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1. Firefighters are a key element of emergency and civil protection services in the 
Member States. Across the EU, firefighting services are made up of both professional 
or career firefighters and volunteer firefighters. The proportion of those two categories 
of firefighters varies considerably among the different Member States, which are 
competent to decide on the organisation and functioning of emergency and civil 
protection services according to their own specificities and needs. 

2. Discussions take place regularly at services level between the Commission and the 
national authorities of all Member States on the recent case-law of the Court of Justice 
of the European Union (CJEU) on the Working Time Directive1. This has included the 
Matzak judgment2 which concerns the situation of a volunteer firefighter in Belgium. 

3. According to the consistent case law of the CJEU, for the purpose of Directive 
2003/88/EC the concept of ‘worker’ has an autonomous meaning specific to EU law, 
meaning that the directive applies to those who pursue real, genuine activities for and 
under the direction of another person in return for which they receive remuneration. 

In its judgment in the Matzak case, the CJEU considered that, in the particular 
circumstances of Mr Matzak, the conditions to qualify as ‘worker’ were met. This 
judgment does not imply that every volunteer firefighter in the EU automatically 
qualifies as a ‘worker’. This is in the first instance for national courts to determine in 
each specific case brought before them. 

Where the Working Time Directive does apply, it provides for flexibility to 
accommodate the needs of emergency services, such as fire services,3 without denying 
firefighters protection of their health and safety. 

1 Directive 2003/88/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 4 November 2003 concerning certain 
aspects of the organisation of working time, OJ L 299, 18.11.2003, p. 9‐19.
2 Case C-518/15, Matzak, EU:C:2018:82.
3 In particular Article 17(2) and (3) as well as Article 22 of Directive 2003/88/EC.


