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TOWARDS AN UPDATED CONCEPT OF EUROPEAN CITIZENSHIP 
 

Following the meeting of 17 May 2022 
 
 

 
 
The tripartite, independent High Level Group on Citizenship Innovation held its 4th meeting on 17th 
May 2022. Its purpose is to ‘think outside-the-box’ on how to innovate citizenship in the EU, as task 
given to these temporary think tanks, set up following an initiative in the Competitiveness Council.1  
 
The High Level Groups are an ‘open innovation’ approach between governments, business and 
academia, to inject innovative policy ideas into the EU system, outside legal and procedural 
constraints.2 
 
 

Executive Summary 
The EU needs an additional concept, that of ‘Unionship’, distinct from the current Citizens of the Union 
concept reserved for citizens of the member states. The prime objective is to attract talented and 
entrepreneurial people.    
 
It should be open to people from third countries who are legally long-term residents or who want to 
become so. This follows the same logic as the civic rights attributed under the Temporary Protection 
Directive, whose application is a useful precedent. It will improve the current Blue Card system.    
 
A pathway to acquire Unionship should be set out with clear common criteria and procedures, and with 
the necessary safeguards. Digitalization makes it manageable.     
     
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

1. Design and communicate an innovative concept of citizenship. 
 
The current citizenship concept is a continuation of the nationalist one developed in the 19th century. 
It still has emotional validity for many people and it is the basis of legal citizenship in member states, 
it should therefore not be rejected. But it is one-dimensional and no longer suitable for the vast 
majority of adult and young generations of Europeans who live in the more diverse, more mobile and  

 

1 Council of the EU, 5-6 December 2011, Presidency Note.  
2 Members participate in their personal capacity. All recommendations for action and all ideas for further consideration have not always been 
agreed on by all members, but advice is based on a very wide consensus. The final version is written under responsibility of the chairman and 
the executive director.  
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interconnected European societies of the 21st century. The citizenship of the Union concept (art 9 TEU) 
is a step forward but still insufficient.  
 
The HLG recommends to introduce a new concept of Unionship including a set of European and 
national rights and obligations which a person acquires as a direct consequence of being a long-term 
resident of one of the EU member states. It should be based on a dual legal perspective, on shared 
civic values and on respect and appreciation of social and cultural diversity.  
 
The HLG recommends that a future European Council meeting offers such an innovative concept as a 
complement to existing rights (art. 2 TEU), in combination with the Charter of Fundamental Rights.  
 
It recommends that core rights be included (digitally) in citizens’s passports to create more awareness.  
 
 

2. Offer the next generation a pathway to this updated concept. 
 
The EU should set out a coherent long-term approach to win the hearts and minds of citizens for an 
innovative concept different from the 19th century understanding of national citizenship, at the same 
time a key part of the European societal model and values.  
 
Inspired by the successful student exchange program Erasmus, the HLG recommends a new bold step 
through the organisation of a system of voluntary services of young Europeans across the EU, primarily 
in the social and cultural realm (a European Solidarity Corps).    
 
The HLG recommends to seek agreement with employers’ organisations that their members will 
consider this experience as a plus when hiring. 
 
 

3. Design a three-step-system. 
 
Overall, the HLG recommends to see citizenship as a more multi-dimensional and open concept 
focused on coexistence and cosmopolitanism, a component of Europe’s DNA since ancient times. See 
also §1 below.    
 
The HLG sees a three graduations: 
 

a) National citizenship acquired at birth or through national procedure: those having it benefit 
automatically from all rights and obligations shared in the EU. This is the current situation of 
Union citizenship. 

 
b) Long Term Residents will be the beneficiaries of the new concept of Unionship which should 

be inspired by the Temporary Protection Directive and based on common, objective and 
verifiable criteria. 
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c) People with temporary, short term resident status: their rights and obligations remain as they 

are defined currently by member states.   
 
 

4. Design a clear and coherent system of acquiring Unionship. 
 
The HLG recommends to set up a global system for entry into the EU on the basis of jointly defined 
criteria, procedures and security checks. The technology used for the Covid-19 vaccination certificates 
can be used equally to register all relevant data for Union citizenship and for Unionship.  
 
The new Unionship should be accessible on the basis of verifiable and objective criteria and due 
diligence, including risk analysis, and limited to contributions to Europe’s future, such as investment 
in sectors or regions in need, specific talents needed in research or business, professional skills needed 
in the social and health sector, or other. Attracting talented people from third countries will become 
an important element of global competitiveness if Europe, with its reputation for quality social 
systems,  would be the destination of first choice for an increasingly mobile high qualified workforce. 
In addition, Europe’s demographic evolution also demands to strengthen its workforce in selected 
professions.        
 
The HLG considers it important to design a pathway for third country nationals towards long-term 
residence (ie. Unionship) in the EU, and based on predefined needs of member states. This could help 
to reduce illegal immigration and associated risks.    
 
 

5.  Include a focus on prosperity and education for all citizens in all EU policies.  
 
The HLG recommends to combat inequalities and unease about their future among large sections of 
the population through giving preservation and modernisation of national welfare state mechanisms 
a much greater role in all policy design. This requires extra attention during the transition process 
towards a climate neutral and circular economy and its multiple, not always foreseeable effects in 
societies.   
 
 

EXPLANATION 
 
§1   Towards an inclusive Citizenship. 
 
A new conceptual approach can have a similar role of creating a feeling of togetherness in the Union 
in the digital age as the original concept did in the national space in the industrialisation age. It can be 
a remedy against intolerance in all forms and spread self-confidence, openness to diversity, and 
cosmopolitanism.    
 
 
 

mailto:secretariat@highlevelgroup.eu
http://www.highlevelgroup.eu/


 

 

High Level Groups on EU Policy Innovation 
Centre Condorcet asbl | rue van Campenhout 22, BE-1000 Brussels  

EU Transparency Register 104824945116-03 
+32 2 505 60 11 | secretariat@highlevelgroup.eu | www.highlevelgroup.eu 

HIGH LEVEL GROUPS 

on EU Policy Innovation 

Independent-Tripartite 

4 

Citizenship Innovation 

 
The original concept of national citizenship saw identity as fusion. The French sociologist Simone Weil 
has described how the national identity was forged, replacing previously dominant religious and local 
identities, through military conscription and obligatory education. It is still a process ongoing in many 
newly independent nation states.    
 
In the current digital age the state has lost the information monopoly, and with it the cultural 
formation monopoly. Today conscription has all but gone, education plays a significant role but it is 
no longer the exclusive domain of the school system, the gender equality has become the norm, and 
traditional and new media and technologies have acquired an equally  important place in identity 
formation. The state may still be influential, but no longer determinant, it is one cultural-social force 
among others. Nationalist ideology, prevalent in the 19th and early 20th century, has weakened with 
some exceptions while utilitarian interests, such as welfare state systems, have grown as part of 
identity. ICT technology and free movement provided additional impact.      
 
These changing contextual conditions require a new concept about identity, not based on fusion, but 
on coexistence and mutual respect. Not merging various strands of identity and imposing a new one, 
but allowing heterogenous elements to coexist and not to lose their origins. Studies have shown that 
the younger generations are attracted to a multidimensional identity and are generally tolerant about 
it. Such more open concepts of identity are not alien to European philosophers from Baruch Spinoza 
onwards, but they did not forge the 19th century identity concept due to the circumstances at the 
time.  
 
The EU is a system of shared sovereignty set up by sovereign and traditional nation states to manage 
collectively issues of common interests. A concept of European and national citizenship as coexistence 
of pre-existing and multidimensional identity concepts would be a natural complement of the EU 
political system and in tune with the times and people’s current sociological outlook.  
 
As the EU member states want to remain democratic and rule based, they and their common 
institutions (the EU), have to take more precaution to not unwillingly undermine this through a lack 
of attention for a common identity based on coexistence and mutual respect of its heterogenous 
elements. Current trends towards dominant cultures, uniformity and group think, polarization and 
minority exceptionalism must be   resisted therefore, not in a patronizing way, but by remedying the 
causes. They all undermine ultimately the cohesion and in a broad sense the essence of liberal & social 
democracy. 
 
This can be done effectively only if the EU and its member states develop policies which focus on 
inclusive prosperity and widespread education responsive to the new contextual conditions of the 
digital age. EU policies must incorporate the importance of national welfare state mechanisms as the 
contemporary basis for citizens’ adherence. The rise of inequality and of concentrated economic 
interests are an important source of social unease which in turn feeds populism and nationalism and 
undermine in the long-term European cooperation. The EU itself has instruments, such as its anti-trust 
policy or its research and innovation polices, which should also take account of these dimensions.              
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A common approach is needed, by each of them and all of them together, to work for a shared civic 
and cultural identity which is able to enjoy the wholehearted support of citizens.      
 
In practice, citizens have acquired a variety of European rights, mainly to implement the principle of 
free movement, one of the cornerstones of the single market. These economic rights, with associated 
social rights, are dependent on and a consequence of national citizenship. A more coherent 
conceptual vision of these rights, such as free movement, right of establishment, mutual recognition 
of qualifications, and others, will make citizens more aware of the benefits delivered by the EU, in 
addition to those from the country to which they belong; and hence increase support to their country’s 
membership.  
 
 
§2   More policy coherence 
 
A serious fault line in the EU value system needs correction: free movement and migration policies 
take separate trajectories and only rarely intersect, and never truly bring coherence or synergy. The 
rationale of the two policies is different, which results in a significantly different level of intra-EU 
mobility rights of EU citizens and third country nationals (TCNs.)  
 
Whereas EU citizens are entitled to a wide array of free movement rights, the vast majority of TCNs 
have no intra-EU mobility rights, the  main exception being certain privileged categories (such as long-
term residents, after five years of legal residence in the EU; students and researchers, immediately 
upon entry into the EU, for the purpose of their studies and research; Blue Card holders, after 18 
months of legal residence; intra-corporate transferees, immediately upon the attainment of the ICT 
permit and; family members of mobile EU citizens). This means that, in a big number of cases, intra-
EU mobility could become open to TCNs only upon the expiry of five years of legal residence in the 
EU.  
 
Integration has become an important topic in many EU Member States, as the number of new 
migrants arriving in the EU has increased in recent years. Although citizenship is seen by many 
Member States as the culmination of the integration process, in most of them third-country nationals 
are not actively encouraged to apply for citizenship.  
 
Citizenship is the particular legal and solidarity bond between an individual and his or her State. 
Awarding national citizenship remains the competence of each State, and the conditions and 
requirements under which citizenship can be conferred vary from country to country. With the 
establishment of an EU dimension in citizenship, the decision of one Member State to grant citizenship 
to a third-country national directly confers fundamental citizens’ rights to that individual across the 
EU. 
 
Although the EU offers its national citizens access to labour in the single market, this looks different 
for third-country nationals. Labour migration remains one of the legal channels for migrants to enter 
the European Union, but their rights inside the EU depend on their status.  
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Possible statuses for labour migrants at the EU level can be: highly qualified workers, students and 
researchers, salaried workers, independent workers, intra-corporate skilled transferees, posted 
workers, TCN workers legally residing in a Member State and seasonal workers.  
 
At the national level, however, migrants’ access to the labour market is implemented, determined and 
controlled by national legislation, but by entering the European Union via the different status for third-
country nationals (TCNs), they do not obtain the same rights as EU citizens regarding freedom of 
movement (a holder of a residence permit in a Member State is allowed to travel and stay in another 
Member State for up to 90 days in a six-month period, but they are not allowed to work during their 
stay or apply for permanent residence in the other Member State); access to labour markets (in most 
EU Member states, TCNs are obliged to pass a labour market test in order to access the labour market, 
giving priority to EU citizens and third-country nationals who are already resident in applications for 
vacant positions); access to unemployment benefits (in most EU Member States, access to 
unemployment benefits does not depend on nationality but mainly on age and contributions to the 
insurance scheme, although the length of time for which someone could benefit from them will 
depend on their residence status); access to the healthcare system (access to the scheme will depend 
on whether it is a public contributory scheme or a private health insurance scheme to which the TCN 
will have to subscribe); and equality of treatment (in principle, labour laws treat all the workers in the 
same way across the EU, but labour and immigration legislation provides for specific conditions that 
TCNs must fulfil in order to reside in the territory, i.e. work in a specific sector, renew their residence 
permit at precise intervals, undergo labour market tests etc. 
 
Extending intra-EU mobility rights to long term residents would most likely have positive economic 
effects, as it would economically benefit the EU as a whole, by promoting economic growth and by 
reducing unemployment and labour shortages in different Member States. It would also have positive 
social effects, as it would facilitate integration of TCNs in the EU by enabling their access to the labour 
markets and societies in all EU Member States, instead of being tied to only one Member State. In 
certain well defined cases restrictions may be envisage to limit secondary migration, but this should 
become the exception.  
   
§3  Acquisition of Unionship 
 
Responsibility for Unionship applications (the new concept of long-term residence) can be given to 
the member states’ embassies all over the world, under coordination by the EU Mission. In most 
countries, such coordination (joint meetings) already exists and operates satisfactorily.  
 
This would then facilitate distribution of migrants at the source, as member states can evaluate which 
migrants to offer long term residence or Unionship, depending on labour market needs (eg. care), 
research extension (eg. green tech), specialist skills (eg. cybersecurity), etc. The evaluation process 
should include the needs of the Union as a whole (eg. research capability) or of specific member states 
(eg. employment, investment). Digitalization permits to manage such more sophisticated systems.  
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Normally, no Unionship admission would imply no-national admission, but pragmatism is required to 
deal with specific circumstances. 
 
A common system and procedure can solve issues of security, because only common criteria should 
determine strategic or security reasons for non-acceptance.   
  
In the age of digitalisation and globalisation, methods for a multidimensional evaluation exist already 
in the business sector and can be easily adapted for use in the public sector. For newcomers, the key 
issues are document collection, enhanced checks of the applicant’s (and her/his family) background, 
gap analysis of self-disclosed information and independently verifiable data, a declaration of 
commitment to european as well as the country’s values (EU Charter of Fundamental Rights, national 
constitution) and to respect of the rule of law, due diligence checks on sources of wealth and funds.  
It should make up a documented and auditable and transparent decision-making record, with a right 
of appeal.  
 
This would also allow to replace the system of so-called golden passports for wealthy migrants 
practiced by some countries without proper checks and instead integrate the possibility of investors’ 
migration into a common and coherent procedure with proper criteria and safeguards.  
 
Unionship thus can offer a comprehensive solution for selective migration, separate from the specific 
rules for refugees, and includes a wide variety of people which can bring benefits to Europe each in 
their own way. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Brussels, 7 June 2022 
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