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Overview 

Frontier workers, individuals who live in one jurisdiction and work in another, 
are a vital yet often overlooked component of the labour force on the island 
of Ireland. Despite their significant economic contribution and the unique 
challenges they face, they are largely underrepresented in both national and 
EU legislation. As a result, frontier workers are often exposed to 
administrative, legal, and financial complexities that hinder their ability to 
engage with cross‐border employment opportunities fully. 

http://www.borderpeople.info/
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In brief 

• An estimated 25,000+ individuals regularly cross the border 
between Ireland and Northern Ireland for work or study. However, 
this is likely to be an underestimate.  

• Approximately 80% of frontier workers reside in the border region, 
which is largely rural and lacks adequate public transportation 
services to support cross‐border commuting.  

• Aside from Brexit‐related legislation, frontier workers are largely 
overlooked in legislation, implementing guidance, and strategic 
frameworks developed by government departments. A jointly 
agreed definition for cross‐border employers and employees 
would protect their status within the labour market.  

• There is an absence of official information that clearly explains the 
rights, obligations, and entitlements of frontier workers on a cross‐
border basis.  

• Both workers and employers face significant challenges in 
accessing independent cross‐border advice and guidance.  

• The independent advice sectors in both jurisdictions lack the 
training and resources required to provide cross‐border 
information and advice to workers.  

• Current taxation rules, designed to accommodate global 
businesses, are complex and costly for small, indigenous cross‐
border businesses to implement.  

• As a result of the UK’s exit from the EU, social security coordination 
has become more complex for frontier workers.  

• Due to a lack of accessible information and support, many 
businesses and employees may have fallen into non‐compliance 
with tax, social security and employment law obligations, and as a 
result may go under the radar rather than onto a pathway to 
compliance.  

• Neither taxation rules nor social security coordination rules have 
kept pace with modern working practices, particularly the surge in 
working from home and flexible working patterns. 
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The Common Travel Area social security convention between Ireland and 
the UK broadly aligns with coordination Regulation (EC) No 883/2004. It also 
includes a degree of flexibility that may prove useful in meeting the needs 
of the all‐island labour market. 

The North‐South and East‐West institutions established under the 1998 
Belfast/Good Friday Agreement2 are well placed to support and facilitate 
cross‐border collaboration on bespoke labour market solutions on an all‐
island basis.  

Opportunities 

InterTradeIreland,3 a cross‐border body established under the 1998 
Agreement, reports a significant rise in trade between the jurisdictions since 
the signing of the Agreement. Much of that trade originates from companies 
reliant on an all‐island labour market, drawing skills from both jurisdictions.   

While official data sources suggest that at least 25,000 people regularly cross 
the border to work and study, this figure is likely to be an underestimate, 
especially given the growing prevalence of remote working, which is 
reshaping the traditional definitions of cross‐border employment. Regardless 
of the exact number, it is evident that thousands of workers are employed 
on a cross‐border basis despite facing significant challenges.  

In January 2023, during a European Commission conference titled Vibrant 
Cross‐Border Labour Markets, an EC representative spoke on the importance 
of removing obstacles to mobility. He stated that removing just one‐fifth of 
cross‐border obstacles could increase GDP in border regions by more than 
2%.4 He could not have been more enthusiastic about finding solutions to 
administrative and legal challenges that stymie local growth.   

Challenges  

In 2001, the North South Ministerial Council (NSMC) published a study that 
examined the obstacles to mobility between Ireland and Northern Ireland. 
The report identified several barriers, including: 
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1. Social and cultural factors 

2. Economic factors such as different tax and social security systems, 
pension rights 

3. Recognition of skills and qualifications 

4. Accessibility and transparency of information 

5. Different levels of service provision and the quality of transport 
links 

Over two decades later, a study on the conditions of the all‐island labour 
market was published, revealing that many of the obstacles identified by the 
NSMC still exist and align with those identified in numerous other EU 
assessments5 of cross‐border mobility. In general, it appears that similar sets 
of obstacles and solutions can be found throughout border regions.   

Brexit impact 

The UK’s withdrawal from the European Union has significantly impacted the 
mobility of the all‐island labour market, introducing additional legal and 
administrative complexities, especially for non‐British, non‐Irish, EU frontier 
workers. The implications include: 

• Loss of EU protections: EU workers no longer benefit from EU 
freedom of movement rights, which previously guaranteed access 
to employment, healthcare, and social security coordination in NI. 

• Frontier worker permits: EU citizens working in NI (before Brexit) 
but living in ROI require a UK frontier worker permit to retain their 
right to work in NI.  

• UK work permits: Permission to work in the UK (post‐Brexit) is 
required for EU citizens living in the ROI and working in NI.  

• Recognition of qualifications: EU mutual recognition of 
qualifications has ended. 

• Social security coordination: New coordination rules have been 
introduced under the EU‐UK Trade and Cooperation Agreement 
and the UK‐Ireland Common Travel Area. 

• Divergence between the jurisdictions: With the UK outside the 
scope of EU advancements, the risk of “disparity and divergence” 



The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland 2025   |   15

in citizens’ rights emerging on the island of Ireland is a significant 
challenge for the all‐island labour force. 

Cross‐border taxation 

Understanding cross‐border taxation has been a longstanding challenge for 
workers. Broadly speaking, frontier workers who commute on a full‐time 
basis across the border will pay income tax in their jurisdiction of 
employment. As their ultimate tax responsibility is with their country of 
residence, they are obliged to declare their worldwide income each year by 
self‐assessment.  

The double tax agreement between the jurisdictions will ensure that a credit 
for tax already paid (at work) will reduce any tax due (at home). ROI residents 
will benefit from transborder workers relief, which will remove any Irish 
liability provided they have no other Irish income and are not jointly taxed 
with a spouse. There is no tax relief available for NI residents, and depending 
on their income, they may also be liable for UK tax to HMRC. 

Unfortunately, many cross‐border workers are unaware of their tax 
obligations at home, as they regard their PAYE income tax deductions as fully 
meeting their tax obligations as employed workers. At no point are they 
notified of their obligation at home, and no trigger is pulled, for example, 
when their NI address is added to a ROI payroll. 

This is a very simplistic overview, and tax matters can quickly become 
complex for cross‐border workers. As a result, many workers pay an 
accountant or financial advisor to complete and submit their annual self‐
assessment.   

As part of the All‐island Labour Market Study, a survey of over 400 cross‐
border workers revealed that 98% of respondents did not believe they had 
access to clear advice from government sources, and 84% requested further 
information on employee tax matters.  

Social security  

In addition to taxation obligations, cross‐border workers are often unaware 
that social insurance is another consideration. Social security coordination 
rules protect the rights of frontier workers as they move between the 
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jurisdictions. The rules specify which jurisdiction is responsible (competent) 
for the worker, i.e., where they will pay social insurance contributions and 
where they can claim benefits.   

Most often, frontier worker obligations and entitlements are linked to their 
jurisdiction of employment. For example:   

• Frontier worker within the scope of Regulation (EC) No 883/2004 

• Lives in NI 

• Works in ROI 

• Pays Irish PRSI contributions 

• Claims Irish maternity benefit, sickness benefit, family benefits and 
pension entitlement  

Since the UK’s exit from the EU, navigating social security coordination for 
cross‐border workers has become increasingly complex. Depending on their 
personal circumstances, individuals may fall under different coordination 
rules, including the EU‐UK Trade and Cooperation Agreement, the EU‐UK 
Withdrawal Agreement, and the UK‐Ireland CTA convention on social 
security.  

The three sets of rules are similar and, in most parts, follow EU Regulation 
883/2004; however, even slight differences have implications for workers. 
For example: 

 

678 
Family benefit entitlement

EU‐UK Withdrawal 
Agreement (EU 
Regulation 883/2004)6

EU‐UK Trade and 
Cooperation Agreement7

UK‐Ireland Convention on 
social security8

Exportable Not exportable UK family benefits are 
exportable for Irish and 
British citizens resident in 
ROI 

Irish family benefits are 
exportable for Irish, British 
and EU citizens resident in 
NI.
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Establishing competency is only the beginning of the complexities of cross‐
border social security claims. Cross‐border eligibility for each benefit must 
be established, and that can be complicated by a range of factors, including 
part‐time employment, working in both jurisdictions, and working from 
home on a cross‐border basis.  

As a result, workers often require independent advice and guidance. 
However, the cross‐border worker survey, mentioned above, revealed that 
workers (who were largely unaware of their obligations and entitlements) 
found it challenging to access a cross‐border advisor, and advice sector 
workers confirmed a complete lack of training in cross‐border matters.  

Working from home  

In recent times, prompted by the COVID‐19 pandemic, attention has turned 
to an additional, evolving issue: keeping pace with and unlocking the benefits 
of remote and flexible working practices across borders.   

The advantages of remote working are wide‐ranging; they include: 

• Employers benefit from a broader, more diverse skills pool. 

• Workers improve their work‐life balance, reduce commuting times, 
and have access to a wider range of employment options. 

• Policy‐makers see potential for improving gender balance in the 
workplace, balancing economic development, and contributing to 
sustainable, environmental targets. 

However, where a worker’s duties are carried out is key to taxation, social 
insurance, employment law and HR matters.   

During the COVID‐19 pandemic, temporary relaxations to taxation and social 
security rules were permitted. This relaxation drew attention to rules that 
were largely unknown to workers and businesses, both large and small. As a 
result, in 2023, the Border People project published a briefing paper9 that 
set out the implications of working from home on a full‐time and hybrid 
basis. Simply put, it is not straightforward for either the worker or the 
employer. 
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Taxation  

• Employers 
Will most likely be required to set up and manage payroll in both 
jurisdictions, which may increase their tax exposure in the other 
jurisdiction. 

• Workers 
Income may be split over two payrolls, which complicates their tax 
returns and impacts mortgages, income protection insurance and 
loans. 

Social insurance 

• Employers 
A worker can only contribute to one social security system at a 
time; therefore, their competent state must be confirmed, and 
employers may be required to set up direct payments to the other 
jurisdiction. 

• Workers 
The jurisdiction responsible for the worker may change if more 
than 25% of their time is spent at home, or 25% of their income is 
earned at home. This switch would impact current social security 
payments (such as maternity benefits, family benefits, illness 
benefits, and pension entitlements). 

In 2023, the European Commission introduced an opt‐in framework10 linked 
to EU social security coordination rules (Regulation 883/200411) that permits 
the threshold for time spent working from home to increase from 25% to 
49.99% before the state responsible for a frontier worker switches from the 
employer’s jurisdiction to their home jurisdiction. Ireland opted into the 
framework, effective 1st June 2024. As a result, workers within the scope of 
the EU coordination rules can benefit, provided both the jurisdiction of 
employment and the jurisdiction of residence have opted in.   

Unfortunately, the increased threshold cannot be accessed on a cross‐border 
basis as the UK did not opt in. Even if it had, the scope would have been 
limited to workers protected by the EU‐UK Withdrawal Agreement, namely, 
citizens who held frontier worker status on 31st December 2020 and had 
maintained that status uninterrupted.12  
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The all‐island labour force study reveals a wealth of knowledge and 
experiences on the impacts of remote working. Unfortunately, it also shows 
that some employers are stepping back from employing cross‐border 
workers, thereby losing out on key skills for their business. As part of the 
study, business representatives expressed concerns about shrinking talent 
pools and reduced competitiveness resulting from current rules and 
regulations. They were vocal about the need to tailor an island‐wide solution.  

While the EU and the OECD seek international solutions, some countries have 
tweaked existing bilateral agreements or created new agreements with their 
neighbours that meet the local needs of their cross‐border labour market. 
For example, the Czech Republic has agreed frameworks with Germany and 
Austria, which increases the work‐from‐home threshold to 40%.13  

Another example14 is found in the border region of France and Switzerland. 
French residents who travel to work each day to a designated area in 
Switzerland are classified as ‘border workers’ and are taxed as if they had not 
crossed the border. In contrast, workers employed in other parts of 
Switzerland are considered ‘cross‐border workers’; they are taxed in their 
place of work and are required to declare their worldwide income to the tax 
authorities in their home country. In response to the growing trend to work 
from home, the two jurisdictions amended their bilateral agreement to 
increase the working‐from‐home threshold to 40% before triggering taxation 
complications.  

Complexities arising from working from home across the border have 
generated numerous enquiries to the advice sectors in both jurisdictions. 
However, the sector is struggling to support workers who are not clearly 
defined in legislation and, as a result, cannot be found in policy guidance. At 
best, they have been overlooked and regularly fall between systems that 
were not designed with them in mind.   

Having an official, legal definition that clearly distinguishes them from 
resident workers and migrant workers would acknowledge their contribution 
to and protect their place within the all‐island labour market.    
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Definition of frontier work in the context of the all‐
island economy 

Undoubtedly, Brexit has increased the challenges faced by cross‐border 
workers; however, the UK’s exit has shed light on the mobility of workers that 
had perhaps been taken for granted and left in the shadows.   

The UK’s EU exit resulted in the reemergence of the long‐established 
Common Travel Area, and in 2019, a fresh MoU was signed, which set out 
employment‐related protections for British and Irish citizens in each other’s 
jurisdictions:  

The CTA affords British citizens in Ireland and Irish citizens in the UK 
the right to work, including on a self‐employed basis, without any 
requirement to obtain permission. The participants are to continue to 
ensure that their national laws provide for such a right to work.  

It is acknowledged that the recognition of qualifications, including 
professional qualifications, is an essential facilitator of the right to 
work associated with the CTA. The participants are committed to 
ensuring that, within their respective jurisdictions, comprehensive 
measures continue to be in place to allow for the recognition of such 
qualifications, covering all relevant professions, in accordance with 
their national laws. 

Also, within the context of Brexit, the Department for the Taoiseach’s website 
(dated 3rd March 2021) mentions cross‐border employment, with its text 
(below) aligning closely to the EU definition of a frontier worker:  

If you work on one side of a border but live on the other, and return 
home at least once a week, you are a frontier worker, or a cross‐
border worker. 

The EU definition is also used within the Social Security Convention 2020,15 
between Ireland and the UK:    

Frontier worker means any person pursuing an activity as an 
employed or self‐employed person in a state and who resides in 
another state to which that person returns as a rule daily or at least 
once a week. 
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While it is helpful to have frontier workers referenced within the Common 
Travel Area MoU and the social security convention, neither is a legally 
binding obligation, and both are subject to change. While flexibility is often 
regarded as a strength, concerning the protection of citizens’ rights and 
entitlements, citizens’ advisors suggest that legislation is often the soundest 
footing.  

Staying on the Brexit theme, definitions of frontier workers can also be found 
within the UK’s The Citizens’ Rights (Frontier Workers) (EU Exit) Regulations 
2020,16 and the eligibility criteria are set out in the Home Office guidance on 
the UK Frontier Worker Permit scheme, 2021.17 However, with the UK’s EU 
exit now complete, it appears that the term frontier worker is not mentioned 
again in recent Irish, Northern Irish, or UK legislation, nor in national 
frameworks or strategies developed by government departments. 

It is worth noting that Sylvia de Mars and Charlotte O’Brien in their 2022 
paper entitled Inevitably Diminished: Rights of Frontier Workers in Northern 
Ireland after Brexit18 find that frontier workers are at best an afterthought in 
free movement laws which are best suited to migrant workers.   

They state: 

… it is time to get to grips with the taxonomy of frontier workers and 
to properly consider and protect their rights in different 
circumstances, so they cannot continue to slip between the cracks of 
EU free movement law.  

Within the context of the all‐island labour market, an official, legal definition 
of frontier workers and frontier employers is essential to protecting their 
rights and devising solutions that overcome obstacles to a thriving all‐island 
labour market. 

Perhaps the phrasing requires consideration as well. How many workers 
consider themselves to be passing through a frontier each day? It’s worth 
noting another term used only for tax purposes: the transborder worker,19 
i.e. an Irish resident who works outside the state and returns home regularly. 
However, given the lack of a physical border and the considerable efforts 
made to promote peace and reconciliation, the term ‘border’ may not be 
particularly helpful either. 
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As the required solution is island‐wide, perhaps an agreed definition is 
needed for all‐island workers and all‐island employers!  

Local solutions 

Many people living cross‐border lives remain unaware of their rights or 
obligations, largely due to the absence of a single, authoritative source of 
cross‐border information and advice.  

Since 2007, the Centre for Cross Border Cooperation (CCBC) has worked to 
address this gap through the Border People project (www.borderpeople.info). 
This partnership‐based initiative provides accessible cross‐border 
information for citizens and fosters cooperation and collaboration between 
the advice sectors in both jurisdictions.   

Funding for the service has fluctuated over the years, with significant EU 
programme funding in the early years, and more recently sustained with 
steady support from the Irish Department of Foreign Affairs. A new three‐
year funding period will begin in 2026, supported by PEACEPLUS. During this 
time, CCBC will explore how other border regions support their cross‐border 
labour market by examining: 

• If joint government initiatives are in place 

• How initiatives are funded  

• The role of independent advice services and grassroots 
stakeholders 

Neutrality and independence are essential for building trust among 
communities and between jurisdictions, and the CCBC is committed to 
ensuring that all relevant stakeholders are involved in shaping solutions. In 
fact, given the wide range of information a single frontier worker may require, 
it is unlikely that one source alone will have all the answers. Key areas of 
concern include: 

• Taxation 

• Social security 

• Employment law 

• Healthcare 

https://borderpeople.info/
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• Education and training  

• Skills and qualifications  

An independent, partnership approach is likely to deliver the holistic outcome 
that individuals need. Whatever form a local solution takes, it must be 
effectively linked to policy‐makers. Unlike most other border regions, the 
border between Ireland and Northern Ireland benefits from existing cross‐
border institutions and bodies that serve as ideal conduits for channelling 
grassroots insights through to policy‐makers in both jurisdictions, ultimately 
driving meaningful change.  

Conclusion  

Frontier workers are a vital part of the all‐island labour market. Yet, they 
continue to face disproportionate challenges due to outdated systems, 
fragmented information, and a lack of legal recognition. Brexit has further 
complicated their position, but it has also highlighted the need for renewed 
focus and tailored solutions. The emergence of remote and flexible working 
practices adds another layer of complexity, demanding urgent policy 
attention and cross‐jurisdictional cooperation. 

To truly support frontier workers, a coordinated, island‐wide approach is 
required. One that includes a clear legal definition, accessible information, 
independent advice services, and meaningful engagement with grassroots 
stakeholders. The existing cross‐border institutions provide a strong 
foundation for this work, but success will depend on a sustained commitment 
from both governments and civil society organisations.  

By bridging the gaps in legislation, information, and support, the full potential 
of the all‐island labour market can be unlocked, ensuring that frontier 
workers and their employers are not only recognised but empowered to 
thrive.
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