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ECRE KEY CONCLUSIONS ON THE INTEGRATION 
OF REFUGEES IN EUROPE 

 
 

A Definition of Integration 
 
1. ECRE considers integration to be a process of change that is: 

a) dynamic and two-way: it places demands on both receiving societies and the 
individuals and/or the communities concerned. From a refugee perspective, 
integration requires a preparedness to adapt to the lifestyle of the host society 
without having to lose one's own cultural identity. From the point of view of the 
host society, it requires a willingness to adapt public institutions to changes in 
the population profile, accept refugees as part of the national community, and 
take action to facilitate access to resources and decision-making processes.  

b) long term: from a psychological perspective, it often starts at the time of arrival 
in the country of final destination and is concluded when a refugee becomes an 
active member of that society from a legal, social, economic, educational and 
cultural perspective.  

c) multi-dimensional: it relates both to the conditions for and actual participation 
in all aspects of the economic, social, cultural, civil and political life of the 
country of durable asylum as well as to refugees' own perception of acceptance 
by and membership in the host society. 

 
2. ECRE recommends that the objective of integration programmes and policies is the 

establishment of a mutual and responsible relationship between refugees and their 
communities, civil society and host states. This should encourage self-determination 
and sustainable self-sufficiency for refugees while at the same time promoting 
positive action in the public and government domain.  

 
3. ECRE acknowledges that refugee integration is closely related to the phase of 

reception and the quality and length of the asylum determination procedure. It 
recommends that the phase of reception be recognised as an integral part of the 
integration process of refugees, given the potential impact of the reception phase on 
the process of integration of those eventually granted leave to settle in a European 
country.  

 
The Legal Context 
 
4. ECRE proposes that European states should adopt a correct interpretation of the 

refugee definition in the 1951 Convention and its Protocol, and refrain from granting 
a lesser status to persons fulfilling the criteria of the Convention.  

 
5. It recommends that any socio-economic rights accruing to people with full refugee 

status should be granted to all persons afforded complementary protection. Within 
the context of the Amsterdam Treaty, it proposes that the European Union agrees 
upon measures setting out the rights of persons with complementary forms of 
protection on the basis of international and Council of Europe legal instruments, 
human rights law standards and best practice.  
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Citizenship and Freedom of Movement 
 
6. ECRE considers citizenship to be a key policy instrument for facilitating integration 

and acknowledging full refugee membership in the society of durable asylum. It 
proposes that European governments give consideration to Article 34 of the 
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and the Council of Europe's 
Recommendation 564 (1969) on the Acquisition by Refugees of the Nationality of 
Their Country of Residence and facilitate refugee naturalisation. 

 
7. ECRE recommends that the European Union undertakes to guarantee freedom of 

movement and equality of treatment in parity with nationals of EU countries to 
persons whose Convention or complementary protection status has been recognised 
by an EU Member State. Throughout Europe, individual states should ensure that 
they adopt measures to facilitate travel for refugees residing in their territory.  

 
Key Principles of Refugee Integration 
 
8. The development of a tolerant inclusive society is a key prerequisite to the successful 

integration of refugees. Governments and decision-makers should provide political 
leadership and set the tone in public debate on tolerance and non-discrimination. 

 
9. ECRE emphasises the importance of close links and multi-sector alliances of social 

actors involved in refugee issues. Such alliances should seek the involvement of 
representatives of the media, political parties, local municipalities and businesses, 
the police, local/national  non-governmental organisations and other associations.  

 
10. A key priority for the non-governmental sector across Europe should be the 

participation of refugees as service users and providers in the conception, 
development, organisation and evaluation of integration services and policies. ECRE 
proposes that providers of integration services, in close consultation with refugees 
and/or their community representatives, undertake to develop commonly agreed 
criteria for assessing the quality and effectiveness of integration interventions at 
national and European level.  

 
11. In order to promote the active participation of refugees in European host societies, 

ECRE emphasises the importance of enabling refugees to use their own resources 
and skills to help each other, in particular newcomers, and represent their interests 
and those of their family and community to service providers and decision makers. 
National funding should be made available to facilitate the development of refugee 
organisations and self-help groups as well as the co-ordination of refugee 
organisations' activities at regional and national level.  

 
12. ECRE proposes that within the spirit of the 1951 Convention, European 

governments recognise refugees as "individuals with special needs" and therefore 
distinct service requirements during the initial phase of their integration in a host 
society. Interventions should be needs-led and based upon a recognition of the 
diversity of refugee populations. In some cases, it should be acknowledged that 
interventions might be necessary at a later stage of the integration process. 
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13. Policy makers and service providers, particularly in the areas of health, education 
and employment advice, should be trained in the consequences of language 
difficulties, physical and psychological trauma and cultural/religious differences on 
the integration process of refugees.  

 
14. Government policies and resource allocations for refugee integration need to be 

compatible with social protection arrangements specific to individual European 
countries. Countries with extensive systems of social protection for a range of 
vulnerable groups should develop time-limited refugee-specific policies/ programmes. 
Such initiatives could either address refugee-specific needs or act as "bridges" to 
mainstream provision.  

 
15. In countries with less regulated/non group-specific social policy traditions, 

mainstream social policy should make provisions for special interventions - rather 
than separate treatment - to address the potential disadvantages faced by refugees and 
cater for specific needs in the areas of mental health or legal aid.   

 
16. Interventions need to incorporate a gender perspective and involve refugee women in 

the design, implementation and evaluation of integration programmes.  
 
Employment, Education and Vocational Training 
 
17. Employment is a key factor to the integration process. ECRE affirms that lack of 

access to the labour market during the reception phase seriously hinders integration in 
the long-term. It recommends that any restrictions on employment be lifted at the 
earliest possible stage and not later than six months from the time of the asylum 
application.  

 
18. ECRE urges national governments to grant refugees and people with a 

complementary protection status unconditional rights to employment and automatic 
access to work permits. It recommends that vocational training and other programmes 
promoting refugee labour participation should be individually tailored with 
interventions being built upon a thorough understanding of the state of the labour 
market and linked to general economic regeneration/development strategies.  

 
19. ECRE recommends that a system of recognition of previous experience and 

qualifications should be set up at EU level. This should establish EU-wide verification 
and assessment criteria and a set of recommended practice for bridging gaps between 
refugee qualifications' levels and industry or education standards in countries of 
durable asylum.  

 
20. It recommends that provision should be made for special education or language 

programmes for refugees during the initial phase of integration. Financial support on a 
parity with nationals of the host country should also be available for general 
educational purposes and for bridging the gap between refugees' original 
qualifications and entry requirements for further mainstream education in the host 
country.  
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21. All refugees granted leave to stay in a European country should be entitled to a 
minimum number of hours of free language tuition. Special arrangements should be 
made for carers in terms of assistance with child care. Arrangements should also be in 
place for asylum seekers to acquire basic skills in the language of the host country. 

 
Housing  
 
22. ECRE recommends that European states guarantee the basic human right of "shelter" 

to all persons in need of international protection independently of their status.  
 
23. It recommends that Convention refugees and people with a complementary protection 

status are given choice as to where to settle and enjoy full access to housing rights. 
Upon receiving a permission to stay, people accommodated in reception centres 
should be given all necessary information to make an "informed decision" following 
full consideration of the type and location of housing which might be available to 
them.  

 
Health 
 
24. ECRE considers that limited or no access to health provision together with lack of 

adequate and healthy reception conditions during the initial phase of arrival can 
seriously undermine refugee long-term health and integration prospects. It proposes 
that physical and mental health services should be made available to asylum seekers 
upon arrival in European countries of asylum.  

 
25. ECRE suggests that specialised refugee services should form a permanent part of 

mainstream health provision and benefit from long-term public support. They should 
act as "bridges" to mainstream provision and focus on specific care and treatment 
needs resulting from experiences in the country of origin and during a refugee’s flight 
to safety and reception in host country. 

 
26. In order to overcome barriers to health access, key priority should also be given to the 

establishment of interpreting and mediation services as well as the promotion of 
health education and prevention programmes. 

 
Family Reunion 
 
27. ECRE recommends that family reunion should not be limited to people meeting the 

criteria of the 1951 Convention but also be extended to people granted a 
complementary protection status. 

 
28. European governments should not impose restrictions on the right to family 

reunification of refugees and people with complementary protection status relating to 
length of residence, employment status, access to housing and earning capacity, or 
availability of documentation proving family links. Attempts should be made to 
ensure that refugee families reunite with the least possible delay and at a minimum 
within the first six months from status determination. 
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Investment in Integration 
 
29. ECRE considers refugee integration to be the primary responsibility of national 

governments. When calculating the cost of refugee integration programmes, European 
governments should take into consideration the long-term economic and social costs 
associated with risks of refugee marginalisation in the case of public non-intervention 
at an early stage. Given the European dimension of refugee integration and on the 
basis of solidarity across Europe, structural and special funding need to continue 
being available to realise EU-wide targets of refugee integration.  

 
30. Considerable investment needs to be made in services during the reception phase in 

order to enable people to develop the necessary skills and knowledge which facilitate 
integration in the host country in the case of a positive asylum decision.  

 
31. Investment should also be made in educational measures to enable people to gain 

qualifications useful for rebuilding their home country in case of return. 
 
 

September 1999 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
In this position paper, the European Council on Refugees and Exiles (ECRE) has compiled 
the views of its member agencies, consisting of over sixty-five refugee-assisting non-
governmental agencies throughout Europe, with regard to how the integration of refugees 
in European societies should be organised. It draws upon discussions which took place at 
experts' meetings and a conference on refugee integration in Europe hosted by the  ECRE 
Task Force on Integration in 1998. It also incorporates proposals made by refugee panels 
organised in Dalfsen, the Netherlands in July 1999. 
 
ECRE starts by noting that the integration of refugees in European societies is subject to 
considerable variations in national practice reflecting differences in approaches to social 
welfare and protection as well as differences in national perceptions of what is, or should 
be, a desirable social order.  
 
It acknowledges that the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the 1951 Convention 
and the 1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees and other international and 
national legal instruments provide an adequate international legal framework for the 
integration of Convention refugees in Europe. However, it raises questions as to the 
efficacy of both international and national legal frameworks on refugee integration given 
the low proportion of asylum seekers whose refugee status is recognised under the 1951 
Convention and to whom asylum is currently granted.  
 
ECRE notes the considerable differences in European states' citizenship and naturalisation 
criteria. It reaffirms the role of citizenship acquisition as a potent measure of refugee 
integration in a host society. It also stresses the importance of refugees' freedom of 
movement and equality of treatment in parity with EU nationals in the European Union. 
 
Within the context of an emergence of a climate of intolerance, xenophobia and racism in 
some European countries, ECRE specifically highlights the need to change public 
perceptions of refugees and promote positive messages based upon well-documented and 
comprehensive information. 
 
Throughout the position paper, the critical role of refugee empowerment in the process of 
integration is emphasised. References are also made to strategies used by European 
countries to facilitate the development of refugee community organisations and refugee 
participation in public life.  
 
ECRE puts forward a range of specific policy recommendations in relation to the legal, 
socio-cultural and structural framework of integration and specific issues such as: refugee 
access to the labour market; discrimination in the workplace; recognition of overseas 
qualifications; vocational training; education; children's education; housing; health; family 
reunion; data on refugees; and the cost of refugee integration. It hopes that this Position 
will assist the ongoing process of searching for guiding principles and standards among 
European states and raise public awareness of the complex needs and enormous potential 
of refugees living in the midst of Europe's societies.  
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Introduction 
 
1. The European Council on Refugees and Exiles (ECRE) is a pan-European 

organisation concerned with the protection of and assistance to asylum seekers and 
refugees in Europe. Within this overall concern, ECRE promotes the integration of 
refugees and people granted complementary protection in European societies. 

 
2. In 1997, upon the request of non-governmental organisations such as ECRE, the 

European Parliament created a special budget-line with the purpose of addressing the 
socio-economic integration of refugees. During the same year, ECRE set up a Task 
Force on Integration, a consortium of six lead agencies and a secretariat to be 
responsible for addressing specific integration areas and facilitating networking 
among providers.1 The findings of the Task Force's work in 1998 and 1999 have 
informed ECRE's Position on the Integration of Refugees in Europe. 

 
3. This paper should be read in conjunction with the ECRE Positions on the Reception 

of Asylum Seekers (June 1997) and Asylum Seeking and Refugee Women (1997) 
and in the light of other ECRE policy statements.2 

 
General Remarks  
 
Definition and scope  
 

4. The integration of refugees in European countries is subject to considerable 
variations in national practice reflecting differences in approaches to social welfare 
and protection as well as differences in national perceptions of what is, or should be, 
a desirable social order. While the issue of integration has gained increasing 
prominence in refugee debate in national and international fora, there are as yet few 
established international principles governing this area. 

 
5. Integration is here defined as a process of change that is: 

a) dynamic and two-way: it places demands on both receiving societies and the 
individuals and/or the communities concerned. From a refugee perspective, 
integration requires a preparedness to adapt to the lifestyle of the host society 
without having to lose one's own cultural identity.3 From the point of view of 
the host society, it requires a willingness to adapt public institutions to changes 
in the population profile, accept refugees as part of the national community, and 
take action to facilitate access to resources and decision-making processes.  

                                                           
1  The Task Force on Integration consists of the following ECRE member agencies: British Refugee Council: 

Employment; World University Service: Education; Dutch Refugee Council: Housing; Greek Refugee Council: 
Community & Culture; Italian Refugee Council: Health; and France Terre d' Asile: Vocational Training. The 
secretariat of the Task Force is based at the Overlegcentrum voor Integratie van Vluchtelingen (OCIV) in 
Belgium. 

2  In particular, Position on Refugee Children (1996) and Working Paper on the Need for a Supplementary Refugee 
Definition (1993). 

3  The concept of cultural identity of refugees and host societies is often seen as static and unidirectional. The reality 
is often more complex. In many cases, refugees have an impact on the social cultures and structures of countries of 
durable asylum while at the same time, as individuals, they engage in a process of redefinition of their values as a 
result of changes stemming from their experiences of exile. 
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b) long term: from a psychological perspective, it often starts at the time of arrival 

in the country of final destination and is concluded when a refugee becomes an 
active member of that society from a legal, social, economic, educational and 
cultural perspective. It is often the case that the integration process extends 
beyond the first generation of refugees. 

c) multi-dimensional: it relates both to the conditions for and actual participation 
in all aspects of the economic, social, cultural, civil and political life of the 
country of durable asylum as well as to refugees' own perception of acceptance 
by and membership in the host society. 

 
6. ECRE recommends that the objective of integration programmes and policies is the 

establishment of a mutual and responsible relationship between refugees and their 
communities, civil society and host states. This should encourage self-determination 
and sustainable self-sufficiency for refugees while at the same time promoting 
positive action in the public and government domain.  

 
7. ECRE proposes that integration interventions should be based upon a set of 

substantive rights and responsibilities conferred to refugees on the basis of equality 
with nationals of European societies rather than fulfilment of citizenship or 
national/ethnic membership criteria.4 Public discourse on refugee integration should 
acknowledge the permanent presence of refugees and the positive contributions they 
can make in the economic, social and cultural life of the countries they live in. 

 
8. It further recommends that European and national actions/programmes on refugee 

integration build upon the skills and potential of refugees themselves and seek to 
promote: 
a) the active participation of refugees in a common sphere of public social life 

which is not segregated from the wider society and within a context of provision 
of social welfare in parity with nationals (in terms of income, education, 
accommodation and health services);  

b) respect for differences and diversity in relation to religious beliefs, political 
opinions, cultural affiliations, personal and cultural identities as manifested both 
in the private and public spheres of life; 

c) self-development by enabling refugees to use their skills and knowledge, engage 
in meaningful employment and achieve self-sufficiency either personally or as a 
member of their family or ethnic group. 

 
 
 
 

 

                                                           
4  The UN Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees prescribes a number of socio-economic rights to people 

recognised as refugees. Some of these are limited to ensuring equality of treatment with other non-nationals (i.e. 
Articles 17, 18, 19 on the right to work; Article 22, 2 on the right to higher education; Article 21 on the right to 
housing etc) while others provide for the same treatment with nationals (i.e. Article 23 on the right to public 
relief). For a detailed analysis of the socio-economic rights of refugees and non-nationals in Europe, see the 
Research Paper on the Social and Economic Rights of Non-Nationals in Europe commissioned by ECRE, 
November 1998.  
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9. This policy position is concerned specifically with the integration of  "refugees who 
have settled or who intend to settle in European states".5 It however acknowledges 
that refugee integration is closely related to the phase of reception and the quality and 
length of the asylum determination procedure. Within this context, ECRE 
recommends that the phase of reception be recognised as an integral part of the 
integration process of refugees, given the potential impact of the reception phase on 
the process of integration of those eventually granted leave to settle in a European 
country.6  

 
The Legal Framework of Integration  
 
International & National Instruments 
 
10. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights together with the 1951 Convention and 

the 1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees and other international legal 
instruments7 provide an adequate international legal framework for the integration of 
recognised refugees in Europe. At national level, a number of European states have 
sought to interpret their obligations under the 1951 Convention8 liberally and have at 
times introduced generous national legal frameworks to promote the integration of 
recognised refugees in their society. 

 
11. The efficacy of both international and national legal frameworks of integration 

however, depends on the proportion of asylum seekers whose refugee status is 
recognised under the 1951 Convention and to whom asylum is granted. Most 
European countries have low recognition rates and grant inferior legal statuses to 
persons not falling within an often limited or even restrictive interpretation of the 
1951 Convention definition. The socio-economic rights of people afforded 
complementary protection are often limited.9 The European Union10 and UNHCR11 do 

                                                           
5  This is the definition used by the European Commission in Budget Line B3-4113- Integration of Refugees, Report 

on the Implementation and Selection of Projects in 1997. 
6  For a detailed list of recommendations, see ECRE' s Position on the Reception of Asylum Seekers, (June 1997). 
7      International Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment                

(1984), European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (1950). 
8  Entitlements to Convention rights are granted on an incremental basis, relating to the refugee' s degree of 

attachment to the state. Some rights accrue to refugees who are simply present in the territory under a state's 
jurisdiction [A.3 (non-discrimination), A.4 (religion), A.16 (access to the courts), A.22 (public education), A.27 
(identity papers), A.33 (prohibition of expulsion)]; other rights are reserved for refugees who are lawfully present 
[A.18 (self-employment), A.26 (freedom of movement) and A.32 (expulsion)]; or who are lawfully staying [A.15 
(right of association), A.16(2) (access to courts), A.17(1) (wage-earning employment), A.19 (liberal professions), 
A.21 (housing), A.23 (public relief), A.24 (labour legislation and social security), A.25 (administrative assistance) 
and A.28 (travel documents)]; or are residing for an extended period in the territory of the host state [A.17(2) 
(wage-earning employment), and A.7(2-5) (exemption from legislative reciprocity)]. 

9  A notable exception is the situation in some Nordic countries where people with complementary protection are 
granted the same socio-economic rights as Convention refugees. 

10  In 1995, the European Union Council considered a Draft Council Act adopting a common action on certain 
aspects of the status of refugees recognised by the Member States of the European Union. Among other issues, the 
Draft Council Act proposed that recognised refugees a) be granted a residence permit valid for 10 years; b) be 
granted family reunification rights which are not subject to the conditions normally required of other aliens; c) be 
assisted in settling in another Member State on humanitarian, cultural and family grounds; and d) be granted 
access to employment, welfare and social security rights on the basis of equality with nationals of the state they 
reside. It also recommended that Member States undertook to harmonise their efforts relating to other aspects dealt 
by the Geneva Convention. The Draft Council Act was never adopted. 

11  UNHCR considers local integration to be one of the traditional durable solutions for refugees together 
withvoluntary repatriation and resettlement (UNHCR Conclusion No. 62 (XLI). In its annual Conclusions on 
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not have a formal position on either the integration rights of Convention refugees or 
the socio-economic entitlements of persons with a complementary protection status. 

 
Recommendations 
 
12. ECRE proposes that European states should adopt a correct interpretation of the 

refugee definition in the 1951 Convention and its Protocol, and refrain from granting 
a lesser status to persons fulfilling the criteria of the Convention.  

 
13. It recommends that any socio-economic rights accruing to people with full refugee 

status should be granted to all persons afforded complementary protection.12 It further 
proposes that within the context of the Amsterdam Treaty, the European Union13 
agrees upon measures setting out the rights of persons with complementary forms of 
protection on the basis of international and Council of Europe legal instruments, 
human rights law standards and best practice.14  

 
14. There is a need to make the range of international legal instruments relating to refugee 

integration fully effective. ECRE recommends that the following measures should be 
considered wherever necessary by states: 
a) ratification of, or accession to, relevant European agreements and conventions 

relating to refugees;15 
b) ratification of conventions and acceptance of recommendations of the 

International Labour Organisation as they relate to refugees; 16 
c) ratification of the November 1995 Additional Protocol Amending the European 

Social Charter establishing a collective complaints procedure;17 
d) ratification of the December 1990 International Convention on the Protection of 

the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of their Families.  

                                                                                                                                                                               
International Protection, it has refrained however from commenting upon the principles/minimum standards 
necessary for refugee local integration. 

12  In its February 1999 Resolution on the harmonisation of forms of protection complementing refugee status in the 
European Union, the European Parliament has recommended that complementary protection should be granted to 
the following categories: "persons who have fled their country or are unable or unwilling to return because their 
lives, safety or freedom are threatened by generalised violence, foreign aggression, internal conflicts, massive 
violation of human rights and other circumstances which have seriously disturbed public order; and persons who 
have fled their country, and/or are unwilling to return there, owing to a well-founded fear of being tortured or of 
being subjected to inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment or violations of other fundamental human 
rights." 

13  The Treaty of Amsterdam prescribes that within five years after the entry into force of the Treaty, measures will be 
adopted to define the minimum standards for persons who otherwise need international protection (Article 63 (2) 
(a). 

14  The Council of Europe's Recommendation 773 (1976) on De Facto Refugees recommends that states make 
applicable to de facto refugees (people unable or unwilling to return to their country of origin for political, 
religious or other valid reasons) as many articles as possible of the 1951 Convention.  

15  The European Convention on Social Security (14 December 1972) and the European Social Charter (1961). 
16  For example, Convention 97 concerning Migration for Employment; Convention 143 concerning Migration in 

Abusive Conditions and the Promotion of Equality of Opportunity and Treatment of Migrant Workers, 
Convention 118 concerning equality of treatment of nationals and non-nationals in social security; Convention 
157 concerning the establishment of an international system for the maintenance of rights in social security etc.  
Further information can be found in a Research Paper on the Social and Economic Rights of Non Nationals in 
Europe commissioned by ECRE in 1998. 

17  The 1995 Additional Protocol Amending the European Social Charter provides for a System of Collective 
Complaints and encourages the Council of Europe's social partners including NGOs with consultative status to 
report Charter violations to the Committee of Independent Experts in the form of a complaint. 
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Nationality & Citizenship 
 
15. The acquisition of citizenship has been identified as the "most potent measure of 

integration into a host society by foreign nationals".18 Not only, does it represent a 
means to integration but for some people it might signify the end of the integration 
process per se. 

 
16. There are considerable differences in European states' citizenship and naturalisation 

criteria and procedures reflecting distinct historical experiences as countries of 
emigration or immigration, different concepts of nationhood and inclusionary or 
exclusionary policies towards long-term residents. Some countries tend to prioritise 
the principle of blood relation with a citizen of the state (principle of ius sanguinis), 
whereas others stress the importance of territory or religious affiliation (the principle 
of ius soli). 

 
Recommendations 
 
17. ECRE considers citizenship to be a key policy instrument for facilitating integration 

and acknowledging full refugee membership in the society of durable asylum. It 
proposes that  European governments give consideration to Article 34 of the 
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees19 and the Council of Europe's 
Recommendation 564 (1969) on the Acquisition  by Refugees of the Nationality of 
Their Country of Residence and in particular facilitate the naturalisation of refugees 
by :  
a) taking into account the total period of residence of a person in a country of durable 

asylum including periods under Temporary Protection or as a registered asylum 
seeker; 

b) removing or at least reducing legal obstacles to naturalisation, such as the 
minimum period of residence when it exceeds five years, or requirements that 
applicants should prove loss of former nationality; 

c) allowing people to continue holding their original nationality when possible; 
d) enabling refugee children to obtain at birth the nationality of the country in which 

they were born, and where their parents have been granted protection; 
e) removing administrative obstacles by introducing accessible procedures, 

transparent criteria for acceptance and low procedural fees when they exceed the 
financial possibilities of refugees. 

 
18. It further recommends that European states accede to the United Nations Convention 

of 1961 on the Reduction of Statelessness and treat de facto stateless refugees as 
though they were stateless de jure.20  

 
 
 
 

                                                           
18  Council of Europe, CDMG(93), 28 September 1993. 
19  Article 34 recommends that states facilitate as far as possible the "assimilation and naturalisation of refugees" and 

"make every effort to expedite naturalisation proceedings and to reduce as far as possible the charges and costs of 
such proceedings". 

20  Council of Europe Recommendation 564 (1969), point ii). 
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19. There is an emerging trend in some countries to link permanent residence and 
naturalisation to the successful completion of integration programmes. ECRE regrets 
this trend and recommends that access to citizenship or permanent residence for 
refugees should not be conditioned upon fulfilling any legally binding requirements in 
respect of integration in the host society. Any future EU measures, under Article 63 of 
the Treaty of Amsterdam21 on conditions for granting long term visas and residence 
permits, should seek to facilitate access for refugees to a secure and permanent status. 

 
Freedom of Movement and Travel Documents 
 
20. Under the Treaty on European Union, a range of supranational citizenship rights have 

been conferred to nationals of EU Member States.22 Article 63(4) of the Treaty of 
Amsterdam includes in the framework agenda for the transitional period of five years, 
the adoption of measures on the rights and conditions by which third country 
nationals legally resident in one Member State may reside in another.23   

 
Recommendations 
 
21. ECRE recommends that the European Union undertakes to guarantee freedom of 

movement and equality of treatment in parity with nationals of EU countries to 
persons whose Convention or complementary protection status has been recognised 
by an EU Member State. Throughout Europe, individual states should ensure that they 
adopt measures to facilitate travel for refugees residing in their territory.  

 
22. As an interim measure, refugees and people with complementary protection should be 

given access to simplified procedures for obtaining travel documents24 and 
transferring rights of residence to other European countries on proof of family and 
cultural ties or an employment offer.25  

 

                                                           
21  Article 63 (3) (a) prescribes the adoption of measures within five years after the entry into force of the Treaty of 

Amsterdam including "preparation of rules on the conditions of entry and residence and standards on procedures 
for the issue by Member States of long-term visas and residence permits including those for the purposes of family 
reunion".  

22  The Treaty on European Union (1992) establishes Union citizenship rights for all persons holding the nationality 
of EU Member States including the right to move and reside freely within the territory of the Member States. 

23  The Action Plan of the Council and the Commission on how best to implement the provisions of the Treaty of 
Amsterdam establishing an area of freedom, security and justice, (December 1998) refers to imminent discussions 
by the relevant working party on the question of giving third-country nationals holding residence permits the 
freedom  to settle in any Member State of the Union. It proposes that in determining the rights and conditions 
under which third country nationals may reside in another country, account should be taken of the "consequences 
for social equilibrium and the labour market" resulting from third country nationals being allowed to settle and 
work in any Member State of the Union. 

24  Article 28 of the 1951 Convention recommends that Contracting States issue travel documents to refugees 
"lawfully staying in their territory". It further affirms that states "may issue such a travel document to any other 
refugee in their territory …in particular shall give sympathetic consideration to the issue of such a travel document 
to refugees…who are unable to obtain a travel document from the country of their lawful residence".  

25  See also the Council of Europe's European Agreement on Transfer of Responsibility for Refugees, (1980). Also, 
Regulation (EEC no 1408/71) on the application of social security schemes to employed persons, self-employed 
persons and members of their family moving within the Community refers specifically to refugees' right to transfer 
social security entitlements including health care acquired through residence in a EU member state.  
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Voting Rights  
 
Recommendations 
 
23. In some European countries, there exist arrangements which enable refugees and other 

permanent residents to stand for or vote in local elections. ECRE considers that 
refugee access to local decision-making processes and the political life of the country 
of durable asylum is key to ensuring a two-way process of integration involving 
refugees and host societies on a equitable basis.  

 
24. In accordance with Article 6 of the Council of Europe's Convention on the 

Participation of Foreigners in Public Life at Local Level (1992), it recommends that 
European states grant refugees and people with complementary protection status26 the 
right to vote and stand for election in local authority elections once they fulfil the 
legal requirements applying to nationals and have been resident in the state concerned 
for a minimum period of two years preceding the elections.  

 
25. In order to familiarise refugees with political processes in the country of durable 

asylum and facilitate refugee representation and participation in local public affairs, 
ECRE also recommends that institutional arrangements should be made for refugee 
involvement and participation in local consultative fora/councils27 and/or the activities 
of local non-governmental organisations. In all cases, information should be available 
to refugees as to their rights and obligations in relation to public life in the country of 
asylum.  

 
26. Article 8b (2) of the Treaty on European Union establishes the right of every citizen 

of the European Union to vote and stand as a candidate in elections to the European 
Parliament in the Member State in which s/he resides under the same conditions as 
nationals of that State. Within the context of initiatives such as the Starting Line 
Group's Proposals for Voting Rights for Third Country Nationals,  ECRE 
recommends that all third country nationals, including refugees and people with 
complementary protection, are granted the right to vote and stand as a candidate at 
European elections after five years of residing in an EU Member State.28  

 
Anti-discrimination & Equality  
 
27. Over the last few years, there has been an emergence of a climate of intolerance and 

xenophobia in some European countries. This has been particularly prominent in 
countries in Central and Eastern Europe where migration movements represent a 
recent phenomenon.29 In 1997, the European Commission introduced the European 
Year against Racism aimed at raising awareness and promoting co-operation in 

                                                           
26  See also Recommendation 773 (1976) on De Facto Refugees, II (iii) which invites governments not to subject de 

facto refugees to restrictions regarding their political activities - with the exception of political rights in the strict 
sense which depend upon possessing the nationality of the country of residence. 

27  See also, Article 5, Chapter B - Consultative bodies to represent foreign residents at local level of the Council of 
Europe Convention on the Participation of Foreigners in Public Life at Local Level. 

28  As per the Starting Line Group' s "Proposals for Legislative Measures to Combat Racism and to Promote Equal 
Rights in the European Union", 1998. 

29  See also UNHCR Materials of the Experts Group Meeting on Freedom of Movement and Choice of Place of 
Residence in the CIS, 8-10 December 1997. 
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fighting racism and discrimination.30 During the same year, Article 13 of the Treaty of 
Amsterdam established the power of the European Union to act against discrimination 
based on, inter alia, racial or ethnic origin, religion or belief. The European 
Commission plans to make proposals for anti-discrimination legislation before the 
end of 1999.  

 
28. At a national level, since the introduction of the International Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination in 1965,31 many European states 
have adopted a wide range of approaches to promote equality and fight 
discrimination. Some countries have introduced measures which promote 
multiculturalism and acknowledge the presence of minorities and/or provide support 
for cultural growth and expression by refugee/migrant groups. Other countries have 
implemented programmes aimed at raising public awareness to combat racism and 
xenophobia, and allowing for preferential action for second generation 
refugees/immigrants. 32 

 
Recommendations 
 
29. The development of a tolerant inclusive society is a key prerequisite to the successful 

integration of refugees. Governments and decision-makers should provide political 
leadership and set the tone in public debate on tolerance and non-discrimination. 

 
30. Given the role of education in shaping public perceptions, training on human rights 

and refugee issues should be incorporated in relevant educational curricula. 
Intercultural education at schools and colleges and in the workplace should aim at 
promoting respect for differences, highlighting the benefits of cultural diversity and 
preparing people to live in an increasingly diverse society and economy. 

 
31. Refugees and local communities should be supported in adapting to changes in their 

environment and engaging in constructive dialogue and co-operation at local and 
national level.  

 
32. The Council of Europe should consider the development of a programme of activities 

educating the European public on cultural diversity issues. This could form part of the 
European Conference on Racism planned under the auspices of UN World 
Conference on Racism and scheduled to take place in January 2001. At the same time, 
UNHCR should continue playing a role in Europe-wide public awareness campaigns 
and the development of information/education materials on refugee issues.33 

 
 
 

                                                           
30  Prior to that, in 1993, the Council of Europe adopted the Vienna Declaration and a Plan of Action on combating 

racism, xenophobia, anti-Semitism and intolerance. 
31  The International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination commits all signatory 

states to "adopt all necessary measures for speedily eliminating racial discrimination…". A.1,2 however states that 
the Convention "shall not apply to distinctions, exclusions, restrictions or preferences made by a State Party to this 
Convention between citizens and non-citizens". 

32  Such action has mostly focused on targeted educational/training provision for young adults and migrant women. 
33  During 1998/99, UNHCR has been responsible for a public awareness campaign on refugee integration issues in 

the Member States of the European Union. 
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33. European governments should seek to introduce national anti-discrimination 
legislation and systems to monitor refugee access to the labour and housing markets 
as well as to health, social and other community services. Provisions should also be 
made for the introduction of easily accessible complaints systems and legal 
enforcement mechanisms. Emphasis should be given to providing intercultural 
training to members of law enforcement professions. All such measures should 
parallel those in place for ethnic minorities or migrant groups in individual countries. 

 
34. In the case of identification of distinct refugee disadvantage in a particular service 

sector, consideration should be given to the development of positive action initiatives 
to ensure the equal enjoyment of rights of refugees and members of the host society.34  

 
35. Any measures under the proposed European Union legislation on anti-discrimination 

should apply to both EU and third-country nationals permanently residing in EU 
member states without any distinctions or exclusions between citizens and non-
citizens.35 

 
The Socio-Cultural Framework of Integration36 
 
The Role of Civil Society37 
 
36. European societies differ considerably in the degree to which they embrace cultural 

diversity and the ways they deal with refugees and foreigners in general. Some 
societies endorse acceptance and promote tolerance of difference, while in others, 
there is an expectation of assimilation into the dominant culture. In some countries, a 
pluralistic approach and commitment to multiculturalism underpins all refugee 
integration activities and programmes. The role of public sphere institutions38 also 
differs considerably depending on the historical, cultural and political traditions of 
individual European countries. 

 
37. Across Europe, non-governmental and religious organisations often play a central 

role in advocating on behalf of refugees and providing specific information and 
integration services. At times, they also contribute to the development of 
opportunities for different groups in local communities to learn about others and to 
interact with them. In countries with a strong tradition of volunteerism, NGOs and  

                                                           
34  The principle of positive action is established in A.1, 4 of the International Convention on the Elimination of All 

Forms of Racial Discrimination where it is stated that "special measures taken for the sole purpose of securing 
adequate advancement of certain racial or ethnic groups or individuals requiring such protection as may be 
necessary in order to ensure such groups or individuals equal enjoyment or exercise of human rights and 
fundamental freedoms shall not be deemed racial discrimination provided…they do not lead to the maintenance of 
separate rights for different racial groups…". 

35  Detailed proposals for legislative measures to combat racism and to promote equal rights in the European Union 
have been made by the Starting Line Group in the form of a Draft Directive on Third Country Nationals and a 
Draft Council Directive Concerning the Elimination of Racial and Religious Discrimination. 

36   The Greek Refugee Council has compiled detailed documents on issues relating to community integration and 
cultural adaptation. These can be found in the Task Force on Integration web-site http://www.refugeenet.org 

37  Here, civil society is defined as "a sphere of dynamic and responsive public discourse between the state, the public 
sphere consisting of voluntary organisations and the market sphere concerning private firms and unions". 

38  Here, the term is used to describe a wide range of organisations operating in the public sphere including political 
parties, interest groups, welfare associations, social movements, religious bodies and the media. 
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religious organisations are involved in recruitment, training and management of volunteers.  
 
38. A major role in the socio-cultural integration of refugees is also played by the media. 

This role ranges from positive to negative. In some cases, media may perpetuate 
negative stereotypes of refugees or "foreigners" in general. Occasionally, they play a 
key role in the fight for equal rights by exposing racism and discrimination and 
"mirroring" inequalities. In their role as purveyors of art -television, radio, music 
recordings - the media can also contribute to the way refugees may or may not 
participate in the cultural evolution of the society they live in. 

 
Recommendations 
 
39. ECRE emphasises the importance of close links and multi-sector alliances of social 

actors involved in refugee issues. Such alliances should seek the involvement of 
representatives of the media, political parties, local municipalities and businesses, 
the police, local/national non-governmental organisations and other associations. 
They should be developed in partnership with refugee community representatives. 

 
40. In close consultation with refugees, non-governmental and church organisations 

need to play a central role in refugee integration debates by appraising public policy 
responses, mediating between host and refugee communities and seeking to 
influence public opinion. Their work should seek to mobilise resources from all 
sectors of the society and the wider public. 

 
41. A key priority for the non-governmental sector across Europe should be the 

participation of refugees as service users and providers in the conception, 
development, organisation and evaluation of integration services and policies. With 
regard to policy and service evaluation, ECRE proposes that providers of integration 
services, in close consultation with refugees and/or their community representatives, 
undertake to develop commonly agreed criteria for assessing the quality and 
effectiveness of integration interventions at national and European level.  

 
42. Such criteria could be based upon objective and/or subjective considerations and 

include: labour market position and earnings capacity; legal status/residence rights; 
political rights; knowledge of the language of the host country; levels of 
participation in social and cultural activities; degree of refugee satisfaction with life 
in host country; levels of refugee recognition and appreciation of values, norms and 
attitudes of host society; public attitudes towards refugees; and host society 
recognition of and respect for the values and beliefs of refugee populations.  

 
43. There is the need to change public perceptions of refugees and promote alternative 

media messages based upon well-documented and comprehensive information. 
ECRE considers that an important challenge for the European non-governmental 
sector is the development of information/media strategies which build upon quality 
material and thorough research while being presented in a user-friendly format.  The 
potential of cultural events and other communication means (drama, literature, film, 
sports) should be explored further. 
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44. Some trade unions have played an important role in promoting positive attitudes and 
dispelling prejudice in the workplace. ECRE recommends that trade unions 
undertake to educate their members on "diversity management"39 in the work place 
and involve employees with a refugee background in their activities as members 
and/or elected representatives. They should also engage in lobbying major employers 
and/or employers' associations and highlighting the potential contributions refugees 
can make in the workplace.   

 
45. At a European level, ECRE emphasises the importance of action against 

discrimination as outlined in the 1995 Joint Declaration of Social Partners.40 
 
Refugees as Social Actors in the Country of Asylum 
 

46. Refugee empowerment is critical in refugee integration. Some countries focus on the 
development of refugee community organisations. These provide a focal point for 
community activities, facilitate the development of political self-confidence, and act 
as intermediaries between individual refugee members and the host community. 
Another type of public intervention emphasises refugee self-development and 
expression through cultural or recreational activities. 

 
Recommendations 
 
47. In order to promote the active participation of refugees in European host societies, 

ECRE stresses the importance of enabling refugees to use their own resources and 
skills to help each other, particularly newcomers, and represent their interests and 
those of their family and community to service providers and decision makers. 

 
48. National funding should be made available to facilitate the development of refugee 

organisations and self-help groups as well as the co-ordination of refugee 
organisations' activities at regional and national level.  

 
49. Special consideration should be given to supporting initiatives which promote refugee 

women and young people' s participation in decisions affecting their lives and provide 
them with facilities to meet and participate in the public sphere in their own right. 

 
50. European Union financial support should be provided for activities which enable 

refugees to network with each other and with host society institutions at local, 
regional, national and European level. 

 

                                                           
39  The term is used to refer to training directed to managers and aiming to emphasise the importance of valuing 

difference in the workplace. It argues that ethnic, racial and sexual groups have different cultural styles of working 
which should not be negatively labelled.  

40  The social partners are represented at European level through the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC), 
the Union of Industries of the European Community (UNICE) and the European Centre for Public Enterprise 
(CEEP). 
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The Structural Framework of Integration 
 
Institutional Arrangements 
 
51. Refugees face a number of barriers to integration resulting from their experiences of 

flight and involuntary exile; lack of knowledge of the language of the host country; 
isolation; problems of adaptation during the first years; and physical and mental 
health problems relating to past trauma and possibly torture. They also encounter a 
range of disadvantages relating both to social and economic factors, reception phase 
conditions and the shortcomings in some policies and practices of service providers in 
European states.  

 
Recommendations 
 
52. ECRE proposes that within the spirit of the 1951 Convention, European governments 

recognise refugees as "individuals with special needs" and therefore distinct service 
requirements during the initial phase of their integration in a host society. 
Interventions should be needs-led and based upon a recognition of the diversity of 
refugee populations. In some cases, it should be acknowledged that interventions 
might be necessary at a later stage of the integration process. 

 
53. Government action should consist of two inter-linked strategies: a) preparing 

individual refugees to function in society, fulfil their legal obligations and actively 
participate in the socio-economic development of the community they live in;41 but 
also b) making the economic, social, cultural and physical environment more 
accessible and welcoming to refugees.  

 
54. Policy makers and service providers, particularly in the areas of health, education and 

employment advice, should be trained in the consequences of language difficulties, 
physical and psychological trauma and cultural/religious differences on the integration 
process of refugees.  

 
55. There are considerable differences in programmes and practices addressing the needs 

of refugees throughout Europe. Government policies and resource allocations for 
refugee integration need to be compatible with social protection arrangements specific 
to individual European countries. It is advisable that countries with extensive systems 
of social protection for a range of vulnerable groups develop time-limited refugee-
specific policies/programmes. Such initiatives could either address refugee-specific 
needs or act as "bridges" to mainstream provision. They could be combined with 
services provided to migrant or minority groups. The overall objective should be the 
eventual incorporation of refugee perspective(s) in minority/equality and general 
policies.  

 
 
 
 

                                                           
41   Refugee skills and personal development could also facilitate the eventual return of refugees to their home country 

if the circumstances enable them to return in safety and dignity. 
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56. In countries with less regulated/non group-specific social policy traditions, it might be 
inappropriate to establish distinct arrangements for refugees. In this case, mainstream 
social policy should make provisions for special interventions - rather than separate 
treatment - to address the potential disadvantages faced by refugees and cater for 
specific needs such as in the areas of mental health or legal aid.   

 
57. In all cases, interventions need to incorporate a gender perspective and involve 

refugee women in the design, implementation and evaluation of integration 
programmes.42  

 
58. Given the European dimension of refugee integration, ECRE proposes that structural 

funds should be available to support the realisation of EU-devised targets for refugee 
integration.43 Specific funding should be set aside to continue supporting innovation 
in approaches to refugee socio-economic integration and information sharing and 
promote the development of comparative and longitudinal research on refugee 
integration in Europe.44 

 
59. With regard to Central and Eastern European states, ECRE recommends that a 

funding programme to support developments relating to the integration of refugees in 
those countries should be established. Provisions should also be made to ensure that 
the proposed Pre-Accession Structural Instruments, set up through the EU 
enlargement process, be used to finance projects on refugee integration and facilitate 
co-operation between projects based in the EU and Central/Eastern Europe. 

 
Access to the Labour Market45 
 
60. Very few European countries allow asylum seekers to work during the period they 

await a decision on their application for asylum. Some countries grant people the right 
to work after six months from applying for asylum. In others, differentiated rights are 
granted to asylum seekers in terms of the type of work they are entitled to and the 
length of time they can engage in employment.  

 
61. Upon status recognition, most Convention refugees are automatically granted a 

permission to work.46 In some countries however, the granting of complementary 
forms of protection to individuals not recognised at risk of persecution under the 1951 
Convention only entails a restricted right to employment.  

 

                                                           
42 See also paragraph 47 of ECRE' s Position on Asylum Seeking and Refugee Women, December 1997. 
43  The European Social Fund and the Community Initiative EQUAL now contain specific references to refugees and 

asylum seekers. 
44  In 1997, the European Commission launched the implementation of budget line B3-4113 - Measures to Assist 

Refugees. In Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), limited financial assistance can sometimes be provided through 
the PHARE-LIEN Programme. 

45 The British Refugee Council has compiled detailed documents on issues relating to refugee employment which 
can be found in the Task Force on Integration web-site http://www.refugeenet.org 

46  The only notable exception being Luxembourg where the residence permit does not entail an automatic 
permission to work. 
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Recommendations 
 
62. ECRE affirms that lack of access to the labour market during the initial period of 

arrival in a country of asylum seriously hinders refugee integration in the long term. It 
recommends that any restrictions on employment be lifted at the earliest possible 
stage and not later than six months from the time of the initial application for 
asylum.47 In addition to receiving permission to work, asylum seekers should also be 
supported in accessing the labour market and participating in basic vocational 
training. Family members should equally benefit from arrangements applying to 
principal asylum applicants. 

 
63. ECRE argues that employment restrictions risk pushing people into illegal work or 

encouraging dependency on public assistance. In particular, it views limitations on the 
employment rights of Convention refugees to be in violation to the UN Convention 
Relating to the Status of Refugees.48 It urges national governments to grant refugees 
and persons with complementary protection status unconditional rights to 
employment and automatic access to work permits.49 Any employment restrictions 
justified by national security and citizenship considerations should be minimal and 
based upon reasonable grounds.  

 
64. A great number of refugees across Europe face problems of unemployment, 

underemployment, downward mobility and employment insecurity despite high-level 
qualifications and/or requalification in the host country. ECRE recommends that 
programmes promoting refugee labour participation should be individually tailored 
with interventions being built upon a thorough understanding of the state of the labour 
market and linked to general economic regeneration/development strategies.  

 
65. Priority should firstly be given to addressing language, communication and labour 

market orientation needs. A second phase could involve the development of 
employment access programmes which take into account refugee skills and 
knowledge, past experience, professional interests and future aspirations. Attempts 
should be made to facilitate "on the job" learning through a mixture of work or 
voluntary placements and further training.  

 
66. Special emphasis should be given to increasing refugee women' s participation in 

employment programmes through provision of information on employment and social 
assistance rights and assistance with childcare or transport/mobility difficulties. 

 
 
 
 

                                                           
47  See also paragraph 37 of ECRE' s Position on the Reception of Asylum Seekers (June 1997). 
48  Article 17 of the 1951 Convention prescribes that refugees are to be accorded the best treatment given to nationals 

of any other country by treaty or by practice. Upon signing however, the Benelux and Scandinavian countries 
submitted reservations to A. 17(1) to the effect that the clause would not apply to their regional economic and 
customs agreements.  

49  See also Articles 18 (self-employment), 19 (liberal professions) and 24 (1) (a) (labour legislation) UN Convention 
Relating to the Status of Refugees, Article 23, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Articles 6, 7 International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Article 5, International Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Racial Discrimination, Part 1,1, European Social Charter. 
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67. A key component of employment interventions is the establishment of partnerships 
between institutions such as Chambers of Commerce, public and private sector 
employers, local/regional development agencies, trade unions and employment advice 
providers. Consideration should be given to the development of mentoring schemes 
involving retired/active business people; workplace awareness-raising based upon 
"refugee success stories"; and the setting up of employment networking opportunities. 
At all times, refugees should be involved in the design, implementation and 
evaluation of strategies addressing their needs. They should also be engaged as "role 
models" mentoring people to jobs and self employment on the basis of their past 
experiences.  

 
68. The Treaty of Amsterdam states that employment will be treated as a "common 

concern" by EU member states which commit themselves to co-ordinate their actions. 
At the EU Summit on Employment in November 1997, an agreement was reached on 
EU-wide Employment Guidelines which are to underpin National Action Plans on 
Employment. The 1999 Employment Guidelines include among their 
recommendations to Member States the promotion of "social inclusion and equality of 
opportunity for disadvantaged groups".50 Within this context, ECRE recommends that 
government measures to reduce unemployment in the European Union should pay 
particular attention to the employment situation of recognised refugees and people 
with complementary protection.  

 
Discrimination in the labour market 
 
69. Refugees often face problems of direct or indirect discrimination in the labour market 

which are difficult to prevent in practice even in countries with strong anti-
discrimination legislation. European governments should seek to introduce legislation 
and racial harassment monitoring systems to fight discrimination in the labour market 
and promote equality of opportunity. Easily accessible complaints systems and legal 
enforcement mechanisms should be made available.  

 
70. Similarly, national governments, non-governmental and church organisations have a 

key role to play in sensitising employers and trade unions to the existence of valuable 
skills and knowledge among refugees and their potential contribution in the 
workplace. The dissemination of positive images of refugees and best practice in 
employment should be promoted through intercultural training and public awareness 
campaigns.  

 
71. The European Commission should play an important role in sensitising the European 

Social Partners through information provision. The forthcoming anti-discrimination 
measures under Article 13 of the Treaty of Amsterdam51 should be equally applicable 
to refugees without making a distinction between EU citizens and non-citizens.  

 

                                                           
50  Vienna European Council, Presidency Conclusions, 11-12 December 1998. 
51  Article 13 of the Treaty of Amsterdam provides for "appropriate action to combat discrimination based on sex, 

racial or ethnic origin, religion or belief, disability, age or sexual orientation. 
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Recognition of Overseas Qualifications 
 
72. Difficulties in accessing the labour market and downward mobility represent key 

problems facing refugees. An additional barrier relates to the lack of recognition of 
overseas qualifications and past work experience. In some countries, there exist 
systems of "certification of competencies" which aim to facilitate recognition of 
foreign qualifications and work experience on an individual basis. In other cases, 
methods, such as AP(E)L [Assessment of Prior (Experiential) Learning], have been 
developed to help refugees evaluate past experiences.  

 
Recommendations 
 
73. ECRE recommends that a system of recognition of previous experience and 

qualifications should be set up at EU level. This should establish EU-wide 
verification and assessment criteria and a set of recommended practice for bridging 
gaps between refugee qualifications' levels and industry or education standards in 
countries of durable asylum. In the case of certain professions, attempts should be 
made for the creation of recognised "top up" courses. 52 All such measures should 
parallel those in place for third country nationals. 

 
74. Refugee assisting NGOs and other advice providers should seek to develop a 

thorough understanding of mechanisms of recognition of overseas qualifications. 
Emphasis should also be placed on establishing the rights, if any, of some refugees 
with regard to the recognition of their qualifications under relevant bilateral 
agreements which some European governments have signed.  

 
Vocational Training53 
 
Recommendations 
 
75. Vocational training should be seen as a tool leading to the employment of refugees 

rather than an end in itself. Vocational training programmes should be in tune with 
the current and future needs of the labour market and be time-specific leading to 
either work experience placements or employment.  

 
76. In order to facilitate refugee access to vocational training, information services should 

be set up in individual countries. These should aim to provide easily accessible 
information on mainstream and refugee-specific vocational training programmes.  

 
 
 

                                                           
52  See also Council of Europe European conventions in the field of recognition of academic qualifications including: 

No 15, European Convention on the equivalence of diplomas leading to admission to universities and its Protocol 
(No 49); No 21, European Convention on the equivalence of periods of university study; No 32, European 
Convention on the academic recognition of university qualifications;  and No 138 European Convention on the 
general equivalence of periods of university study.  The 1997 Joint Convention of the Council of Europe and 
UNESCO attempts to address issues relating to the recognition of previous qualifications for the purpose of 
education only. 

53  France Terre d' Asile has compiled detailed documents on issues relating to refugee vocational training which can 
be found in the Task Force on Integration web-site http://www.refugeenet.org 
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77. "Bridging" programmes should be established to support refugees in developing 
flexible training and labour market participation targets. These should consist of pre-
vocational training courses, job-specific language training, labour market orientation, 
career advice and job search skills' development. They should be linked to 
employment access courses and seek to involve public and private sector employers in 
"on the job" training.  

 
78. Tailored programmes should also be developed to address problems of access in skills 

training faced by refugee women. They should be flexible and aim to help women to 
overcome cultural constraints or barriers, such as the need for child care, that impede 
their utilisation of training and educational opportunities. They should aim to 
empower women to undertake new roles in support of themselves and their families.  

 
79. Refugee involvement in vocational training and integration-related programmes 

should be based on trust and goodwill rather than coercion. Imposition of sanctions 
for non-attendance should be in parity with compliance requirements applying to 
nationals and should follow a careful evaluation of the format and content of training 
programmes.  

 
80. Given the effect of the reception phase on long-term refugee integration or return 

prospects, basic training provision should be made available to asylum seekers as 
soon as they submit an application. Such training should focus on the development of 
skills or knowledge which could be equally useful in the case of settlement in the host 
country, preparation for return and reintegration in the country of origin or 
resettlement in a third country. 

 
81. Through the European Social Fund, the European Commission has funded a number 

of vocational training programmes targeting refugees living in EU countries. National 
governments should be encouraged to use their discretion under the new structural 
funds to support the continuing development of vocational training resources for 
refugees. Similar arrangements should be made for accession countries within the 
context of EU enlargement.  

 
Education54  
 
82. Education is a powerful tool in the process of adaptation and social integration.55 It 

promotes the personal development of refugees while at the same time improving 
their chances to contribute to the host society through participation in the labour 
market.  

 
 
 
 

                                                           
54  The World University Service (UK) has compiled detailed documents on issues relating to refugee education 

which can be found in the Task Force on Integration web-site http://www.refugeenet.org 
55  See also Article 22, UN Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees; Article 26, Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights; Article 13, International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights;  Article 4, UNESCO 
Convention against Discrimination in Education; Article 28, Convention on the Rights of the Child; Protocol No 
1, Article 2, European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms. 
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83. Some countries organise language tuition for refugees as part of comprehensive 
integration programmes for newcomers. Their duration can range from three months 
to three years. In some cases, attendance is compulsory for those receiving social 
assistance. In other countries, there are no arrangements for free language classes. 

 
Recommendations 
 
84. ECRE recommends that provision should be made for special education or language 

programmes for refugees during the initial phase of integration. Financial support on a 
parity with nationals of the host country should also be available for general 
educational purposes and for bridging the gap between refugees' original 
qualifications and entry requirements for further mainstream education in the host 
country.  

 
85. All refugees granted leave to stay in a European country should be entitled to a 

minimum number of hours of free language tuition. Special arrangements should be 
made for carers in terms of assistance with child-care. 

 
86. Tuition arrangements need to be accessible and tailored to the needs and educational 

requirements of refugees. A range of courses should be made available including 
intensive/accredited courses, courses dealing with problems of literacy and/or geared 
towards vocational training/career development or socio-cultural orientation in the 
country of durable asylum.  

 
87. Arrangements should also be in place for asylum seekers to acquire basic language 

skills during the initial period of arrival in the country of asylum.  
 
The Education of Refugee Children 
 
88. Schooling is an essential part of the integration process of refugee children. By 

teaching a common language, providing opportunities to achieve a better socio-
economic position in life and preparing pupils to live harmoniously in pluralist 
societies, schools play a key role not only as centres of knowledge acquisition but also 
as places of formal and informal preparation of refugee children to live in a new 
society.  

 
Recommendations 
 
89. Intercultural training should be widely available in order to sensitise teachers and 

other school staff of the effect of refugee experiences on children's learning processes. 
Awareness raising might also be necessary with curriculum development bodies.  

 
90. Education departments should seek to support the development of appropriate 

methodologies to assess prior education gaps in refugee children's progress, recognise 
competency in mother tongue languages and develop benchmarks to assess the 
acquisition of national language skills.  
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91. Refugee parents/carers should be empowered to participate in the education of their 
children and in managing school affairs. When possible, schools should seek to 
employ intercultural mediators to facilitate the introduction of newly arrived refugee 
children to the educational curriculum and school environment of the country of 
asylum. 

 
92. There are a number of difficulties encountered by refugee young people who might be 

deemed too old to join children's reception classes and too young to attend adult 
language courses or career counselling. ECRE recommends that  educational 
providers develop special language and educational/career guidance programmes for 
14-19 year old refugees. These should act as "bridges" to mainstream education or 
training provision. 

 
Housing56 
 
93. Shelter is a basic human right and necessity. The conditions in which people live 

determine to a great extent their health, well-being and ability to engage in gainful 
occupation, pursue self-improvement through education and recreation and in 
consequence attain a decent standard of living.57 

 
94. There are considerable differences in housing provision for refugees in European 

states. In some countries, local municipalities allocate housing to refugees on the 
basis of a quota system or availability of accommodation. In other countries, refugees 
have to find their own housing in the private or public housing sectors. In some cases, 
short-term accommodation for refugees is available through reception centres which 
also provide social assistance to refugees. 

 
Recommendations 
 
95. ECRE recommends that European states guarantee the basic human right of "shelter" 

to all persons in need of international protection independently of their status.  
 
96. It recommends that Convention refugees and people with a complementary protection 

status are given choice as to where to settle and enjoy full access to housing rights.58 
Upon receiving a permission to stay, people accommodated in reception centres 
should be given all necessary information to make an "informed decision" following 
full consideration of the type and location of housing which might be available to 
them.  

 
 
 
 

                                                           
56  The Dutch Refugee Council has compiled detailed documents on issues relating to refugee housing which can be 

found in the Task Force on Integration web-site http://www.refugeenet.org 
57   Article 21 of the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees imposes a positive obligation on states to 

accord refugees with "treatment as favourable as possible" with regard to housing.  
58  Article 26, UN Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees; Article 12(1) & (3), International Covenant on 

Civil and Political Rights;  Protocol No 4, Article 2, European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights 
and Fundamental Freedoms. 
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97. In the case of countries with centralised systems of refugee allocation in public 
housing, consideration should be given to the presence of family ties or community 
links in the area where refugees are to be settled, as well as to employment and 
educational opportunities and the availability of integration facilities. In all cases, 
refugees should be involved in decisions affecting their livelihoods. Past experiences 
of successes or failures in refugee settlement need to also be taken into account. 

 
98. Among the key prerequisites to enabling refugees to exercise choice are: access to 

information about housing options and the profile of individual regions; financial 
resources in the form of income support and housing assistance; and an unrestricted 
right to employment.  

 
99. Entitlements to housing allowances and other social benefits should not be tied to 

residence in a specific geographical area. No differential treatment should be applied 
to Convention refugees, persons granted complementary protection and nationals of 
the country of durable asylum.  

 
100. Direct and indirect discrimination in the housing sector needs to be tackled. European 

governments should introduce anti-discrimination legislation to be supported in its 
implementation by funding provision for developing mediation services, establishing 
systems of monitoring racial harassment incidents and dealing with problems of 
spatial segregation.  

 
101. Consideration should also be given to the establishment of programmes to sensitise 

refugees as to their rights and obligations under housing legislation. In order to 
facilitate access to the private rental market, funds should be made available to non-
governmental organisations to enable them to develop refugee rent-guarantee 
schemes. 

 
102. Local government, service providers and the wider public should be informed of the 

presence and needs of refugee populations moving into their area.  Public awareness 
activities should focus on increasing understanding among the general public, 
building links between refugees and local inhabitants and highlighting the positive 
contributions refugees can make if made to feel welcome and included.  

 
103. Politicians and public opinion leaders should provide leadership to the debate with 

non-governmental organisations and local authorities playing a key mediation role. 
Priority should be given to programmes orienting refugees to the customs and way of 
living of the host populations. 

 
104. European governments/regional bodies should introduce regulations linked to funding 

criteria for urban renewal programmes in order to encourage local authorities and 
other providers to consult with local communities (including refugee residents) on the 
implementation of urban policies. 
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Health59 
 
105. According to the definition of the World Health Organisation (WHO), health is "a 

state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence 
of disease or infirmity."60 People's quality of life and capacity for personal 
development depend on their physical and mental well-being.  

 
106. Refugees can suffer from a range of health problems relating to their experiences of 

political persecution, torture and imprisonment and the conditions of flight from their 
country of origin. Their state of health can also be affected by multiple deprivation 
experiences,61 prolonged separation from family members, difficulties with cultural 
adaptation and lack of perspective of one's future during lengthy asylum 
determination procedures and once they have been granted leave to remain in a 
European country.  

 
107. There are differences in health provision for refugees in European countries. In some 

countries, people have restricted access to the national health systems during the 
asylum phase or when granted complementary protection. In other countries, they are 
entitled to services on the same grounds as nationals.  

 
108. In the case of recognised refugees, the granting of health rights does not always imply 

the full enjoyment of such rights. Access to services is often hindered by inflexible 
administrative procedures, financial requirements (like co-payments), limited or no 
refugee understanding of national health systems and lack of  awareness of refugee 
needs and care expectations by doctors and other medical professionals.  

 
109. Language difficulties can also constitute an important barrier to refugee health access. 

In some countries, interpreting services are available as part of the national health 
system. These are not always easily accessible or appropriate to refugee needs. In 
other countries, there is no interpreting assistance. 

 
110. Among some refugee communities in Europe, female genital mutilation (FGM) 

represents a major health concern. It is a controversial issue generating strong 
reactions from both refugee communities and health professionals. It involves 
immediate health risks for those subjected to it and has long term physical and 
psychological implications. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
59  The Italian Refugee Council has compiled detailed documents on issues relating to refugee health which can be 

found in the Task Force on Integration web-site http://www.refugeenet.org 
60  In 1977, the World Health Assembly decided that the major social goal of governments and WHO should be the 

attainment for all people of the world by the year 2000 of a level of health that would permit them to lead a 
socially and economically productive life. In 1981, the Assembly unanimously adopted a Global Strategy for 
Health for All to be implemented by the year 2000. 

61  Substandard housing, low income, social isolation, unemployment or underemployment. 
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111. In most European countries, NGOs as well as church organisations play a significant 
role in providing counselling, psychological and social support and medical treatment 
to refugees in need. In some countries,62 they are fully or partly funded by the state; in 
other countries,63 they rely on private donations and voluntary work. 

 
Recommendations 
 
112. ECRE considers that limited or no access to health provision together with lack of 

adequate and healthy reception conditions during the initial phase of arrival can 
seriously undermine refugee long-term health and integration prospects. It proposes 
that physical and mental health services should be made available to asylum seekers 
upon arrival in European countries of asylum.  

 
113. When developing strategies to facilitate refugee access and use of health services, 

primary consideration should be given to adopting working methods which create 
trust between health providers and refugees. In order to overcome barriers to health 
access, key priority should also be given to the establishment of interpreting and 
mediation services as well as the promotion of health education and prevention 
programmes (including oral and written information material).  

 
114. ECRE suggests that specialised refugee services should form a permanent part of 

mainstream health provision and benefit from long-term public support. They should 
act as "bridges" to mainstream provision and focus on specific care and treatment 
needs resulting from experiences in the country of origin and during a refugee's flight 
to safety and reception in host country. 

 
115. Physical and mental health interventions need to take into account the range of 

circumstances of a refugee's life. Health providers should seek as far as it is possible 
to develop culturally sensitive services which reconcile European norms of health 
with non-Western health orientations. Training for professionals, including doctors, 
nurses, interpreters and others, on refugee and cross-cultural issues should be made 
available at educational establishments and in the workplace. The involvement of 
refugees and/or their community representatives as trainers should be considered as 
appropriate.  

 
116. Refugee women should be fully informed of the range of health services in the 

country of asylum and be given the option of being attended by female medical 
professionals. Care should be taken to explain to women their choices concerning 
reproductive health and family planning, including information on the services 
available and the laws relating to abortion. 

 
117. In the case of refugee communities where female genital mutilation might be 

common, health authorities should seek to develop health awareness programmes 
targeting groups traditionally practising FGM. 

 
 

                                                           
62  Mostly in Northern Europe. 
63  In Southern Europe. 
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118. Health providers should adopt a common agreement on the care standards applying to 
refugees with mental health problems. Provisions should be made to avoid the 
stigmatisation of refugees who have experienced torture or other traumas. Special 
assistance, treatment and rehabilitation programmes should be made freely available 
and should cater for families as a whole where this is requested. Any arrangements 
should be gender-sensitive and take into account the effect of experiences of flight 
and exile on refugee short and long term well-being.   

 
Family Reunion 
 
Recommendations 
 
119. The principle of family unity and respect for family life is firmly established in 

international practice.64 ECRE recommends that family reunion should not be limited 
to people meeting the criteria of the 1951 Convention but also be extended to people 
granted a complementary protection status.65 

 
120. European governments should not impose restrictions on the right to family 

reunification of refugees and people with complementary protection status relating to 
length of residence, employment status, access to housing and earning capacity, or 
availability of documentation proving family links.66  

 
121. Attempts should be made to ensure that refugee families reunite with the least 

possible delay and at a minimum within the first six months from status 
determination. 

 
122. The right to family reunion should not be limited to immediate members of family.67 

Procedures should be in place to facilitate access to family reunification for common 
law or same sex partners as well as dependent extended-family members. 

 
123. Family members should be granted the same legal status and entitlements as the 

individual refugee(s) they are joining. They should have equal access to the labour 
market, educational and health facilities and other benefits available to people with a 
similar status. Access to specific integration programmes should also be guaranteed. 

 
                                                           
64  The 1951 Convention does not incorporate the principle of family unity in the definition of refugee. The majority 

of states however observe a recommendation on the protection of a refugee' s family included in the Final Act of 
the 1951 UN Conference on the Status of Refugees and Stateless Persons. Also see Convention on the Rights of 
the Child, A. 10 & 20, International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, A. 10(1), International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights A. 17 & 23(1), Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and 
Fundamental Freedoms, A.8, EXCOM Conclusions No 9 (1977) and No 24 (1981). See also ECRE position on 
Temporary Protection in the context of the Need for a Supplementary Refugee Definition, March 1997, par. 24. 

65 Also see Conclusion No 15, EXCOM, 1979, General Principles e) about the right to family reunification not being 
limited to situations of permanent asylum. 

66 EXCOM Conclusion No 24 on Family Reunification states that "when deciding on family reunification, the 
absence of documentary proof of the formal validity of a marriage or of the filiation of children should not per se 
be considered as an impediment". 

67  UNHCR' s Handbook on Procedures and Criteria for Determining Refugee Status considers as a minimum 
requirement the inclusion of the spouse and minor children. It however acknowledges that in practice, other 
dependants, such as aged parents of refugees, are normally considered for family reunion if living in the same 
household. EXCOM Conclusion No 24 states "it is hoped that countries of asylum will apply liberal criteria in 
identifying those family members who can be admitted with a view to promoting a comprehensive reunification of 
the family". 
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124. Special consideration should be given to the family reunion requirements of 
unaccompanied refugee children68 and elderly refugees. 

  
Data on Refugees   
 
Recommendations 
 
125. In most European countries, there is little information on the socio-economic situation 

of Convention refugees and persons afforded complementary protection. ECRE 
proposes that European governments should give consideration to the development of 
centralised information resources on refugees. Such resources would facilitate the 
collating of relevant statistical data and enable European governments and non-
governmental organisations to critically assess the quality and effectiveness of refugee 
integration programmes.  

 
126. Data collection should be on a longitudinal basis and allow for analysis of the 

situation of second generation refugees. 
 
127. Any introduction of systems to monitor refugee integration in Europe should be 

preceded, when relevant, by consultations with refugees and/or their representatives at 
national level. These should aim to establish acceptable methods of statistical 
information collation in order to justify and implement special measures in favour of 
refugees. 

 
128. In order to improve the accessibility of research, ECRE recommends that provisions 

should be made for the compilation of short summary descriptions of research 
findings in English, French and Russian. 

 
Financing Integration  
 
129. There are considerable variations in the level of resources used by European 

governments to promote refugee integration. These often reflect differences in social 
protection systems across Europe. Some countries spend a high proportion of the 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) on social welfare and have well-developed refugee 
integration and general welfare programmes. Other countries have less developed 
social protection and integration systems reflecting welfare expenditure levels below 
22% of their GDP. With growing problems of social exclusion and marginalization of 
indigenous as well as immigrant populations in Europe, there is increasing 
government and public concern as to the level of resources used to facilitate refugee 
integration. 

 

                                                           
68  Article 22 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child prescribes that States Parties shall provide co-operation to 

trace the parents or other members of the family of any refugee child in order to obtain information necessary for 
reunification with his or her family. See ECRE' s Position on Refugee Children ( November 1996). 
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Recommendations 
 
130. ECRE considers the financing of refugee integration to be a key government 

responsibility. When calculating the cost of refugee integration programmes, 
European governments should take into consideration the long-term economic and 
social costs associated with risks of refugee marginalization in the case of public non-
intervention at an early stage. Given the European dimension of refugee integration 
and on the basis of solidarity across Europe, structural and targeted EU funding needs 
to continue being available to realise EU-wide targets of refugee integration.  

 

131. Considerable investment needs to be made in services during the reception phase in 
order to enable people to develop the necessary skills and knowledge which facilitate 
integration in the host country in the case of a positive asylum decision.  

 
132. Investment should also be made in educational measures to enable people to gain 

qualifications useful for rebuilding their home country in case of return. 
 

         
 September 1999 
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ANNEX: Relevant International Instruments 
 
• Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) 
 
• International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966) 
 
• International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966) 
 
• 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and the 1967 Protocol 
 
• International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 

Discrimination (1965) 
 
• Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) 
 
• UNESCO Convention against Discrimination in Education (1960) 
 
• European Social Charter (1961) 
 
• Additional Protocol to the European Social Charter (1995) 
 
• European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental 

Freedoms (1950) 
 
• European Convention on Social Security (1972) 
 
• European Agreement on Transfer of Responsibility for Refugees (1980) 
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