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INTRODUCTION

The freedom of movement in Europe is the foundation of the internal market and one of the main
freedoms recognized in the treaty of the European Union. Citizens and workers must be able to move
freely. However, in some cases, the movement of workers toward wealthier states also speeds up aging
and population decline in other states. Demographic scenarios show that if the trend of moving West
continues at this pace, by 2060 the share of the population in the EU living in Western Member States
will be 59%.

Although there are certainly positive aspects to “sending” regions (ex. knowledge sharing, remittances,
etc.), young citizens in Europe should not be pushed to move by scarce economic opportunities in their
own countries. Most worrisome is the fact that the number of youngsters who are leaving for Western
Europe are highly skilled and educated. Sending regions are experiencing a youth brain drain, a complex
phenomenon in and outside the EU, and a challenge to balance free movement and economic and social

convergence between regions.?

Youth brain drain has negative impacts such as reduction of human capital and therefore lower

economic growth and productivity, reduction of tax income thus less developed infrastructure and less

1 Joint Research Centre and International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis: “Demographic scenarios for the EU — Migration,
Population and Education 2060" 2019, Executive summary p. 11
2 Committee of the regions, ,Brain Drain in the EU: addressing the challenge at all levels” 2020.
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capacity to innovate. On the other hand, for the “receiving” regions, brain gain brings economic growth,

an increase in innovation potential, a competitive advantage, etc.?

Youth brain drain is triggered by social and economic imbalances in the European regions. There are a
series of push and pull factors that further reinforce the effect. Among others, job opportunities and
higher wages, robust social security, quality education systems, good infrastructure and healthcare

systems, affordability, and availability of housing.*

Taking the example of North Macedonia, the reasons for brain drain and youth emigration have become
visible. Due to poor education and inefficient policies, the labour market in the country has been
characterised by insufficient demand and skills mismatch.’ North Macedonia is one of the few countries
in the world with both - high unemployment rates and labour force shortages at the same time. In 2022,
around 115.000 unemployed individuals were registered (approx. 35.000 aged 15-35), with 10.000 jobs
available on the market. ¢7

North Macedonia has staggering youth unemployment and NEET rates, of 32.5 %, and 22.8 %,
respectively. The school-to-work transition takes an average of 31 months from graduation to the first job
and is much longer for youth with a secondary than a tertiary degree.® The employment rate of VET
graduates has fallen sharply, from 49.1% in 2019 to 37.7% in 2022, among the lowest in Europe.

TRENDS

The main countries of destination for young people (“movers”) are Germany, Spain, or Italy, while most of

the movers in the EU come from countries like Romania (27%), Poland (12%) and Italy (10%). Looking at the

3 Emil Boc, ,Brain Drain in the EU: Local and Regional Policies and Good Practices” Brain Drain in the EU: Local and Regional Public
Policies & Good Practices (espon.eu)

4 Emil Boc, ,Brain Drain in the EU: Local and Regional Policies and Good Practices” Brain Drain in the EU: Local and Regional Public
Policies & Good Practices (espon.eu)

5 National Employment Strategy of North Macedonia 2021-2027. In the last two decades, the labor market in North Macedonia
experienced a structural change. By occupation, a shift was made towards medium and high-skilled occupations with a decline
in low-skilled/elementary ones (11.6%), while noting a rising number employed in services (over 55 %). Available at:

6 State Statistical Office of North Macedonia, Labor Force Survey, 2022. Available jobs in numbers: manufacturing industry
(2,953), wholesale and retail trade for the repair of motor vehicles (1,735), transport and storage (996), construction (730), and IT
and communications (580). Additionally, there were 377 vacancies in education, 481 in healthcare and social protection, and 803

in administration and auxiliary services. Available at:

7 From the employed, 70 % of youth are engaged in medium-skilled occupations in the biggest economy sectors: industry (24.3 %),
agriculture (11.1 %), wholesale and retail trade (20.5 %), accommodation and food industry (10 %), and construction (7.3 %). These
occupations offer a minimum wage of 350 euros and below the average of 600 euros, far from EU standards. At: International
Monetary Fund, Emigration, Business Dynamics, and Firm Heterogeneity in North Macedonia, 2023.

8 UNICEF North Macedonia, Born in transition, Situation analysis of young people in North Macedonia, 2020. Available at:
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profiles of the workers moving from one country to another within the EU, it is striking that in 2021, 31%

had a higher education degree.’

From the non-EU countries, North Macedonia is one of the forerunners of immigration to the EU. This was
shown in the long-awaited Census from 2021. In 20 years, the country has lost 9.2 % (approx. 200.000)
of its citizens, especially young people. The number of youths decreased by 36 % (approx. 154.000), with
a roughly equal share of men and women.'”® Owing to the liberal migration policies, mainly, citizens
emigrated to the “traditional” destination countries such as Germany, ltaly, Slovenia, Switzerland, and
Austria," while recently, Croatia, Slovenia, Malta, and Bulgaria have also experienced an increased influx

of Macedonian citizens.”?

As per the OECD, 52 % of youth emigrating from North Macedonia have secondary education, and 20 %
have tertiary education, noting both, “youth drain” and “youth brain-drain” as described previously. Like
the rest of the immigrant workers, Macedonians were overrepresented in specific economic sectors like
food service activities, domestic work, and construction.” This shows that workers coming from other
countries are usually overqualified to a considerable extent and take on elementary occupations much

more frequently than nationals with the same educational level.'

CASE STUDIES

Considering the current labour shortages in many European countries and the increasing need for skilled
workers, especially in countries like Germany, Italy, France, and Spain', it can be expected that the brain

drain will continue or even intensify, increasing the imbalances between regions. A recent EURES report

9 European Commission DG Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion. “Intra-EU Labour Mobiliy at a Glance 2022" 2023
10 State Statistical Office of North Macedonia, Population Census, 2021. Available at:

. The previous census was conducted in 2002. In World Migration
Report 2022, North Macedonia ranked among the top 20 countries in the world with the highest emigration rates. Available at:

11 Based on the recent census in Germany, only in 2021 and 2022, over 85.000 Macedonian Citizens emigrated to Germany.
Institute for Public Policy “Arben Dzaferi”, 2023. Available at:

12 IMF, Emigration, Business Dynamics, and Firm Heterogeneity in North Macedonia, 2023.

13 European Commission, “Statistics on migration to Europe” October 2023, Statistics on migration to Europe - European
Commission (europa.eu)

14 European Commission DG Employment, Social Affair and Inclusion “2018 Annual Report on intra-EU Labour Mobility” 2018, p.
83.

15 Male immigrants predominantly find employment in construction and related trades, as well as manufacturing jobs. In
contrast, female immigrants commonly engage in occupations such as cleaners and helpers, sales workers, personal service and
care workers, and health associate professionals.OECD, Labour Migration in the Western Balkans: Mapping Patterns, Addressing

Challenges and Reaping Benefits, 2022.Available at:

16 Cedefop Skills Forecast Skills Forecast | CEDEFOP ( )
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on labour shortages states that a total of 28 occupations in the EU are classified as shortages and 19 as

shortages of high magnitude, especially in healthcare occupations, STEM, and the construction sector.”

What can be observed on a European level, also applies to the national level in North Macedonia. Almost
every sector in the country is struggling with a shortage of skilled workers with the manufacturing

industry, construction, services, gastronomy, and private healthcare particularly affected.™

One of the most acute is the shortage of chefs and craftsmen professions. In the gastronomy industry,
90 % of the businesses defined the lack of a qualified workforce as one of the main problems.” In the
industry sector, over 60 % of the companies in construction, energy, repair, and maintenance lack

craftsmen, labelling this as one of the biggest obstacles to their growth and competitiveness.?®

The gastronomy sector, already struggling with a shortage of chefs, witnessed further challenges due to
the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic. As one of the hardest-hit industries, numerous workers faced salary
cuts, layoffs, career transitions, or sought opportunities abroad, intensifying the existing workforce
shortage: “/n the COVID-19 aftermath, compared to other sectors, the shortage of chefs led to a notable
increase in salaries, however without success in stopping the emigration. The EU countries have almost

no restrictions for hiring Macedonian citizens, making it easy for workers to move”?

Macedonian chefs are leaving permanently or for seasonal work often in Croatia and Germany. Besides
the bigger salaries, they point out the better work conditions as a reason for such decisions.? In these
countries, they have a better quality of life for themselves and their families: “/n Croatia or Germany, the
salaries for chefs are up to 2500-3.000 euros, with all expenses and accommodation included. Also, they

offer better working and professional development conditions and appreciation of the profession."?

Similar patterns follow the craftsmen shortage in the construction, energy, repair, and maintenance
industries. Even though the salaries for craftsmen recently reached above average, some craftsmen and

business owners share the same standpoint that for young people, craftsmanship is not an option:

17 European Labour Authority, “Report on Labour Shortages and Surpluses” November 2021, p.2

18 Macedonian Chambers of Commerce, Statistical Data, 2023. Available at: https://www.bankometar.mk/stopanska-komora-60-
od-rabotodavachite-vo-pove-e-sektori-imaat-nedostatok-od-struchen-kadar/

19 Association of Tourism and Hospitality, Statistical Data 2023. Available at: https://www.slobodnaevropa.mk/a/29655942.html
20 Macedonian Chambers of Commerce, Statistical Data, 2023

21 Interview with Krste Blazevski, President of Association of Hotels, Restaurants, and Cafes HOTAM Available at:

. Other citizens are not interested in engaging in the gastronomy sector either. The Association's measure for hiring
workers as their second (honorary) job in gastronomy was not successful since only around 100 workers applied. As a future
measure, the gastronomy sector requests liberalization of the labor market. North Macedonia must follow the EU's example and
import foreign workers to mitigate the shortage.

22 Association of Hotels, Restaurants, and Cafes - HOTAM, North Macedonia, Statistical Data, 2023. Available at:

. The Association of hotels,
restaurants, and cafes — HOTAM, says that the around 1000 workers are required only in Ohrid and Struga, the most popular
destinations in the country alongside Skopje, the capital.

23 Interview with chef Nikola Petreski, a seasonal migrant in Croatia. Available at:
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“Youngsters don't want to do what we do, it is not appreciated as a profession, but from craftsmanship

today you can make more than a decent living, even better than in the EU. For example, in North

Macedonia or Serbia, skilled craftsmen can earn up to 2000 euros monthly”?*

Nevertheless, the outflow of craftsmen to the EU is huge. Newly specialized agencies for employment in
Germany say that they receive over 50 phone calls per day from craftsmen who want to work in
Germany, short-term or permanently. Their salaries abroad range between 2.000-3.000 Euros, with all

expenses and accommodation included.?®

Besides emigration, one of the key factors is the poor VET education and low attractiveness of the
professions. For example, in the gastronomy VET schools, the number of graduates dropped from 719 in
2017, to 570 in 2022.%¢ Similarly, there is a persistent lack of interest among young people in pursuing
craftsman professions. In certain VET high schools, specific vocations have seen no student enrolments

over the past ten years.?” 28

Another aspect that must be considered is the potential employment effect of the greening of the labour
market, which will further escalate the labour shortages and skills mismatches. With the European Green
Deal and the Green Agenda for the Western Balkans, the shift towards renewable energy sources,
energy-efficient materials, products, transportation, and sustainability are emphasised and will require
even more new skills and labour. It will particularly affect sectors where the labour force is already scarce
e.g. the construction sector, which is considered the second largest green economy sector and once

again stresses the increased demand for labour.?

Looking at the concrete example of craftsmen in North Macedonia, this would mean that the shortage
is expected to further grow extensively. North Macedonia made initial efforts towards a green and
circular economy, that by 2030, will offer around 11.000 new green jobs (of which at least 27 % are for

women), mostly craftsman professions in the construction, energy, repair, and maintenance industries.*®

24 Interview with Zhivko Bendevski owner of a house repair and maintenance business in North Macedonia for the online new
channel “Emigriko. mk”, 2023. Available at:
25 Interview with an owner of Agency fir employment in Germany for the online news channel “Denar.mk”, 2023. Available at:

26 State Statistical Office, MAKSTAT Database, High School Graduates, 2017-2022. The number is for both regular and irregular
students in state and private schools.
27 Also, part of the problem is the “push” of the state in the last years for youth to follow university education, not vocational

professions. Television TVM, news “Youth don't like to study craftsmanship”. Available at:

28 North Macedonia follows the Swiss model of dual education. More at:

In 2022, the Ministry for Education awarded a scholarship of 60 euros for
every student enrolled in three-year VET studies as a motivation to pursue craftsman careers.
29 Eurofound European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions: “Tackling labour shortages in EU
member states” 2021, p. 28-29
30 Interview with Narine Sahakyan, UNDP Resident Representative in North Macedonia, for the newspaper “Free Press”, 2021.

Available at:
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The same scenario is expected in the realm of culinary professions, with North Macedonia falling behind
in embracing sustainability trends. The vocational education and professional practices of chefs in the
country exhibit a limited commitment to environmental consciousness, contrasting with the worldwide
movement of "sustainable chefs" who emphasize eco-friendly food preparation, minimizing waste, and

promoting sustainable supply chains.®

Therefore, the weak and insufficient presence of green skills in VET curricula is an added factor for the

potential mismatch of skills and the green and circular economy for both professions.*

CONCLUSION

The freedom of movement within the EU, a fundamental aspect of the internal market, has contributed
to imbalances in population distribution, with the continuous movement of skilled workers towards
wealthier states. This trend, coupled with demographic challenges, poses concerns for the future
distribution of the EU population and regions’ development.

The phenomenon of brain drain is evident, particularly in North Macedonia, where economic challenges,
insufficient education policies, and a mismatch between job opportunities and skills contribute to the
departure of skilled youth. The consequences are felt across various sectors, notably in gastronomy and
craftsmanship, leading to workforce shortages.

In the EU and North Macedonia as well, there is an urgent need to address the skills gap in the context
of the EU's green initiatives, recognizing the need for skilled workers in sustainability-focused sectors.
Efforts are required to align education and employment policies to mitigate brain drain, enhance
vocational education, and meet the evolving demands of a greening labour market on both EU and

national levels.

31 Stefan Gossling, C. Michael Hall, The Sustainable Chef: The Environment in Culinary Arts, Restaurants, and Hospitality, 2023.
Available at:

32 UNICEF MK, Analysis of the Green Skills Situation in the Republic of North Macedonia -“"Research on green skills and their
potential in secondary education in the Republic of North Macedonia”, 2023. Available at:
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