-month period. 

After 18 months holders are allowed to relocate to a different EU country to work in highly skilled 

employment. 

2	 EU Directive 2009/50/EC, URL: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32009L0050

3	 For example, holders in Germany can gain permanent residence within two years if they can demonstrate basic German language skills. 

Annexes to EU impact assessment of Blue Card Scheme.

4	 German missions in Turkey, January 2017, URL: http://www.tuerkei.diplo.de/contentblob/4524246/Daten/7236009/30blauekarteeueng.

pdf

5	 Article 23 of Directive 2004/38/EC and EU Blue Card, ‘Family Reunification Rules’, URL: http://www.eu-bluecard.com/family-reunification/
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Table 1: Summary of the main conditions of the current EU Blue Card.

 
Length of main 

permit
Spouse / De-

pendants
Settlement

Salary thresh-
old

Qualification 
threshold

Intra-EU mo-
bility

EU Blue 
Card

Between one  
(e.g Bulgaria) and 

four years (e.g. 
Germany) - re-

newable (except 
in Sweden where 
they are limited 
to four years). A 

job contract of at 
least one year is 

required.

Spouse / depen-
dants join Blue 

Card holder 
immediately 
and in most 

participating 
states have 

equal labour 
market rights 

as national 
citizens.

Holders can ap-
ply for this after 

three to five 
years of resi-

dence (N.B. Ger-
many provides 
fast access to 

national perma-
nent 

residence after 
just under three 
years, reduced 

to just under two 
years if basic 

German language 
skills are demon-

strated).

At least 1.5. 
times average 

national salary; 
for shortage 
occupations 

the salary 
threshold is 

1.2 times the 
average na-

tional salary. 

Five years of 
relevant profes-

sional experi-
ence or evi-

dence of higher 
professional 

qualifications. 
Experience is 

only rarely con-
sidered a proxy 
for professional 
qualifications in 
practice under 

current scheme.

Holders can 
travel for up to 
three months 

during a six 
month period 

and perma-
nently move 
to another 
participat-

ing member 
state after 18 

months 

b) The Blue Card system in practice

10. Germany issued the largest share of Blue Cards in 2014 (12,100, or 87% of the total of just under 

13,900).6  However, the majority of highly skilled work permits in 25 EU countries are issued under 

national, as opposed to EU, arrangements.7 

11. Currently Blue Cards are only available to those applying from abroad or to ‘legally staying’ (as 

opposed to ‘legally present’) third country nationals already in the relevant member state.8 This may in 

practice rule out those travelling as tourists, either on a visa-free basis or with a Schengen visa, and has 

favoured those applying from abroad.9

Figure 1: Work permits for highly skilled employment issued under Blue Card and national schemes in 25 

participating EU member states, Eurostat.10

6	 BBC News, June 2016, URL: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-36469264  If family members are included across the EU as a 

whole (6,380), the total number admitted into Germany under the Blue Card scheme in 2014 reached 20,104. 

7	 Commission staff working document, Annexes to EU impact assessment of proposed changes to the Blue Card Scheme, June 2016, URL: 

https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/proposal-implementation-

package/docs/20160607/directive_conditions_entry_residence_third-country_nationals_highly_skilled_employment_impact_

assessment_part_6_en.pdf

8	 Proposal for a Directive of the Parliament and Council, June 2016, URL: http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/

european-agenda-migration/proposal-implementation-package/docs/20160607/directive_conditions_entry_residence_third-country_

nationals_highly_skilled_employment_en.pdf

9	 EU Law Analysis, July 2016, URL: http://eulawanalysis.blogspot.co.uk/2016/07/the-new-blue-card-proposal-will-it.html 

10	  Table reproduced from Annexes to EU impact assessment of Blue Card Scheme, p. 147.
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Figure 2: Work permits for highly skilled employment issued in all 28 EU member states in 2015, 

Eurostat11

c) Planned reforms to the EU Blue Card

12. Except in a few states, national work permit schemes continue to be the dominant means by which 

member states decide upon the entry of highly skilled third country nationals. For instance, the number 

of Blue Cards issued in the Netherlands between 2012 and 2014 was vastly outstripped by the number of 

Dutch Highly Skilled Migrant (Kennismigrant) visas issued.12

13. The failure of the Blue Card to attract as many highly skilled workers as the EU would like has spurred 

reform proposals that were published in a June 2016 draft directive.13

14. The proposed reforms would:

i)	 Abolish national work permit schemes;

ii)	 Lower the salary threshold to a range of between 1 and 1.4 times the average national salary14 

(the exact threshold to be set within this range by the member state concerned);

iii)	 Set the lower salary threshold for workers in shortage occupations and recent graduates at 

80% of the respective average national salary.

iv)	 Lower the length of the required minimum employment contract from one year to six months.

v)	 Strengthen the rule that professional experience be taken into account as a prerequisite for 

admission as an alternative to formal qualifications.15

vi)	 Shorten the residency period necessary prior to intra-EU mobility from 18 to 12 months.

11	 Ibid.

12	 Christine Sullivan, I Am Expat, ‘The Blue Card for skilled migrants: Why isn’t it more popular in the Netherlands?’, September 2016, URL: 

http://www.iamexpat.nl/read-and-discuss/career/articles/blue-card-skilled-migrants-why-isnt-it-more-popular-in-netherlands

13	 Proposal for a directive, June 2016. 

14	 EU Factsheet, ‘Revision of the EU Blue Card Directive’, 7th June 2016, URL: http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/

european-agenda-migration/background-information/docs/20160607/factsheet_revision_eu_blue_card_en.pdf

15	 An updated version of the proposed directive, incorporating amendments from member state delegations, also specifies that the person 

must not only have the required level of competence but that the job is ‘inherently regarded as demanding such competence’. This 

means the ‘tasks and duties related to the job should be so specialised and complex that the required level of competence to perform 

those duties is usually associated with International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) 2011 level 6 or European Qualifications 

Framework level 6. Communication from Council to Member State Delegations, January 2017, URL: http://www.statewatch.org/

news/2017/jan/eu-council-legal-migration-blue-card-5336-17.pdf
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vii)	 Make it easier for Blue Card applications to be submitted from within the EU by making 

them available to ‘legally present’ applicants (not just to those who are ‘legally staying’ as is 

currently the case).16

viii)	 Extend the scheme to highly skilled beneficiaries of international protection.

15. The projected salary thresholds would vary widely by member state and by job type. In the five 

member states where most EU-based British nationals live and which implement the Blue Card (Spain, 

France, Germany, Netherlands and Belgium), the prospective salary threshold range (based on 2014 

Eurostat figures) would be between £17,000 and £46,400 a year.17 The minimum salary threshold for 

experienced highly skilled non-EU workers in the UK is currently £30,000 a year.

16. The reforms will also limit the instances in which a resident labour market test could be carried out. 

At present most states are able to apply a resident labour market test before granting Blue Cards but the 

reforms propose that such a test can only be carried out in exceptional circumstances, for instance if the 

state experiences a high level of unemployment in an occupation or sector, in all or part of its territory.18 

However, this proposed restriction on labour market testing has been challenged by member states in 

recent consultations on the draft directive.19

17. Currently, eight member states - Austria, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Portugal, Slovenia and Latvia 

– apply various types of annual quota on non-EU migration.20 Under the proposed reforms, member 

States will be able to continue doing this.

18. The EU estimates that, if the new directive were implemented as mandated, its incorporation could 

lead to between 32,000 and 138,000 extra Blue Cards issued each year across the EU, with the largest 

increases in France, Italy, the Netherlands and Sweden.21 

19. The reforms would need to be passed by a qualified majority in the Council of the EU. However, given 

historical reluctance of member states to give up powers over economic migration, the changes may be 

controversial. Resistance may come in particular from countries such as Sweden and the Netherlands, 

which have relatively successful labour migration schemes.22 

20. The proposal to make it easier for third country nationals who are ‘legally present’ in EU states to 

apply for Blue Cards without leaving the country first may gain relevance for the UK in the unlikely event 

that the residency rights of British nationals already in the EU are not legally guaranteed during the 

Brexit negotiations. If this were to happen, British nationals already residing in the EU would then likely 

find it easier to apply for a Blue Card from within an EU state than might otherwise be the case.

16	 Proposal for a Directive, June 2016.

17	 For the 2014 Eurostat data on which this prospective range is based, see Annex to EU impact assessment of Blue Card Scheme, June 

2016, p. 142.

18	 European Commission Press Release, 7th June 2016, URL: http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-16-2041_en.htm

19	 Communication from the Council of the EU to member states, January 2017, URL: http://www.statewatch.org/news/2017/jan/eu-council-

legal-migration-blue-card-5336-17.pdf 

20	 The approach to quotas varies from ‘hard caps’ (Austria) to ’softer targets’ (e.g. Hungary). Die Welt, URL: http://www.dw.com/en/german-

blue-card-to-simplify-immigration/a-15915424 

21	 For full proposal, see POP2(a), p. 160, Ibid.  

22	  Migration Policy Institute, June 2016.
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Conclusions

21. Current EU arrangements for highly skilled work permits are either incomplete or characterised 

by differing arrangements across states. However the EU aims to make the system more uniform 

and increase the number of Blue Cards issued by lowering salary thresholds among other changes. 

If the reforms take effect, applicants should be able to obtain a Blue Card after having been offered 

a six-month job contract. In the five member states where most EU-based British nationals live and 

which implement the Blue Card (Spain, France, Germany, Netherlands and Belgium), the prospective 

salary threshold range (based on 2014 Eurostat figures) would be between £17,000 and £46,400 a year. It 

would be easier to apply for a Blue Card from within the EU and there would be a shorter period before 

which a Blue Card holder could move to another member state if they wished. 

11th April 2017
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Annex A 

Table 2: Comparison of UK skilled work permits (Tier 2 General) with the current EU Blue Card

Length of 
permit

Spouse / Chil-
dren / Family 

Settlement Salary threshold Job offer 
needed?

Qualification 
threshold

UK work 
per-

mit for 
skilled 

workers 
(Tier 2 – 
General)

Up to six 
years

Family mem-
bers entitled 
to accompany 
holder and en-
titled to work.

Holders can ap-
ply for Indefinite 
Leave to Remain 
after five years 
of employment. 
Applicants for 

settlement 
must be earning 
£35,000 or more.

For new entrants, 
the salary thresh-

old is currently 
£20,800. From 

April 2017 onwards 
,the threshold is 

set at £30,000 for 
experienced ap-

plicants. 

Applicants must 
have been of-

fered a graduate 
level job in a role 

that cannot be 
filled by a local 

worker.

The applicant’s 
job offer must 
be in a gradu-
ate level role 

(National 
Qualifications 

Framework 6 or 
above).

EU Blue 
Card 
work 

permit 
for the 
highly 
skilled

One to four 
years 

Holders are 
entitled to 

bring family 
members. 20 
of 24 partici-
pating states 

currently allow 
dependants im-
mediate access 

to the labour 
market

Holders can 
settle within 
a period of 

between nearly 
2 to 5 years. 

Under proposed 
new rules, hold-

ers who have 
resided in one 
Member State 

for a continuous 
period of three 
years would be 

eligible for long-
term EU resi-

dence. There is, 
and would be, no 
salary threshold 
for settlement 

as there is in the 
UK.

Currently, Blue 
Card applicants 
must earn 1.5 

times the average 
national salary. 

This was £33,600 
in 2014 (averaged 

across 23 par-
ticipating states). 
Proposed changes 
would lower it to a 
range of 80% the 
average national 
salary for recent 

graduates and 
those on shortage 
occupations, and 

between 1 and 1.2 
times the average 
national salary for 
others. This would 
be equivalent to 

between £18,000 
and £27,000 a year.

Applicant must 
show evidence 

of work contract 
for one year or 

more. Proposed 
reforms would 

shorten this to six 
months. The job 
must be relevant 
to the applicants’ 
qualifications or 

experience.

5 years relevant 
professional 
experience 

needed and/
or evidence of 
higher profes-

sional qualifica-
tions. Proposed 
reforms would 

standardise 
the rule that  
professional 
experience is 
to be treated 
as a proxy for 
an education 

certificate

Annex B:  Estimate of number of Britons migrating to work in 

the EU

1. Between 2011 and 2015, an annual average of 34,000 UK-born people left the UK to live in other parts 

of the EU.23

2. The International Passenger Survey also reveals that, in the period 2011-2015, the average annual 

proportion of British citizens traveling overseas for work-related reasons worldwide was 54%.

23	 International Passenger Survey (IPS) 4.03, Country of birth by country of last or next residence, 2011-2015, URL: 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/datasets/

ipscountryofbirthbycountryoflastornextresidence  
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3. It is important to add a note of caution as these two datasets measure two different things - UK-born 

people and UK nationals. However, if the 54% figure were applied to the annual average outflow of 

34,000 described above, this would give a rough estimate of just over 18,000 either UK-born people or 

British nationals departing each year to live and work in the EU.24 

4. The ONS estimates that there are around 900,000 UK citizens who are residents of other EU countries. 

The five EU countries with the largest contingents of British national residents in 2011 were Spain 

(309,000), France (157,000), Ireland (112,000), Germany (96,000) and The Netherlands (41,000). If we 

exclude Ireland, which does not implement the Blue Card, Belgium is the state with the fifth largest 

contingent of British national residents (just under 25,000. Around 59% of British nationals living in Spain 

were of working age (between the ages of 15 and 64), compared with 68% in France, 76% in Belgium, 

77% in Ireland, 81% in Germany and 82% in the Netherlands.25

24	 IPS 4.02, Migration to and from the UK by main reason for migration by citizenship, 2011-2015, URL: https://www.ons.gov.uk/

peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/datasets/ipsmainreasonformigrationbycitizenship

25	 ONS note, ‘What information is there on British migrants living in Europe?’, January 2017, URL: https://www.

ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/articles/

whatinformationisthereonbritishmigrantslivingineurope/jan2017#the-united-nations-122-million-british-people-live-in-the-european-

union
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Annex C:  Current work permit arrangements in  five EU member 

states 

SPAIN

Spain issued only 39 Blue Cards in 2015. In contrast, she issued nearly 2,140 national work permits 

to highly-skilled non-EU migrants.26 A significant national route for the highly skilled is the Ley de 

Emprendedores (Entrepreneurs’ Law).27 See below for a comparison of the Ley de Emprendedores with the 

UK’s Tier 2 (General) work permit. There is also a General Work Permit for which no salary or qualification 

thresholds apply, although a resident labour market test is necessary. Some types of employee (e.g. 

university professors, technicians and scientists) do not require a permit to work in Spain. 

Table 3: Spain’s Ley de Emprendedores compared with the UK’s Tier 2 (General) work permit

Length of 
permit

Salary 
threshold

Qualification 
threshold

Resident 
Labour Market 

Test

Spouse / Chil-
dren / Family 

Settlement

UK work per-
mit for skilled 

workers (Tier 2 – 
General)

Up to six 
years.

£30,000 for 
experienced 

workers; 
£20,800 
for new 

entrants to 
the labour 

market

National Qualifi-
cations Frame-

work 6 or above.

Job offer must 
be in a role 

that cannot be 
filled by a local 

worker

Family mem-
bers entitled 
to accompany 
holder and en-
titled to work.

After five years 
(and holder 

must be earn-
ing £35,000)

Spain (Ley de Em-
prendedores work 

permit)

Two years 
(renewable).

£21,200. Graduate or 
postgraduate 

from

university or 
business school. 
Applicant must

 have a job offer.

None.. Family can join 
the holder and 
work in Spain 
immediately.

After five years.

FRANCE 

France issued nearly 600 Blue Cards in 2015, the second largest number after Germany. However, that 

same year she issued 2,560 work permits for highly skilled non-EU migrants under national rules.28 

For a comparison of general Blue Card requirements currently in force against those of the UK’s Tier 

2 (General) work permit, see Annex A above. The current conditions for obtaining a French Blue Card 

include:

•	 An annual salary of just under £46,000 (2016).29

26	 Eurostat EU Blue Cards by type of decision, occupation and citizenship, Annex to Blue Card directive, p. 147. 

27	 Spanish Government, Open to Talent factsheet, URL: http://extranjeros.empleo.gob.es/es/destacados/Open_to_talent.pdf & http://

extranjeros.empleo.gob.es/es/UnidadGrandesEmpresas/ley14_2013/tripticos/triptico-profesionales-altamente-cualificados-INGLES.pdf

28	 Eurostat EU Blue Cards by type of decision, occupation and citizenship, Annex to Blue Card directive, p. 147.

29	 Newland Chase law firm. URL: https://www.newlandchase.com/immigration-insights/latest-news/france-minimum-salary-increases-for-

eu-blue-card/
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•	 A degree achieved after at least three years of higher education. Alternatively, evidence of five 

years of professional experience at an equivalent level.

•	 Applicants are not subject to the labour market test.

Most employment-related work permits in France do not require a salary and qualifications test 

although they do require a Resident Labour Market Test. The French skills and talents permit (la carte 

‘compétences et talents’) is a route for professionals who are seen as having the potential to make a 

‘significant contribution’ to the French economy which allows the holder to exercise any professional 

activity related to their specified project or activity. See table 4 below to compare the French 

‘compétences et talents’ permit with the UK’s Tier 2 (General) work permit.

There are other several types of residence permit which allow highly skilled work:

•	 Jobs in high demand - Employers can recruit non-EU workers for vacancies which they are having 

difficulty filling. However, such permits are subject to qualifications requirements and a Resident 

Labour Market Test.

•	 Transfert intra-groupe (intra-company transfer) permits. Successful applicants must earn 1.5 times 

the minimum wage and the permit is valid for three years and is renewable. 

•	 French Tech Ticket (a route introduced in January 2016 for entrepreneurs). Successful applications 

include an award of £10,700.

•	 Exceptional Economic Contribution Permit (for applicants investing large sums of money or 

planning to create more than 50 jobs).  

•	 Scientists / Researchers’ Permit (for researchers at masters degree or above who are going to be 

carrying out research or teaching at university level; This is valid for one year but can be renewed 

yearly for up to four years).
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Table 4: France’s la carte ‘compétences et talents’ compared with the UK’s Tier 2 (General) work permit

Length 
of permit

Salary 
threshold

Qualification 
threshold

Resident La-
bour Market 

Test

Spouse / Chil-
dren / Family 

Settlement

UK work permit for 
skilled workers (Tier 

2 – General)

Up to six 
years.

£30,000 for 
experienced 

workers; 
£20,800 
for new 

entrants to 
the labour 

market.

National Qualifica-
tions Framework 6 

or above

The job offer 
must be in 

role that can-
not be filled 

by a local 
worker.

Family mem-
bers entitled 
to accompany 
holder and en-
titled to work.

After five years 
(and holder 

must be earning 
£35,000).

France (la carte ‘com-
pétences et talents’)

Up to 
four 

years.

None. Applicant must sub-
mit a business plan 
alongside proof of 

qualifications or ex-
perience along with 
evidence attesting 
to their ability to 
accomplish the 

project

Labour Market 
Test applies.

Family mem-
bers of holders 
will be issued 

with a vie 
privée et famil-
iale card, which 
allows spouses 
to work legally 

in France.

After five years.

 

REPUBLIC OF IRELAND

Since Ireland does not take part in the Blue Cards directive, it issued no Blue Cards in 2015. However, 

it issued at least 2,400 work permits to highly skilled non-EU migrants under national arrangements in 

2015. One such route is the Critical Skills Permit (formerly known as the Green Card).30

30	 Ireland Citizens Information, URL: http://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/employment/migrant_workers/employment_permits/green_

card_permits.html
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Table 5: Republic of Ireland’s Critical Skills Permit and UK’s Tier 2 (General) work permits compared

Length of 
permit

Salary thresh-
old

Qualification 
threshold

Resident 
Labour Market 

Test

Spouse / Chil-
dren / Family 

Settlement

UK -Tier 2 
(General) work 

permit

Up to six 
years.

£30,000 for 
experienced 

workers; 
£20,800 for 

new entrants 
to the labour 

market.

National 
Qualifications 
Framework 6 

or above.

Job offer must 
be in role that 

cannot be 
filled by a local 

worker.

Family mem-
bers entitled 
to accompany 
holder and en-
titled to work

After five years 
(and holder 

must be earning 
£35,000).

Ireland - Criti-
cal Skills Permit 
(formerly Green 

Card)

Two years 
(renewable).

£52,000 (or 
£26,000-

£52,000 for 
strategically 

important 
occupations 

including 
nursing, 

engineering 
and science-

related roles).

Degree 
qualification 
or higher in 

relevant field.

No Resident 
Labour Market 
Test (although 
the application 
should not lead 

to a situation 
in which 50% 

of workforce is 
from outside 

the EEA).

Holder may 
apply to have 

spouse, partner 
and/or minor 

dependent 
children join 

them once per-
mit has been 

obtained.

After five years 
of legal resi-

dence, holder 
can apply for 

long-term resi-
dence.

Ireland also has a General Work Permit available for occupations with an annual remuneration of just 

under £26,000. Normally, they will be subject to a labour market test. Workers on these permits can 

bring family to live in Ireland after they have been legally working there for a year. Workers who wish to 

work on a self-employed basis must obtain business permission from the government. To do this they 

must meet a range of criteria.31 

Ireland also operates intra-company transfer permits. Applicants must earn at least £34,300 per year 

(trainees must be earning at least £25,700 a year) and have been working for the company for a minimum 

of six months (and for one month if they are a trainee).

GERMANY

As noted above, the main route for highly skilled non-EU citizens wishing to gain the right to live and 

work in Germany is the Blue Card (incorporated into German law by Section 19a of the Residence Act).32 

For a comparison of general Blue Card requirements currently in force with those of the UK’s Tier 2 

(General) work permit, see Annex A above. Current requirements for obtaining a German Blue Card are 

below:

•	 A general salary requirement of just over £43,000 a year33, although for scientists, 

mathematicians, engineers, doctors or IT experts, a gross annual salary of just over £34,000 is 

required. 

31	 EU Immigration Portal, ‘Ireland – self-employed route procedures’, URL: http://ec.europa.eu/immigration/what-do-i-need-before-leaving/

ireland/worker/self-employed-worker_en#

32	 EU immigration portal, URL: http://ec.europa.eu/immigration/what-do-i-need-before-leaving_en

33	 German Missions in Turkey, EU Blue Card information sheet, January 2017.
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•	 The job must be relevant to the qualifications of the applicant. 

•	 The spouse of the applicant can receive a residence permit which allows them to be employed or 

self-employed and without requiring knowledge of the German language. 

There are alternative routes for qualified experts to apply for a residence permit allowing a job search for 

a maximum of six months (Sec 18c of the Residence Act). It is also possible to obtain a residence permit 

which allows for self-employment (Aufenthaltserlaubnis zur Ausübung einer selbständigen Tätigkeit)34.	

The Netherlands 

Although Blue Cards are technically an option in the Netherlands, the country did not issue any Blue 

Cards in 2015. However, it issued at least 7,100 highly skilled work permits under bespoke national 

arrangements. One such route is the Highly Skilled Migrant (Kennismigrant) scheme. This permit is far 

more successful than the Blue Card as the procedure involved is shorter (as quick as two weeks for 

recognised employers) while the document requirements are simpler. The minimum salary that an 

employee must earn under the Kennismigrant scheme is lower than that in effect for the Blue Card. For 

instance, the Kennismigrant threshold for workers over the age of 30 is just under £45,000, while for 

workers under 30 it is £33,000. This compares with £52,500 for a Dutch Blue Card.35 Table 6 compares the 

requirements for the Kennismigrant visa with those for a Tier 2 (General) work permit in the UK. 

Table 6: The Netherlands’ Kennismigrant work permit compared with the UK’s Tier 2 (General) work 

permit

Length of 
permit

Salary thresh-
old

Qualification 
threshold

Resident La-
bour Market 

Test

Spouse / Chil-
dren / Family 

Settlement

UK -Tier 2 
(General) work 

permit

Up to six years. £30,000 for 
experienced 

workers; 
£20,800 for 

new entrants 
to the labour 

market.

National 
Qualifications 

Framework 6 or 
above.

Job offer 
must be in 

role that can-
not be filled 

by a local 
worker.

Family members 
entitled to ac-

company holder 
and entitled to 

work.

After five 
years (and 

holder must 
be earning 
£35,000).

Netherlands - 
Highly Skilled 
Migrant (Kenn-
ismigrant) work 

permit 

Maximum of 
five years.

£45,000 (over 
the age of 30); 
£33,000 (under 
the age of 30).

None (a highly 
skilled migrant 

is defined by 
age and salary).

No resident 
labour mar-

ket test

Spouse, partner 
and/or minor 

dependent 
children must 

apply for a 
Dutch residence 

permit.

After five 
years of legal 

residence, 
holder can 
apply for 

permanent 
residence.

34	 For details, see German Government website on self-employed residence permits, URL: http://www.make-it-in-germany.com/en/for-

qualified-professionals/working/setting-up-a-business-in-germany/visa-for-self-employment#general-information-on-the-visa-process-

for-citizens-of-other-states 

35	 Forum for Expatriate Management, December 2016, URL: https://www.forum-expat-management.com/users/13452-berry-appleman-

leiden/posts/14184-netherlands-2017-salary-thresholds-set-for-highly-skilled-migrants-eu-blue-cards
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Another route for highly skilled non-EU migrants is the ‘Orientation year for highly educated persons’. 

An applicant who has obtained a PhD can be issued a residence permit for a period of one year entitling 

them to seek suitable employment in the Netherlands. 

In November 2016, a new EU directive, the Intra Corporate Transferee (ICT) directive, was implemented 

in the Netherlands. The new rules based on the ICT directive make it easier for multinational companies 

to transfer skilled workers from non-EU countries.


