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Listen Up!

How to best make one’s voice heard in national debates and spread the message about successful practices under the EQUAL Asylum Seekers Theme has from the very start been a critical element in the work of the Swedish National Thematic Network. The network successfully took on this challenge by finding innovative ways to make policy-makers more aware of what was happening on the ground. Not only did this include the creation of a ‘reference group’ which ensures a high standard of work, but the National Thematic Network also helped to establish an Inter-ministerial Policy Group where the results of initiatives under the EQUAL programme as well as the European Refugee Fund could be communicated to others. 

The reference group, chaired by Anita Gradin, a former European Commissioner for immigration, home affairs and justice and Swedish cabinet minister, was set up at the beginning of 2005, meeting twice a year. The group looks at the work of the Swedish national network and ensures the quality of studies and practices that have been developed. By bringing together high-level actors from various fields, including political, cultural, media and research representatives as well as former asylum seekers, this group provides invaluable insights and perspectives from different points of view. By visiting projects, participating in seminars, reviewing studies in previously un-researched areas, and putting a ‘quality stamp’ on the work of the EQUAL projects, reference group members provide excellent channels to spread the messages in their respective fields. Anita Gradin is very enthusiastic about the prospects of the future work of the group: ‘Even though the reference group has only just started and we have only met twice so far, members are very engaged, and it is clear that they find this to be a very meaningful task. They are also present in other important fora where they can – and I am sure will – spread the results of the EQUAL projects.’

The Inter-ministerial Policy Group met for the first time in the beginning of 2005. It was specifically set up for sharing information between representatives of the main ministries, including the Ministry of Industry, Employment and Communications and the Foreign Ministry, and people from EQUAL projects. Having the chance to meet members of this group allows the EQUAL projects to have direct contact with all the right ministry representatives simultaneously and a unique possibility to inform them about what is happening on the ground. The members of the policy group will continue to meet on a regular basis, which gives the National Thematic Network excellent opportunities to make an impact on policy while informing the right people at ministry level about the successful results of the EQUAL programme. 

Jan Erlandsson, Director at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Department for Migration and Asylum Policy explains: ‘The NTN has acted as a motor to launch a debate on different burning issues in a way which could not have been done by authorities or NGOs alone. The fact that there are so many different representatives in the group is very important as it gives a good balance between different views.’

Spreading the word
When the National Thematic Network started in 2002, the aim was clear: to act as a collective resource for Swedish EQUAL asylum seekers projects and help spreading the results of their work. The task was not easy! In Sweden, issues relating to asylum seekers are dealt with by three different ministries, and it was less than straight-forward to find the right people. In addition, there were only three EQUAL asylum seekers projects set up in Sweden. This signalled the need for a combined effort with authorities, researchers and other organisations working actively on the integration of asylum seekers in order to create a wider base when trying to impact on policy and systems.

‘When the network started, the political climate was characterised by apathy: the issues dealt with in the Asylum Seekers Theme were not high on the political agenda,’ Stig Kattilakoski at the Swedish Integration Board comments. He continues: ‘Since that time, there has been increasing interest in this area, and the media has been devoting more and more space to issues related to asylum seekers and migrants.’

Moreover, Stig Kattilakoski explains that before the National Thematic Network was set up, the main actors were working pretty much in isolation, and that the creation of the group has been very important to bring actors together and create a forum for discussion which could impact on policy. There had been some attempts at collaboration prior to the network, but not to the extent which is now the case. 

As work started, it also became evident that there was little knowledge about the situation of asylum seekers arriving in Sweden and their predicament while awaiting a decision on their asylum application. Therefore, practices developed by the EQUAL projects to help asylum seekers integrate into society and enter the labour market were complemented by three national level studies
. 

The importance of new projects and studies in this area is emphasised by Anita Gradin: “Even though initiatives have been taken in Sweden for years to help asylum seekers enter the labour market and integrate into society, it must be kept in mind that these are very difficult and complex issues, and a lot of questions remain unanswered. One must stay open-minded and be prepared to re-evaluate work that is undertaken. It is sometimes easy to get stuck in old ways of doing things simply because it has ‘always’ been done in a certain way, and believe that therefore the solution has been found. But we all live in an evolving society and practices need to evolve with it.”
Strength in numbers 

The Swedish National Thematic Network brings together a broad partnership of actors working in different areas related to the labour market and social integration of asylum seekers.
“Many asylum seekers are traumatised, have been tortured, women have been raped, and children arrive here without their families. It is extremely important that they have something meaningful to do while they are waiting for a decision on their asylum applications. But asylum seekers who are in shock and traumatised cannot just start a job. The approach to helping them must be much more holistic – which demands partnership and co-operation amongst all actors who are in contact with asylum seekers, in particular NGOs which have invaluable experience in this area,” Anita Gradin says.
Instead of restricting the network to only involve EQUAL asylum seekers projects, projects under the umbrella of the European Refugee Fund (ERF) offering labour market integration activities were also invited to join. By acting together and supporting each other’s work, it would be easier to share results and get relevant actors at ministry level to listen up and initiate debate. The invitation went out to Bitte Konrad, responsible for ERF projects at the Swedish Migration Board. Bitte responded with enthusiasm and found it to be an excellent idea: “I was impressed with the idea of a broad thematic network from the start, and it has proved to work very well. This is something I want to also implement for the other ERF projects not participating in this group,” she says.
Representatives of the two relevant Swedish authorities, the Migration Board and the Integration Board, also provided important inputs to the network. When Christian Rabergh, who worked for the Swedish ESF Council and was responsible for the Asylum Seekers Theme under EQUAL in Sweden, contacted Stig Kattilakoski at the Swedish Integration Board and explained that they were forming an National Thematic Network aiming to spread good practices and impact on policy on the integration of asylum seekers, Stig did not hesitate: ‘Both from a social and public financial perspective it is completely irresponsible not to act – both with a view to the individuals affected and society at large’, he explains. 

The National Thematic Network has been particularly active, and not only initiated a reference group and helped establishing an Inter-Ministerial Policy Group; the network also used several innovative information tools to make its work known to the outside world. A frequently visited website (www.temaasyl.se) contains updated information not only on EQUAL projects but also on national and EU level policies, a database with descriptions of relevant projects developed under other programmes and an events section. Flyers, documents and booklets on the asylum seekers theme have also been produced as well as a newsletter which is distributed to 1,000 policy-makers and other relevant actors on a monthly basis. 

A number of seminars and a conference, which provided further opportunities for dialogue between relevant Ministries and organisations working at the grass-root level in Sweden, were organised by the national network. In October 2005, a major conference involving European Commission and Ministry representatives, as well as EQUAL project workers from various European countries was held in Gothenburg in order to foster debate and share results from Round 1 of EQUAL. These events allowed for a two-way exchange of knowledge between the Ministries and other organisations. Such exchanges of information included up-to-date policy developments at government level, and presentations of successful practices and relevant studies by NGOs. This direct exchange and contact between Ministry representatives and grass-root level actors, gave the Ministry representative the possibility to react to proposals and suggestions from NGOs, and explain why certain proposals would be possible to implement or not, which was much appreciated.

Bitte Konrad at the Migration Board sums up the evolution of the network’s work: ‘Instead of only following up on the work of the projects, our work now also includes monitoring ongoing policy developments. This gives the National Thematic Network the chance to take a proactive approach – actually making things happen and impacting on policy.’’
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� ‘While we are waiting’, ‘The borders of welfare – from asylum reception to settlement’, and ‘Waiting under influence’.
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