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Abstract

The present article investigates how begging performed by citizens of new EU-member
states in Eastern Europe was debated in parliaments in Denmark, Sweden and Norway during
the period –. The empirical analysis shows significant cross-country divergences: In
Denmark, efforts targeted controlling migration, either directly or indirectly, via various deter-
rence strategies. In Sweden, the emphasis was rather on alleviating social needs while migrants
reside in the country and trying to decrease their incentives to migrate in the first place by
ameliorating conditions in sending countries. In Norway, one predominant framing revolved
around the issue of human trafficking of beggars. Despite substantial differences, the analyses
show a gradual shift in a similar direction in all three countries. While a social frame was ini-
tially more commonly understood as the appropriate way to approach begging, over time a
criminal frame has gained ground in all three countries. The article argues that this develop-
ment must be understood in light of marginalized intra-EU migrants’ legal status as both
insiders and outsiders in the Scandinavian welfare states. Due to these individuals’ “in-between
status”, neither conventional social policy nor immigration control measures are perceived as
available, making policymakers more prone to turn to criminal policy tools.
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1. Introduction

A few years into the new millennium, begging as a policy problem surfaced in
political debates across Denmark, Norway and Sweden, as people begging on the
streets, outside grocery stores and on public transport became a new and visible
trend. After the  accession of Romania and Bulgaria to the EU, there was an
influx of migrants from these countries, some of whom made a living through
begging, collecting bottles and other forms of informal “street work” (Djuve
et al., ). The present article suggests that this migrant category status, as
both “insiders” and “outsiders”, is crucial when analyzing receiving states’
approaches to begging that is associated with intra-EU migration. Compared
to third-country nationals (TCNs), they are insiders, with the right to free
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movement within the EU/EEA common area. However, in relation to nationals
as well as TCNs with a residence right and intra-EU migrants with a job on the
formal labor market, they are clearly outsiders, with no access to social rights and
no pathways to permanent residence (Tervonen and Enache, ; cf. Shutes,
). The article explores the “in-between status” of marginalized intra-EU
migrants by analyzing how policymakers in Denmark, Sweden and Norway
have approached the phenomenon. It is structured in the following manner:
Section  and  present the theoretical argument; Section  contextualizes
the selected country cases and provides information on data and methods;
Sections  –  present the empirical analysis of Denmark, Norway and
Sweden; Section  offers a concluding discussion.

2. Framing begging as a social or a criminal policy problem

According to constructivist approaches to the study of policymaking and theo-
ries of framing in policy processes, the way an issue – in our case, begging – is
framed impacts what will be regarded as legitimate and relevant arguments and
policy responses (Schön and Rein, ; van Hulst and Yanow, ). Policy
frames serve as cognitive maps, which point actors toward “causal and norma-
tive judgments about effective and appropriate policies” within a policy area
(Bleich, : ).

Based on the literature on how begging has been approached in different
countries and during different periods (Erskine and McIntosh, ;
Hopkins, ; Baker, ), a distinction can be made between two ideal
typical policy frames. According to the criminal frame, begging is understood
as being caused by, and/or involving, some form of criminal activity.
Consequently, the suggested policy solutions revolve around criminalization
and punishment. Following the social frame, begging is instead primarily seen
as a symptom of social problems – people turn to begging because of social
inequalities, marginalization and discrimination or because they suffer from
drug addiction and/or psychological illness. Appropriate policy solutions are
therefore formulated in the realm of social and health policies.

Historically, the criminal frame was predominant, as reflected in the intro-
duction in many countries of Vagrancy Acts, etc. Such laws were justified using
the notion that “idle beggars” signaled an erosion of work ethics and deserved-
ness norms and/or the perception that beggars were likely participants in further
criminality (Baker, ). Rulers’ concern about the mobility of the poor and
control of movement also has ancient roots, although they have now been
‘scaled up’ from the national to the international level (Andersson, ).
Several scholars have noted the recurrence of arguments and tropes in present-
day policy debates on begging that pertain to the criminal frame (e.g. Erskine
and McIntosh, ). A variant of the criminal frame (with clear resemblances
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to debates on prostitution as a policy problem) may also be noted when beggars
are regarded as crime victims rather than perpetrators, with criminalization and
punishment consequently targeting the organizers, traffickers (or pimps), and
sometimes the beggars/prostitutes as well. Scholarship on related issues has
further pointed out a “punitive turn” in social policies, with increased use of
penalization (Wacquant, ) and blurred boundaries between “caring” and
“coercive” forms of governance (Johnsen and Fitzpatrick, ). Notwithstanding
this, it seems fair to assume that, in modern welfare states, the social frame gen-
erally takes precedence over the criminal frame (Baker, ).

The Scandinavian welfare states constitute strong cases for the robust and
stable predominance of the social frame, given their generous and comprehensive
benefits and welfare services and strong commitment to egalitarian goals and ide-
ology (Kautto, ). Indeed, at the time when the begging issue re-entered the
scene in relation to intra-EU migrants, the social frame had unquestionably won
precedence over the criminal one, as reflected in, e.g. abolishment (Sweden and
Norway) of the old begging bans or decriminalization (Denmark) of begging. It
therefore stands out as something of a puzzle that the decade that followed (–
) saw a significant shift in focus and the gradually increasing significance of
the criminal frame, in policy debates across all three countries. This is exemplified
by parliamentary decisions to re-criminalize begging (in Denmark and Norway)
or influential political voices advocating such changes (in Sweden). The argument
put forward here is that the increased prominence of the criminal frame can be
partly understood as resulting from policymakers’ perceptions, based on the legal
status of intra-EU migrants, that policy approaches which would otherwise have
constituted the appropriate response were unavailable.

3. Policy approaches to begging and EU migrants’ double

insider/outsider status

Whereas immigration generally involves distinguishing “insiders” from “out-
siders” (Sales, ), intra-EU migrants operating outside the formal labor mar-
ket are both insiders, under the EU principle of free movement, and outsiders,
because economically in-active EU migrants are not eligible for social assistance.
The common principle in all three Scandinavian countries analyzed here is that
having a legal right to residence is the basis for immigrants’ social rights entitle-
ments – although exact conditions, benefit levels, etc, vary both across countries
and between immigrant categories (Sainsbury, ). Intra-EU migrants oper-
ating outside the formal labor market and TCNs with no residence rights (sans
papiers) are both categories that can be characterized as “outsiders” in relation
to social entitlements. However, the point here is that intra-EU migrants, in
their role as EU citizens, enjoy an “insider status” in relation to mobility rights
that TCNs do not have. This implies that, for this category, the receiving state
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does not have access to immigration control tools (e.g. deportation, return
migration or border controls to prevent entry in the first place), which are
assumed here to be regarded as the otherwise appropriate responses to begging
performed by an “outsider”. In sum, intra-EU migrants who perform begging in
other member states confound the usual insider/outsider distinctions, which
means, in turn, that policy approaches that would otherwise have been perceived
as appropriate are regarded as unavailable.

Figure  provides a schematic outline of analytically possible ways in which
the receiving state may approach this “in-between status”, given the above-
explained premises. One possibility (first row in Figure ) is that the in-between
status is challenged. In relation to social policy measures (Position ), this would
imply that intra-EU migrants who are begging in another member state are
treated as insiders in the sense that similar social policy measures apply to them
as apply to nationals and migrants with social rights entitlements (hence their
outsider status is challenged). In relation to immigration control measures
(Position ), the implication is that EU citizens are treated as outsiders and thus
subject to similar immigration and border controls as TCNs (hence their insider
status is challenged).

If the in-between status of the EU migrants is acknowledged (second row in
the figure), what are the possible options? From a social policy perspective
(Position ), the state could offer specially targeted social help and emergency
care outside regular social policy programs, and/or encourage NGOs to provide
help and provision. Another option, if this position is taken, is to refer to the
migrants’ home countries’ responsibility for taking appropriate social policy
measures and making diplomatic efforts to pressure and persuade sending coun-
tries to take the necessary social policy measures. From an immigration policy
perspective (Position ), because direct immigration control tools are unavail-
able, the state could instead try to decrease the so-called pull factors for migra-
tion, as an effort at exercising indirect immigration control. This would typically

Begging should be dealt with using…

social policy immigration control policy

EU migrants’ 
in-between
status is…
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1. 
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insiders:
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FIGURE . Potential policy approaches to begging performed by intra-EU migrants
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involve various kinds of deterrence strategies to discourage “undesired” intra-
EU migrants from coming and/or staying. It is in relation to this policy option
that we would expect policymakers to look for criminal justice measures in
response to incidents of begging, resulting in the criminal frame gaining in
salience. Indeed, efforts to make it more difficult and less profitable to reside
in the country as a homeless foreigner typically involve different punitive
and regulative tools, e.g. begging bans, sharpening of penalties for begging
and regulations on rough sleeping or illicit camping (Djuve et al., ). This
strategy comes close to the notion of crimmigration, which is intended to cap-
ture the intersection of criminal and immigration law in policies on bordering
(Stumpf, ) and characterized as “the lumping together of migration and
crime in discourse, laws, and practice” (Woude, ).

4. The Scandinavian context

As already mentioned, the selection of Denmark, Norway and Sweden is justi-
fied by their similarities in welfare state ideology and organization, which would
cause us to expect predominance of the social frame in relation to issues like
begging, homelessness, etc. The Scandinavian countries belong to the same wel-
fare state regime type, often referred to as the Nordic Model or Social
Democratic welfare state. This regime type is characterized by its application
of comprehensive, generous and redistributive benefits and welfare services,
and associated with achievements such as lower income inequality, lower pov-
erty rates and smaller differences in standards of living in an international com-
parison (Esping-Andersen, ; Korpi and Palme, ; Kautto, ).
Immigration policies in all three countries are based on the common premise
that strict immigration control is a precondition for welfare state sustainability
(Brochmann, ), and that social rights based on residence are generally avail-
able to immigrants, although variations in models and social stratification exist
across the countries (Sainsbury, ). Important differences can be noted in
relation to incorporation regimes, where particularly Denmark and Sweden
appear at opposite poles – with tough assimilatory requirements for new arrivals
to gain access to residence and full social entitlements in Denmark and a more
“multicultural” and inclusive rights-based approach in Sweden – while Norway
takes a position “in between” the two other countries (Borevi et al., ;
Brochmann and Hagelund, ). Differences in the historical representation
of populist right-wing parties constitute another contextual factor to be
highlighted. Welfare chauvinism as a populist right-wing discourse originates
from Denmark and Norway, where so-called Progress Parties already in the
s wanted to restrict welfare rights to ‘natives’ and exclude migrants
(Andersen and Bjørklund, ; Larsen, ), whereas Sweden only had minor
and short-lived right-wing populist parties, until the gradual success of the
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Sweden Democrats, who entered parliament in . Finally, the states differ in
the historical development of their relationship to the EU: Denmark joined the
EU in  and Sweden in , whereas Norway opted to decline EU mem-
bership following referendums in  and  (Ingebritsen, ). The right
to free movement of persons, however, applies similarly in all the three coun-
tries, as Norway is part of the European Economic Area (EEA).

The comparative study presented below is based on systematic searches and
analyses of debates pertaining to the issue of begging in Denmark, Norway and
Sweden. Parliamentary databases in each country (stortinget.no; ft.dk; riksda-
gen.se) were searched to identify proposals and opinions expressed on the par-
liamentary arena during the period – (including government
proposals, parliamentary motions, parliamentary reports and debates). The
analysis of selected documents has been systematically directed at observing
the salience, presence or absence of the frames and potential approaches policy-
makers may take, following the analytical discussion presented above. All data
collection and text analysis were conducted by the author.

5. Denmark: begging as a problem of immigration control

In Denmark, the right-wing populist Danish People’s Party (DPP) was first in
the parliament to draw attention to the issue of foreign beggars, via several ques-
tions to the government (–), calling for sharpened legislation and more
forceful usage of the Danish Aliens Act to expel and stop the “traffic of profes-
sional beggars”, who were said to arrive in Denmark to accost people on the
streets. The government responded by downplaying the salience of the problem
and emphasizing the insider status of this immigrant category: given the praxis
of the European Court of Justice (ECJ), expulsion was only possible if an EU
citizen’s presence or behavior constituted a serious threat to fundamental socie-
tal values, which normally did not apply to persons who were begging.
Simultaneously, in a  bill concerning legal changes intended to facilitate
expulsion of foreigners, the government took a similar position as the DPP,
emphasizing that it was “unacceptable that free movement is utilized by citizens
in other EU countries to enter Denmark for shorter stays for the purpose of
committing theft and other forms of criminality here in the country”, and
declaring its intention to sharpen the expulsion praxis for EU citizens commit-
ting criminal offences when performing as “gamblers, pickpockets, skill players,
beggars or trick thieves” (Government [DK], ).

In relation to social policy measures, the prevailing position in the Danish
parliamentary material is to limit provisions to homeless foreigners to an abso-
lute minimum, the goal being not to attract more immigration. Voices calling for
initiatives to offer social help are in the minority, and they are typically met with
the objection that social provisions risk jeopardizing the strategy to decrease pull

  /   -  

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047279421000556 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047279421000556


factors. In , the government decided that publicly funded shelters must pro-
vide help only to Danish citizens, to avoid Denmark becoming “the shelter of
Europe”, a policy that was criticized in a  motion by the Red-Green
Alliance Party, who instead proposed establishing so-called “transit rooms”.
These “rooms” would give homeless EU citizens access to basic temporary pro-
visions (shelter, food, basic health care and consultation) so that they would be
better prepared when returning to their home countries (Motion [DK], ). In
the Parliamentary debate, the Conservative Minister of Social Affairs rejected
the proposal, saying it would “contribute in attracting foreign citizens who can-
not support themselves and who end up as homeless” (Parliament [DK], ).
He defended the principle that public shelters should normally not provide help to
foreign citizens, however adding that exemptions had to be made when there were
freezing temperatures. The DPP, in the same debate, held that any social provisions
offered to foreigners – even if organized by voluntary actors or provided when it was
freezing outdoors –were unacceptable, because they drained resources for homeless
Danes and incentivized further immigration (Parliament [DK], ).

In , the so-called “three-months rule”, according to which an EU citi-
zen may be expelled after having resided in the country for three months, was
highlighted in a DPP motion (Motion [DK], ). Given that it was on the
residing state to prove an actual overstay, this rule was difficult to implement,
and the motion therefore wanted to reverse the burden of proof, so that EU citi-
zens would be required to document and prove their legal residence in
Denmark. The Social Democrats condemned the proposal as being “in contra-
diction with the entire idea behind the EU”, but the Liberal Alliance (LA), the
Conservative Party and the Christian Democrats expressed sympathy with the
idea, because they agreed that the difficulties associated with expelling EU citi-
zens did indeed constitute a significant problem (Parliament [DK], ). In the
end, the proposal was rejected because it only received support from DPP and
LA. The year after, DPP presented a new proposal, this time to deter immigrants
by increasing the penalties for begging (Motion [DK], ). The proposal was
strongly rejected by the Social Democrats and other parties to the left, not
because the sharpened punitive measures targeted at the migrants would be
inappropriate as such, but because there was a risk that these measures would
also target “our Danish homeless”. This is a salient pattern throughout the
Danish material: using the criminal frame for foreign beggars and the social
one for native Danes. The Social Democratic Minister of Justice explained,
e.g. that for foreign beggars the appropriate response was “a more clearly present
police force”, while the situation was different for Danes: “But in relation to our
Danish homeless who are forced to beg since they do not have any means for the
day and for the road, I simply do not want to punish them anymore”
(Parliament [DK], ). Despite efforts on the part of both DPP and the
Conservative Party to ensure that it was foreigners, not homeless Danes, who
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would be affected by sharpened punishments, the Social Democrats were not
persuaded, and the motion was rejected.

In , a new attempt at introducing sharpened punishment was made,
this time in a bill from the center-right coalition government, suggesting the
removal of regulations that had been in place since the s, intended to limit
possibilities for the police to enforce the begging ban. For begging committed
“on pedestrian streets, at stations, on public transport, and in or around super-
markets”, the police should no longer use the praxis of issuing a first warning.
Moreover, the penal code was tightened, making it possible to sentence beggars
unconditionally to two weeks when first apprehended (Government [DK],
). This time, the Social Democrats decided to support the proposal, as they
had been given assurances that stricter punishment would only affect foreigners,
not Danes. Restrictions would only target so-called “insecuritizing begging”,
which involved the “intrusive, active”method of begging said to be characteristic
of foreigners, whereas Danes’ begging style was more passive. In the process
(between the different rounds of parliamentary debates), however, it was
revealed that the above-mentioned concept lacked legislative value.
“Insecuritizing begging” was mentioned in the title of the government bill,
but not in the actual legal text. The Social Democrats’ decision to maintain their
support was met with outrage on the part of the other leftist parties, who sug-
gested that the change in the law was meant to “totally criminalize general beg-
ging”, stating it was “hypocrisy to say this is a way to protect homeless Danes –
when the change implies that you will be imprisoned for  days if you beg”
(Parliament [DK], ). In this context, the option of using conventional
immigration control measures to tackle the problem was brought up once again,
this time by the Socialist People’s Party (SF) and ALT, who held that Denmark
should take the lead in making changes in the EU directive to restrict the right of
EU citizens to move and reside freely within the union, e.g. by demanding that
citizens from other EU countries have a postal address in Denmark to be granted
residence. Proponents of re-criminalizing begging, on the other hand, emphasized
that this was a constructive solution to a problem where policy tools were very
limited, as expressed by one Conservative Party MP: “But when we can see that
there is something that actually works, something that the police are happy about,
and something that the police can use to solve a problem, that they have not been
able to solve before, then it is just a very, very good idea to give them more of the
tools that already function. Can you not see that?” (Parliament [DK], ).

6. Norway: begging as a problem of individual exploitation and

human trafficking

In Norway, the begging issue surfaced in national level policy debates as early as
in , in relation to a general revision of the Criminal Act involving, among
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many other things, abolishment of the old “Law on Vagrancy, Begging and
Drinking”, first introduced in  (Government [NO], ). The decision
was unanimously supported by all parliamentary parties and justified using
the argument that criminal punishment was not a normatively defensible
response to begging, summarized in the formulation “in a modern society, citi-
zens have to cope with seeing beggars on the street” (Government [NO], )
and the declaration, made by the Social Democratic Minister of Justice, that
“social policy measures, not criminal policy measures, should be used to avoid
people having to resort to begging” (Parliament [NO], ). Begging that was
“pursued by foreigners”, which had recently been seen in the capital and a few
other places, was also briefly highlighted in the bill and distinguished from beg-
ging performed by Norwegians. Foreigners were said to beg “in a more aggres-
sive and intrusive manner”; they did not seem to suffer from any “visible drug
problems”; their begging was perceived as “more professional” and “part of a
more organized activity”, therefore there was “reason to believe that some
are forced to beg” (Government [NO], ). Based on the latter suspicion, a
law amendment was prepared and passed by the parliament the following year,
the goal being to indicate clearly in the criminal law that forcing someone to beg
constituted human trafficking (Government [NO], ). Thus, begging asso-
ciated with non-Norwegians was early identified as a problem that required a
criminal policy response, which was regarded, however, as compatible with a
strong commitment to the social frame, in that “the point of the proposal is that
the person who begs will not be punished, but that the punishment will be tar-
geted at the traffickers” (Parliament [NO], ). Hence, punishment was
appropriate, because it targeted the perpetrators (traffickers) in an effort to help
the victims (beggars).

Up until , proposals to introduce regulative measures were rejected
with reference to the social frame. In , the Conservatives, Christian
Democrats and the right-wing populist Progress Party suggested extending
municipalities’ capacity to give the police tools to expel beggars who disturbed
the public order (Motion [NO], ). Three years later, the same parties pro-
posed that municipalities should be allowed to introduce obligatory registration
of beggars (Motion [NO], ). The majority, however, rejected these proposals
on the grounds that they were in contradiction with the  principled stance on
the general begging issue, as exemplified by the Social Democratic Minister of
Justice’s explanation for why the  proposal (referred to above) must be
rejected: “De-criminalization has a price. A unified parliament decided to abolish
the ban on begging. New Police decrees calling for expulsion of beggars – to the
extent they are defined very extensively – may soon be seen to imply that we are
indirectly reintroducing the same criminal punishment” (Parliament [NO], ).

In , a significant change can be noted. The Progress Party presented a
motion to re-introduce a ban on begging, backed by the Conservative Party
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(Motion [NO], ). Beggars were still portrayed mainly as victims, but now
punishment targeted at beggars was held to be a necessary tool in fighting this
exploitation more effectively. As explained by one Conservative Party MP:
“ : : :we want to use a tool, as a ban will be, to help some of the people who
are being trafficked”. Acknowledging this contradicted the stance on approach-
ing begging using social policies, the MP continued: “we do not solve social
problems with a ban, but we can perhaps prevent the most grotesque activities
that traffickers are dealing with” (Parliament [NO], ). Another argument
used to justify the ban was that existing tools to track down traffickers were
insufficient, because exploitation took place within families as well, as expressed
by one Center Party MP: “there are children and youths who do not get an edu-
cation because their parents want them to join them in begging; also when there
are real alternatives, e.g. through EU-financed projects where schooling is part of
the offer” (Parliament [NO], ). The Progress Party saw the ban mainly as a
way to deter criminals from coming to Norway: “as long as it is legal to beg, this
is an entry for those coming to commit crimes (it may be in relation to narcotics,
human trafficking, burglary, prostitution, etc)” (Parliament [NO], ). The
three governmental parties (Social Democrats, the Social Liberal Party and
the Centre Party) stood united in rejecting the proposal. The Center Party, how-
ever, also announced that as a party it was in favor of reintroducing the begging
ban (the other statement being a concession to the coalition partners). The par-
liamentary debate revealed that the Social Democrats had now moved from cat-
egorically rejecting any punitive measures (except those targeted at human
traffickers), to being open to the possibility of extending regulative tools to allow
the police to expel beggars who were “aggressive or intrusive”. They still
embraced the principled stance that using criminal justice tools was an inappro-
priate response to begging, but now explained that the dimensions of the begging
activities justified some sort of regulative measures (Parliament [NO], ).

Later the same year (), the Red-Green coalition government proposed
sharpened regulative measures against begging. The government was eager to
portray this not as a begging ban, but as “a right for municipalities to introduce
local regulations concerning when and where people could beg” (Government
[NO], ). The emphasis was now on understanding beggars as perpetrators
of criminal activities and public order offences, rather than as victims. The Social
Democratic Minister of Justice expressed unease about using criminal policy
tools, but held it was still necessary to take regulatory measures: “Even though
this is first of all a social problem, we are clear about the connection between the
magnitude of begging and the magnitude of certain forms of criminality, and
that there have been public order problems related to, e.g. littering and sanitary
conditions”. The Liberal Party, Christian Democrats and Social Liberals force-
fully opposed the change in law, arguing that “the only humane and liberal solu-
tion to the challenge of begging is to handle it as a social problem and solve it
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using social measures”, noting also that a ban on begging would not help the
stigmatized Roma group move beyond their miserable situation (Parliament
[NO], ).

After the  elections, the Conservative Party–Progress Party coalition
government proposed a municipal ban on begging (Government [NO], ),
which received a parliamentary majority with the support of the Center Party. A
subsequent bill presented two years later – to introduce a national ban on “orga-
nized begging” involving, e.g. punishment of persons “facilitating” begging –
received very harsh criticism and had to be withdrawn, because the Center party
no longer wanted to support it. That same year, the Liberal Party made a pro-
posal to abolish the municipal ban on begging introduced in , but their pro-
posal was rejected by the parliament.

7. Sweden: begging as a problem of discrimination and social

deprivation

In Sweden, the begging-issue surfaced in parliamentary debates later than in
Denmark and Norway. The debates were characterized by strong polarization
between the right-wing populist Sweden Democrats (SD) and the other parlia-
mentary parties, where SD most actively tried to politicize the issue in several
motions, questions and interpellations, highlighting primarily the negative city
image and annoyance beggars allegedly caused by-passers as well as the criminal
activities they were said to bring with them. SD’s opinions resemble the predom-
inant approach in the Danish policy debates. Framing foreign beggars solely as
perpetrators (not victims) of criminality, and as distinguished from homeless
Swedes who should be met with social policy measures, SD called for sharpened
punitive efforts (including a begging ban) and migration control measures, such
as immediate expulsion of non-Swedish citizens who were begging and exemp-
tions to the right to free movement for migrants coming from member states
“with a reputation of sending beggars” (Motion [SWE], ). Unlike
Denmark, in Sweden these proposals were categorically rejected by all other par-
liamentary parties, including the suggestion to renegotiate the insider status of
intra-EU migrants who pursued begging. In the Swedish material, there are
instead frequent examples of criticism, and moral indignation, over instances
in which the EU treaty is not respected. These instances include the 
French expulsions of Roma camps in , which were condemned as “racist
and in breach of the EU treaty” (Motion [SWE], ), and the expulsion car-
ried out the same year by the Swedish police of  homeless nationals from
Romania, which received harsh criticism in several motions and interpellation
debates. In relation to the latter event, the Swedish police had based their action
on a formulation in the Alien’s Act, emanating from the old vagrancy act,
according to which a foreigner may be expelled “if it can be assumed that he
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or she while staying in Sweden will not support him-/herself in an honest way”.
The Parliamentary Ombudsmen, JO, in a  report deemed this action to be
incorrect and without legal grounds, as begging was not criminalized in Sweden
(JO, ). The JO verdict was then repeatedly brought up by SD, in motions
and interpellations, as a scandalous interpretation of Swedish legislation that
enabled “an inflow of beggars and prostitutes who can pursue their activities
with reference to EU free movement”, while all other parties repeatedly
expressed their support for it, maintaining that the  expulsion was wrong
(e.g. Parliament [SWE],  A).

Up until , almost all non-SD proposals pertaining to the begging issue
revolved around social policy measures. Several proposals and initiatives con-
cerned efforts intended to achieve a change in the situation – particularly for
the Roma people – in Romania and Bulgaria, exemplified with the critique
expressed by one Social Democratic MP that the (right-of-center alliance) gov-
ernment had not done more to put pressure on Romania and Bulgaria : “I hold
that the problem and the solution ( : : : ) lie in the fact that many Europeans live
in poverty. This cannot be solved only within the borders of Sweden, but we
must act to promote changes within the European cooperation. I would have
expected the government not to be so passive, but to pursue this issue within
the EU” (Parliament [SWE],  B). Calls for initiatives to make long-term
improvements in the situation in the home countries were combined with pro-
posals to respond to the short-term needs of marginalized intra-EU migrants
residing in Sweden, e.g. efforts to promote and coordinate social help and serv-
ices provided by Swedish municipalities, state authorities and NGOs.

In the Swedish material, we also find examples of a position that challenges
the outsider status of EU migrants in relation to the national social security sys-
tem. In , the Green Party proposed that homeless EU citizens be offered
language education (Swedish for Immigrants, SFI) to increase their possibilities
to find a job and that a so-called “shelter guarantee” be introduced for this cate-
gory of migrants, because “having a shelter is a human right” (Motion [SWE],
). The motion also emphasized that the responsibility addressed in the EU
Social Security Act must be clarified, which may be taken as another example of
a critical stance on approaching intra-EU migrants as outsiders. These proposals
were rejected by the parliamentary majority but did not attract the massive cri-
tique that much less far-reaching suggestions concerning social provisions for
‘foreign beggars’ provoked in Denmark, as shown above. Apart from SD, no
party in the Swedish parliament problematized social provisions as a possible
pull factor for further immigration of poor intra-EU migrants.

In , a shift can be noted, in the sense that other parties began proposing
punitive measures to deal with the begging associated with intra-EU migration.
The shift was most visible in the Conservative Party. In , the then
Conservative Party Minister of Justice had rejected an SD proposal to introduce
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a ban on begging, referring to arguments similar to those used by her Social
Democratic predecessor, and all other parties except SD – namely, that “many
people who beg are vulnerable and should not be exposed to further stigmati-
zation through being regarded as criminal” (Parliament [SWE], ). Only one
year later, the Conservative party had made a U-turn and started campaigning
for a ban on begging. Their justification was similar to the arguments used in
Norway – that beggars were often victims of exploitation and human trafficking,
and that a ban was necessary to protect them more effectively. The party wanted
to criminalize the “organization of begging”, also targeting those who were
“facilitating” begging activities, e.g. by ”organizing the travel, placing people
on different sites and getting paid by others for certain sites are examples which
need to be covered by an official inquiry.” It also highlighted the need to intro-
duce more effective rules for evicting homeless people who were camping on
private property (Parliament [SWE], ).

The Social Democrats opposed the idea of a ban, but took some other ini-
tiatives involving criminal tools. In June , the Red-Green government
launched a reform package aimed at the problem of homeless intra-EU
migrants. The package included efforts to cooperate with NGOs, initiatives to
have dialogues and cooperation with Romanian and Bulgarian government
actors, and funds that were channeled directly to charities and NGOs in
Romania and Bulgaria. The reform package also contained three criminal policy
proposals: () a change in the law that extended the reach of criminal law to offer
protection against exploitation (hence, similar to what was introduced in
Norway ); () measures to stop harassment of beggars; and () a legal
change that made it easier to evict homeless people from unauthorized settle-
ments (Government [SWE],  A). When presenting the reform package,
the government also highlighted a crucial pull factor – namely, the almsgiving
that allegedly reproduced begging behavior; incentivizing people to come to
Sweden and get involved in “degrading begging habits”. Moreover, the minister
recommended that the public donate money to charities instead of giving it to
people on the street (Government [SWE],  B).

8. Concluding discussion

Focusing on policy debates in Denmark, Norway and Sweden triggered by the
presence of intra-EU migrants begging in public, the present article has analyzed
differences between the three Scandinavian countries as well as changes over the
period -. The results show significant cross-country divergences, par-
ticularly regarding how the issue was initially framed when it surfaced in
national policy debates. In Denmark, there was a strong impulse to search
for solutions within the realm of immigration control policies (challenging free
movement within the EU), while the Swedish responses instead focused on
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targeting the “root causes” in the migrants’ home countries, while simulta-
neously coordinating social help for migrants residing in Sweden. In Norway,
the main approach to the issue of intra-EU migrants and begging was to use
criminal policy tools to track down the traffickers.

Two policy frames summarize the ideal typical responses to begging:
according to a social frame, begging is seen primarily as a symptom of social
inequalities, marginalization, discrimination or addiction/illness, implying pol-
icy solutions in the realm of social and health policies, while a criminal frame
instead sees begging as being caused by or involving some form of criminal
activity, accordingly suggesting policy solutions that revolve around criminali-
zation and punishment. In relation to migrants, these frames take on potentially
new meanings, as illustrated by the analysis of the Danish and Swedish country
cases. From a Danish perspective, the emphasis was on trying to decrease pull
factors for migration. Punitive measures, targeted at migrants, were thus under-
stood as a desired deterrence strategy, whereas any social provisions offered to
intra-EU migrants while residing in the receiving country were rejected as being
counterproductive, in the sense that they only encouraged more people to come.
In Sweden, emphasis was instead placed on decreasing push factors for migra-
tion. Here, punitive and repressive methods were rejected as an inefficient
response that only worsened the situation for people suffering from marginali-
zation, discrimination and social misery. The Danish debates are further char-
acterized by the use (by all political actors) of a social frame for Danish beggars
and a criminal frame for foreign beggars, while in Sweden such a distinction was
only made by the right-wing populist party and rejected by all other parties.

The marked differences between Denmark and Sweden may partly be
understood as a spillover effect from the immigration and citizenship regimes
that characteristically distinguish the two countries from each other: stricter and
more exclusionary in Denmark; softer and more inclusionary in Sweden. The
position of the right-wing populist parties is further a crucial factor; in both
countries, it was these parties (DPP in Denmark and SD in Sweden) who first
put the begging issue on the political agenda and were most active in mobilizing
the issue, but the mainstream parties responded very differently. In Denmark,
proposals from the DPP already initially attracted support from at least some
other parliamentary parties, and gained increasing influence over time, whereas
proposals from SD in Sweden were met with massive rejections and condem-
nations from all other parliamentary parties.

In Norway, the situation differed from the other two countries in several
ways. Unlike Denmark, there were no proposals to introduce immigration con-
trol, and the focus on solving social problems (either in the migrants’ home
countries or during their stay in Norway) was less explicit than in Sweden.
Instead, the prevailing diagnosis in Norway was that beggars were victims of
human trafficking, and the main approach was accordingly to track down
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the perpetrators of this crime. One may argue, however, that this was mainly a
discursive framing connected with promotion of a general ban on begging, while
relatively few measures were taken to identify and prosecute alleged traffickers
(Friberg and Tyldum, ). Compared to Denmark and Sweden, the begging
issue associated with intra-EU migrants was put on the political agenda remark-
ably early, in the context of a government-initiated process to abolish the old
vagrancy act (i.e. not by a right-wing populist party). The Norwegian debate
made strong and explicit commitments to a social frame in policy responses
to begging, and the introduction of criminal policy tools targeting traffickers
was justified as being compatible with this frame, because beggars themselves
were regarded as the victims (not perpetrators) of crime. This framing was com-
mon even when the proposed policy tools in fact targeted beggars, such as the
failed motion to introduce a national ban on begging.

Despite these differences, all three countries have over time made parallel
moves toward a stronger emphasis on the criminal frame. In modern welfare
states – particularly the Scandinavian ones – we would expect the social frame
to have precedence in relation to issues like begging. Initially this was the case,
although interpretations differed somewhat across the three countries.
Expressions of a welfare chauvinistic discourse, where the social frame is applied
to ‘native beggars’ and the criminal frame to ‘foreign beggars,’ are present in all
three countries, but Denmark stands out in the sense that this is the predomi-
nant approach there, not only the right-wing populist discourse. Nevertheless, in
 Denmark sharpened the ban (affecting all beggars irrespective of nation-
ality), thereby reversing the partial de-criminalization that had been introduced
in the s. In , Norway introduced a local begging ban, and in Sweden the
period post- saw the introduction of punitive efforts in the form of, e.g.
evictions, but also party proposals arguing for a begging ban.

The argument pursued in the present article is that the prominence of the
criminal frame in relation to begging is a result of the double insider/outsider
status of the intra-EU migrants. Due to the “in-between status” of this migrant
category, policymakers tend to perceive conventional social policy or immigra-
tion control measures as more or less unavailable, instead turning to criminal
measures, a process that may be characterized as a form of crimmigration
(Stumpf, ; Woude, ), in the sense that criminal measures are intro-
duced to facilitate border controls. The present analysis supports this argument
by documenting how politicians become frustrated when their chosen policy (or
non-policy) approach seems insufficient. In Denmark, measures to introduce
general re-criminalization of the existing begging ban were taken only after
failed attempts to introduce immigration control or to aim criminal tools exclu-
sively at foreigners. The Norwegian abandonment of its previously principled
support of the social frame was justified with reference to the magnitude of
the problem. The growing salience of a criminal frame in Sweden, although
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not expressed in concrete changes in law, can also be traced to frustration over
the failure of previous strategies to solve the problem “here and now”. Arguably,
this general mechanism – namely, how the unavailability of appropriate policy
tools within the realm of immigration or social policy causes policymakers to
search for criminal policy tools – has implications for our understanding of pol-
icy above and beyond the issue of intra-EU migration for begging.
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