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Conference Report

EQUAL European Conference: Asylum Seekers in the EU: The Challenges of Integration – 1 April 2004
1. Overview

The conference reviewed the progress of relevant aspects of the Common European Asylum System (CEAS). Although most of the legislation envisaged was in place, in practice progress on the CEAS had been slow. Since the European Council at Tampere momentum had not been maintained, the legislation had tended to be ‘watered down’ and there was less harmonisation than originally envisaged. Some positive aspects of the Tampere Conclusion had been diluted. The initial enthusiastic support from NGOs for the CEAS was now more reserved. There needed to be a closer link between what was happening on the ground and evidence on ‘what works when’ and the framing of legislation. The Directives that had been agreed, especially the Minimum Standards on Reception Directive, which directly effected the social and vocational integration of Asylum Seekers, needed to be reviewed as soon as possible.

The actual experience of partnerships within EQUAL was put to the test under the scrutiny of policy actors during the conference. It emerged that:

· Skills audits kept asylum seekers involved, and ensured that formal and informal qualifications were taken account of in considering education, training and work options. They could be undertaken at reasonable cost and had been successfully applied in different national contexts within the EU.

· The coordination of services for asylum seekers was critical. EQUAL had helped a partnership to use Information and Communication Technology (ICT) to make best use of very limited available resources in Greece.

· Language competence was an important route to the social integration of asylum seekers. Linking language training to vocational training had speeded learning for young African asylum seekers within a partnership in Austria.

· Where asylum seekers were restricted from taking employment ‘work shadowing’ had brought benefits both to the asylum seeker and the host community. The process had helped employers recognise and eventually realise the benefits of engaging asylum seekers and refugees.

· Partnerships had worked constructively at the transnational level across the varied national legislative and institutional contexts. Despite these variations lessons had been drawn from practice in one context and transferred to another. Indeed the national variations and the likelihood of eventual harmonisation and improvements in standards provided strong rationales for transnational learning.

The constructive work within EQUAL could be contrasted with the hostile view of asylum issues from much of the media in Member States (MS). The conference was also reminded of the wider issue of role of development and relations between the EU and third countries. Debates over asylum issues had been corrupted and confused but needed to be considered alongside wider issues of migration and social integration.

For the next round of EQUAL the key target audience would be national governments and the key task would be ‘mainstreaming’. EQUAL partnerships were to continue to generate persuasive evidence that interventions were cost effective and bring economic and social benefits. Such evidence should in turn inform the development of the CEAS.

The background paper, which was distributed prior to and during the conference, can be downloaded here. The paper provides an overview of policy developments in the field of asylum, EQUAL partnerships and emerging good practices, as well as considerations on the future of the CEAS and EQUAL especially in view of the Enlarged EU.

Click below for accessing descriptions of the individual sessions and individual presentations:

Session 1: Asylum Processes in the EU Today

Introduction by Marie Donnelly (DG Employment and Social Affairs)

Presentation on the CEAS by Menno Verheij (DG Justice and Home Affairs) (click here for his PowerPoint presentation)

An NGO perspective on the CEAS by Peer Baneke (ECRE)

Session 2: Social and Vocational Integration of Asylum Seekers in EQUAL

Step 1 – on arrival: SKILLS AUDITS

Step 2 – First services for asylum seekers: DATABASE TOOL FOR Asylum Seekers AND INTER-AGENCY WORKING

Step 3 – prevocational and vocational training to facilitate access to employment: SINDBAD PROJECT: ESOL AND VOCATIONAL TRAINING FOR 15-25 YEAR OLDS

Step 4 – Accessing employment or other forms of work experiences: BRIDGES TO WORK

Step 5 – Transnationality – comparing between countries: ASPIRE

Final points, Lasting impressions from the discussion

Session 3: The Future of Asylum: the Second Round of EQUAL, Accession and the CEAS

Reflections on the Previous Session and Questions

A Member State perspective

Key Messages and Conclusions of the International Conference

Results of the “WHO AM I?” test

The full downloadable PDF version of this Conference Report can be downloaded here.

2. Session 1<link>: Asylum processes in the EU today

	Key issues discussed:

· Despite the slowness of the negotiation process, significant progress had been reached on the CEAS following the Tampere conclusions. The MS were committed to the CEAS.

· There were questions as to whether the level of harmonisation had been high enough. This seemed to be mainly related to the MS having a high degree of leeway in the negotiation process.

· Blocking asylum seeker access to employment was debilitating and demoralising. It inhibited both integration and reintegration.


Facilitator:

Miriam O’Callaghan, Irish Television 

Speakers:

· Royston Brady, Lord Mayor of Dublin 

· Mary Donnelly, DG Employment and Social Affairs

· Menno Verheij, DG Justice and Home Affairs

· Peer Baneke, ECRE

Miriam O’Callaghan introduced the speakers.

The Lord Mayor Royston Brady welcomed the conference participants to Dublin.

Marie Donnelly <link> introduced the Asylum Seekers theme under the EQUAL programme. It had been only two years since the Barcelona conference and the work which had already been achieved was impressive. The collaboration which took place within the EQUAL partnerships was the most noteworthy aspect of this theme. There was a strong sense of networking and transnational work was an integral part. It was now important to examine how the knowledge and experience acquired through EQUAL could be relevant for policy-making. The key messages of the conference could be addressed to the three target audiences: EU ‘players’, national level ‘players’ and the media.

Menno Verheij <link> introduced the context of the CEAS. The Tampere European Council of October 1999 set the political agenda for the harmonisation of a common asylum system across the EU. This was a political goal to be achieved in view of the rising numbers of asylum seekers arriving in the EU and the unequal burden amongst MS. The first phase of the CEAS was set by Articles 62 and 63 of the Amsterdam Treaty which state that Council shall adopt by 1 May 2004 the following measures for harmonisation:

· Minimum standards on reception conditions;

· Common asylum procedures;

· The definition of a refugee and other persons who need protection;

· The determination of the member state responsible for examining an asylum application;

· Temporary protection in the case of mass influxes.

The end of the first phase of the CEAS was approaching but the ambition on the level of harmonisation had been disappointing. This was largely due to the unanimity requirement for adoption by the MS. In order to be able to agree, MS had to find their common denominator, which resulted in the minimum standards being watered down. The Nice Treaty allowed for a shift to qualified majority voting once the basic principles were identified. 

The harmonisation would continue in the so-called second phase. This could be done not only through adoption of additional legislation proposed by the Commission but also – perhaps primarily - through approximation of national practices through practical cooperation. The Commission would continue discussions with policy-makers and practitioners to discuss differences and exchange information and best practices. It could well be that in the second phase of the harmonisation process the emphasis would be with this ‘bottom-up’ approach instead of the ‘top-down’ approach which characterised negotiations on legislation.

Four Directives had been adopted or achieved political agreement so far: the Directive on temporary protection was adopted in July 2001, the Directive on minimum standards on reception in January 2003, and the Regulation determining the MS responsible for examining an asylum claim in February 2003. Political agreement had been reached on the proposed Directive on the qualification and status of refugees on 30 March 2004 and formal adoption would soon follow. The procedures Directive was still being negotiated
.

The Directive on reception included an Article on access to employment for asylum seekers. Article 11 stated that MS should determine a period of time during which asylum seekers had not access to the labour market. If after one year there was no decision on the asylum application, MS can then decide on the conditions for granting access to the labour market. The original Commission proposal had suggested a time period of 6 months, but many MS did not accept this. Now there was a reference to a time limit to be determined by MS, but it was not binding. In this case, MS only had to identify the conditions for access to the labour market. Experiences from EQUAL could provide valuable input here.

Peer Baneke <link> presented an NGO perspective on the employment of asylum seekers. Employment is key to prevent the exclusion of asylum seekers: it facilitates their integration and allows them to make a contribution to the host society. It can also help their return and reintegration to their country. Blocking access to employment is debilitating: it hampers integration and leads to isolation and dependence on state benefits or the black market. Asylum seekers must be offered employment which is appropriate to their needs and skills. Also, information should be given to employers on how to employ refugees and asylum seekers and qualifications need to be recognised. Asylum seekers should be given the opportunity to use their skills in order to avoid their demoralisation. 

ECRE and its member organisations welcomed Tampere and believed at the time that governments wanted a principled approach. There were Articles referring to the right to work in many of the Directives proposed under Tampere, but they only imposed very minimum rules. The temporary protection Directive, for example, which applied to large influxes of displaced persons, granted the right to gainful employment but set conditions which diminished this right. For example, MS might give priority to nationals and legal residents. In the Directive on reception, the Commission had proposed the right to work 6 months after the lodging of an asylum claim. This became 1 year and MS could still restrict the conditions under which asylum seekers had access to the labour market. Under the qualifications Directive, on which political agreement was reached, those benefiting from subsidiary forms of protection did not have free access to the labour market. This was included in the original Commission proposal. Such restriction was unacceptable as those benefiting from subsidiary forms of protection had similar needs as those with refugee status.

Was Tampere a success or failure? Clearly, governments were irresponsible and shortsighted in restricting employment to asylum seekers and those benefiting from subsidiary forms of protection. MS had too much leeway in the negotiation process, an approach which does not lead to harmonisation. It may have been better to use more practical measures like institutional cooperation, exchanging information on countries of origin and allowing for more input by decision-makers.

Mr Baneke ended his presentation by making five recommendations:

· The Commission could review Directives 18 months after their adoption and reassess them. This should be done for the Qualifications Directive, for example.

· MS should not lower legislation to minimum standards.

· ECRE and its members should continue to advocate for fair standards on future legislation.

· Support should be given to the practical work done by EQUAL which supports the employment of asylum seekers.

· The exchange of best practice should continue in order to make governments aware of possible benefits.

The presentations were followed by questions from the audience. The first question related to whether the right strategic process was used for negotiating and implementing Tampere and how this would impact on the second phase of Tampere.

Menno Verheij responded that the Dutch Presidency would be discussing the “Tampere II” political agenda. Despite the slowness of the process, still significant progress was reached on the CEAS. He considered it only natural that such a process would take time.

Peer Baneke added that at the Tampere European Council, the Heads of State and Government took a positive and principled direction but that the further negotiations and actual decisions were taken by the Justice and Home Affairs Ministers. Without the Tampere conclusions, however, the outcome would have been worse. The development of the CEAS was a matter of political choice and an opportunity to build a principled asylum policy. Peer Baneke reminded the participants that the EU was the result of the peace building that followed WWII, like the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the Geneva Convention.

Menno Verheij stressed that the MS were committed to the CEAS. It was however necessary to analyse the problems and examine the root causes first. Time and political will were then needed to address these root causes.

Peer Baneke remarked that ECRE and several other NGOs had asked the Commission to withdraw the proposal on the procedures Directive. He added that the negotiations on this Directive had been messy and unhelpful. Commissioner Vitorino had responded to ECRE’s request but indicated that a withdrawal would be premature and that he preferred to wait until the end of negotiations to see if there was a need to do so.

Marie Donnelly noted that the exchange which just occurred illustrated the importance of the debate that was being held. Frustration could be seen as an opportunity and “real life” experiences could certainly feed into the debate, which was a key part of mainstreaming activities.

Menno Verheij concluded that with regard to the procedures Directive, the Commission would not accept the latest version if it were in violation with international law. The Tampere conclusions also stated that the Geneva Convention must be respected. He further added that the European Parliament could ask the Commission to annul it if the Parliament would consider it non-compliant to the Geneva Convention.

3. Session 2<link>: Social and Vocational Integration of Asylum Seekers in Equal

	Key points discussed:

· Skills audits empower asylum seekers and ensure that skills and qualifications are taken account of in considering education, training and employment options. They have been applied successfully and at reasonable cost in different EU MS.

· Inter-agency cooperation is essential for integrating asylum seekers and for ensuring good partnership working. ICT has been used to enhance this process.

· Language skills empower people to structure their lives and to improve access to education, training and employment options.

· Employment and other forms of work experiences allow asylum seekers to contribute to the society and economy, with strong benefits for both themselves and those that provide them with these opportunities.

· Transnational working and learning is essential in the Asylum Seekers theme as it enables to acquire new knowledge about different national contexts and to transfer lessons despite these differences.

· EQUAL shows some impressive projects and practices and it will be important to expose EU and national politicians to the reality of asylum seeker experiences on the ground.

· The general public is insufficiently informed on the benefits that can derive from asylum seeker integration. Employers should also view asylum seeker employment as part of their Corporate Social Responsibility.


Equal Participants and projects:

· Sue Waddington: ETG5 Skills Audit Working Group, ASSET UK Development Partnership (DP)

· Lara Pappas:  Asylum Seeker Database – Anadrasi-Istos DP (Greece)

· Elisabeth Freithofer: Language and Vocational Training  - EPIMA DP (Austria)

· Rohna Hodgart: Bridges Work Shadowing Programme – ATLAS UK DP

· John Kearns: ASPIRE Transnational Partnership

Policy/other actors:

· Deng Yai: Refugee / ASSET UK

· Christian Rabergh: Swedish European Social Funds Council

· Marie Donnelly: DG Employment and Social Affairs

· Jim Gaffney: Employer Laing O’Rourke - UK

· Jean Lambert: Green MEP - UK

· Susan Langeveld: COA - NL

The second session consisted of a panel discussion to highlight the promising practices in the EQUAL Asylum Seekers theme and to identify their relevance to policy. The discussions focused on what practices work, what are the benefits, downsides and costs and what would be likely to be transferable. Overall, the panel discussions sought to address the benefits and constraints of providing a range of integration options for asylum seekers.

Prior to the event, five EQUAL practices were selected to be presented at the conference. Each of the representatives briefly introduced their perspectives, followed by a round of questioning by the policy actors. The structure of the practice presentations followed an “asylum seeker journey within the EU” from arrival in the EU to his/her potential employment (or not). The main focus was placed on the opportunities offered by EQUAL with some consideration of the “road blocks”, i.e. the challenges and obstacles encountered in the different national contexts.

The remainder of this section reports on the presentations, questions and discussions held.

	Step 1 – on arrival: SKILLS AUDITS - Sue Waddington <link>
Developed a Skills Audits programme. Asylum Seekers come to EU to seek protection but also bring skills experiences and qualifications, which could usefully contribute to the host country. Effective social and vocational integration requires that these skills be recognised.  Asylum Seekers are rarely able to bring papers, qualifications and references with them however.  Several DPs have tested new methods of validating skills through skills audits that acknowledge both formal and acquired skills that are used in both the work and family or social settings.  They provide an opportunity to understand and realise their potential in the labour market and also more importantly, help to raise self-esteem and motivation.  This provides the basis for new learner opportunities, and helps prepares for new life development skills.  It also provides the opportunity to develop skills that they already have or build on them through volunteering experience and work shadowing which additionally helps to develop an understanding of the working culture and requirements of work in the new host country. 

Five DPs have worked together to produce a guide for the skills audit process. Skills audits have been used on many Asylum Seekers already.


Q: How is the Skills Audit of benefit to returnees?

A: The Skills Audit can be used for returnees also.  The waiting period can be used for Asylum Seekers to develop their skills, which will be useful for them on their return.  The process is good for all Asylum Seekers regardless of their stage in the application process, from those with no qualifications to those who are highly qualified. It helps all Asylum Seekers to understand their worth and value and to demonstrate how they can develop their potential. It also helps in the early stages of their asylum application to identify work appropriate opportunities.

Q: The EU began with the goal of free movement of people and their qualifications, although this has still not been achieved.  How could the skills audit work across different countries, or is it country specific?

A: Work is currently being conducted by DG Education and Culture that will focus on the recognition of non-formal skills.  Only a limited amount of work has been doing on validating qualifications achieved in third countries. The NAREC (UK-based agency for the validation of skills) system is one way forward for qualifications to be recognised in other EU countries.  Work still needs to be done in this area. 

Q: What extra value does a skills audit give to someone who might have to return to his or her country of origin?

A: It’s difficult to know.  But the waiting period can be a long and painful time where people can become de motivated, de-skilled and depressed.  The Skills Audit values individual’s skills and identifies opportunities for people to use them. It makes good sense both economically and psychologically. Asylum Seekers can go back to their country of origin with a better understanding of the world and how their skills can contribute to development in their own countries. 

Q: How much of this can support people wishing to create their own work or entrepreneurial enterprise?  Don’t most people work in the informal economy anyway?

A Many already have experience of developing small enterprises. Those who stay need help and support to develop existing entrepreneurial skills. For those who return, their skills could still be enhanced before they go back. It’s a question of tailoring opportunities to the different circumstances of each individual.  We are only able to equip individuals as best as possible for the context that they are returning to. 

Deng Yai noted that as a refugee he identified with the positive aspects of Skills Auditing. From his personal experience he recognised that it could help a lot.  He stressed that it was important to understand the skills, which are needed, and different workplace cultures.  There was a need for a database to be developed to place refugees in work; for example, the doctor database which was very empowering in the UK.   Deng Yai then posed a question to the policy makers asking whether they believed that the Skills Audit process was crucial for the empowerment of Asylum Seekers and refugees and as a catalyst for change?

Marie Donnelly responded that when they got a result like that from EQUAL, it was important to take it and mould it to fit with what already exists in the policy field.  The ‘language of EQUAL’ must be adapted to make sense for example; with regard to the case discussed, it should be adopted into the language of empowerment as used by education policy makers.  The Skills Audit process had already been validated through its application in different countries; it had demonstrated its innovation and also extended and built upon what policy makers in that area were already doing.  This facilitated its positive acceptance in mainstream policy and operation.  When one tried to incorporate best practice from EQUAL in such a way, it would widen out the process and also demonstrate its value not only for Asylum Seekers but also for refugees and then other immigrants from both outside and inside of Europe. 

Q: You’ve demonstrated how this is good for the refugee and the host country, but how is this good financially for the host country?

A:  As part of the Skills Audit Working Group established within the EQUAL Asylum Seekers theme, we did an assessment of how much the Skills Audit had cost, which obviously is higher at the moment because its still in its development phase.  But it currently costs about 500 euros for each individual. This includes the recording and validation of skills and arranging opportunities, which will lead on from the Skills Audit.   It is good value for money, and is able to capture skills and develop them in appropriate and individualised ways rather than trying to apply a generic ‘one size fits all’ programme for everybody.  They are able to identify potential employers, e.g. in the construction industry following completion of the Skills Audit.   It is a valuable exercise and has demonstrated that those who have undergone the process whilst waiting for news of their asylum outcome are better prepared to work when they get a positive outcome.

	Step 2 – First services for asylum seekers: DATABASE TOOL FOR Asylum Seekers AND INTER-AGENCY WORKING – Lora Papas <link>
This is a tool that they are currently developing in Greece. It involves considerable co-operation between different actors and agencies from both the voluntary and community sector and the municipalities.  It’s important to stress that it is not simply a ‘database’ but represents a tool that can be used to with great effect for those actors and agencies that work in the field of asylum.  The aim is to rationalise the efforts of all these different organisations, and to improve the service that is delivered to Asylum Seekers.   In Greece, NGOs represent up to 70% of the agencies providing a service to Asylum Seekers, along with some municipality actors and unions and partners outside of EQUAL and connected to this Database.

The database is not limited to NGOs however. There are examples of this from other MS.  The database covers a range of services, which Asylum Seekers need in the country, regardless of who provides these services, it covers material, and economic, financial and social needs for example.  It is also able to match Asylum Seekers skills, which it has recorded, with labour demand.  When Asylum Seekers have a residency card, then they automatically get a work permit in Greece, they have no other money to live off.  The database is able to match skills with work opportunities.  The most important thing to start with is for most Asylum Seekers is just to secure any job, in order to be able to provide for themselves and their family. Then once an initial job has been found the database can be refined to look for a more suitable job that better matches their skills.

Through this electronic network, sub-networks have also been created. One of which is the labour market sub-network where employers can insert jobs.    This is not a ‘cold tool’ but is a live system for those who work in agencies, it allows them to rationalise their efforts.  She would recommend this to other countries, and believes that it is a good place to start with Asylum Seekers on their journey to full integration.


Q: You mentioned that Asylum Seekers might not get any support for up to a year in Greece.  How else does the state support them or they support themselves during this period then?

A: This is a good point that relates to how governments are able to take measures to help Asylum Seekers in the field of employment without up to date statistics or data about Asylum Seekers skills and needs.  Currently, they just work a bit during this period in illegal employment usually or rely on support from friends and families who are already settled in Greece.

Q: When you look at the Swedish perspective.  All the agencies and players in the field of providing service to Asylum Seekers are becoming more and more diverse.  The need for a common forum and database is evident; a resource that provides this forum for skills information and to match these with jobs seems like an excellent idea. 

Q: The illegal work issue raises the question of status, how do you help people who do not have a formal status?  Wouldn’t the state count people who are working informally as illegal workers and not Asylum Seekers?

A: It’s important to face the reality of each country.  In Greece there are 8-10,000 people without their residency card or work permit.  Officially they can’t find a job through the database sub-network.  But in Greek society you will still find a good network of immigrants who help each other.  Greece is a tolerant society and people find a way to integrate with friends and neighbours one way or another, hospitals are open to Asylum Seekers and they also have reception centres.  However, as the numbers swell, this sort of ‘absorption’ is not sustainable.

Q: What happens if Asylum Seekers are matched with jobs in a different city to where the Asylum Seekers is currently located.  I know from Ireland’s case that there are often problems with mobility in taking up jobs that are not close to the Asylum Seekers residential address.

A: The Greek context is that 50% of the population is in Athens, there are not a great deal of available jobs outside the capital.  However, when Asylum Seekers are sent outside of Athens to work, you tend to find that they pick up the Greek language much more quickly.  The main problem for the Asylum Seekers in working outside of Athens is that the police and health service are not so well informed about the legal rights of Asylum Seekers.

Deng Yai confirmed that orientation projects were very important.  On his arrival in the UK, he found it very difficult to find information on courses.  Good access to information was crucial, especially good Labour Market information.  The job search training he did initially helped him to handle interviews, after which he eventually became a job search tutor for other Asylum Seekers.  Matching was a very important process for employers also to be able to support them in their recruitment process.  An employers survey in the UK demonstrated that a national database of all Asylum Seekers skills would be beneficial to employers and help them to recruit.

Q:  Has the database actually helped access employment in Greece?

A: The service needs to be considered within the context of the hierarchy of needs of Asylum Seekers.  First of all they need house and food and some form of work to provide some income, no matter how basic.  Securing a job that offers good money is not the first priority of the Asylum Seekers, but survival is.  But yes, after these needs are taken care of, the database has helped.

Q: How can this tool be used if the next step for the Asylum Seekers is for their return to the country of origin? Can it also be adapted to be used with other social groups?

A: The DP has lots of plans to develop the tool.  They would like it to become the official tool for evaluation, for other countries to use it to improve integration procedures for Asylum Seekers.  Many NGOs in Greece are grateful for the tool, recognising the benefits of having all of their files in one place.   Medecins Sans Frontier has expressed an interest in the database that they would like to develop it further to use with other immigrant populations also.   The goal is to develop a common registration system for immigrants, refugees and Asylum Seekers. 

Q: With the 10 New MS within the EU.  What will be the financial implications of bringing in even more immigrants from different countries of origin to Greece?  How has immigration affected the Greek financial outlook?

A: Greece only has about 10-15 years experience of immigration to date.  Before the mass arrivals they had no reception centres, they are only now starting to finance the support needs of Asylum Seekers.  They are still learning from other countries.  They believe the work permit is a good option, though, as opposed to providing benefits, of which there are none in Greece.

	Step 3 – prevocational and vocational training to facilitate access to employment: SINDBAD PROJECT: ESOL AND VOCATIONAL TRAINING FOR 15-25 YEAR OLDS – Elizabeth Freithofer <link>
This DP offers training and education to young Asylum Seekers aged 15-25 years.  They have carried out a pilot study with a group of 180.  The programme is taking place in 5 regions in Austria.  For the purpose of this discussion, EF referred to the ‘SINDBAD project’ that is running in Vienna.  An intensive language course is offered to young Asylum Seekers, who receive about 400 hours of language learning.  Most of the young people are waiting for their Asylum Seekers application to come through, some for several years.   They can’t seek employment so this course is crucial to keeping them intellectually and psychologically engaged and to give them something to focus on and develop their skills whilst they wait.  

The language element of the course is key.  The first evaluation revealed that young people thought this was particularly important for them, and had a big impact on their identity and how they felt whilst integrating into Austrian life.    The language learning however is linked to the vocational element of the course, which provides training, an overview of the labour market and the opportunities that might be available to them in Austria.  They also aim to evaluate skills and qualifications that young people have gained through education in their countries of origin.   

The course is also linked into a creative arts programme, which enables young people to express themselves in other ways, not just through language. This element of the programme has represented a very important tool of expression for young Asylum Seekers who have faced so many traumas and challenges to their identity over the course of their departure from their home country and integration into a new society.  Young people have produced a DVD documentary programme and picture postcards with messages.  At the end of one of the first courses a young Asylum Seekers wrote a screenplay in German, having no German language skills prior to their participation.  Being able to speak to the public and present different expressions of ‘self’ had a big impact on their self-esteem and gave a very positive ‘feeling’ to the programme.

Each partnership offers internships that are carried out in 3 different locations with 3 different companies. The young Asylum Seekers are prepared for these placements with appropriate language training and vocabulary according to the sector that they are entering in their German classes.    There are strict laws for participation in the labour market in Austria, so they can’t work outside of the internships.  The programme prepares some for entry into further education or other forms of training instead, for future residency and employment or return to their country of origin. 

Overall the project has provided a unique opportunity for these Asylum Seekers to develop themselves and experiment with potential vocational opportunities.   The programme makes it possible for young Asylum Seekers to learn about the opportunities that are available to them.  It allows them to act as ‘normal’ young people, moving them on from traumatic experiences.  The programme has also experimented with different methods of acquiring language skills, which shall be collated and evidenced in the final evaluation.


Q:  Referring to the problem of unaccompanied minors. This programme is obviously providing a form of intervention that results in empowerment of these young people.  But you didn’t refer to the outcomes of your programme in this way. Why not?

A:  Examples of empowerment can be provided to illustrate this.  An evaluation carried out by the University of Vienna revealed that the language skills enabled young people to socialise and converse with other young Austrians, and empowered them to have an independent every day routine in Austria.  It made it easier for them to structure their lives and to seek help where necessary, enabling them to live a more dignified life.

Q: It could be interesting to apply the ‘jargon’ and concept of empowerment to describe the work that this DP is carrying out in order to make its results accessible to Policy Makers. 

A: We do that.  We have encouraged a strategy whereby policy makers are invited to visit the programme for them to gain insight and for the project to influence politicians. They use the DVD that the young people have made to show the politicians the success of this programme.  The face and video of a young Asylum Seekers can have considerably more impact than a ‘one hour talk shop’ or written description.

Q: Those people with a more progressive opinion in the EU parliament often have clashes with their Austrian colleagues.  Questions are often raised around the need to speak German as a precondition to entry into the Labour Market.  This programme has proven to be effective, but there are tremendous implications around the intensity of the language course, with implications around costs and availability of staff to deliver it, notably in relation to the vocational preparation. If we hoped to mainstream this, would we able to prove that the intensity of the language course actually accelerates individual’s access into the labour market, and would we be able to demonstrate this on a balance sheet? 

A: In terms of mainstreaming, this does make integration into the labour market quicker and more effective. They are also experimenting with less intensive courses for those who already speak some German.  They are evaluating how intensive a course needs to be, minimum numbers of hours etc.  This is ongoing.  The vocational element of the programme is very much considered alongside the ESOL (English for Speakers of Other Languages), in a holistic approach to applied language learning.  Every two weeks the language teacher and the trainers get together to plan how a young person’s language training might be adapted to meet the requirements of the vocational internships programme.  This needs planning, and requires investment up front, but it is a proven way to reap the rewards in the long run.

Q: For minors who are accompanied and who participate in this course, what are the impacts on the family and young people of participating in this course?

A: It appears that the young people become a tool and a great support for the rest of the family, having acquired communication skills.  It has also encouraged their parents to attend German courses having witnessed the benefits of, and possibility of being able, to pick up a language.   It has had a multiplier effect.

Q:  In Holland we are also experimenting with language acquisition and vocational integration.  Did your programme identify any particular gaps in other areas of language acquisition when focus was given over predominantly to vocational language learning? 

A: One group has just finished the programme, but because they have no access to the labour market, it is hard to check how effective the language learning has been or what the gaps might be.  We know that it has been successful through the internships and we have got good results and feedback and the companies worked with have been very happy to take on the Asylum Seekers.  Some would have liked to offer them full time jobs if employment restrictions were not in place.   One further benefit of this has been to raise the awareness of employers about the situation of Asylum Seekers in Austrian society. 

Deng Yai told the public that since he arrived in the UK, he had learnt four languages.  One of which was English. This was a very difficult and challenging process, it took a long time to properly master a foreign language, which was often forgotten when designing such short courses.  In the UK, he added, English language was key for integration into economic and social life.  It was crucial that language would not become a failing point and it was really important for each country to give attention to Asylum Seekers acquiring language skills so that they would be able to market the vocational skills that they possessed.  Deng Yai considered that language skills were key to accessing employment and key for functioning in the work place thereafter. 

He further commented that there had been a lot of developments in ESOL (English for Speakers of Other Languages) under the Skills for Life Strategy in the U.K.  But persistent problems remained. These were as follows: 1) Recognition that ESOL training was necessary and making a difference 2) accessibility for the groups that needed it in terms of mobility, transport and childcare etc. in order to access the classes. 

Q:  How can you ensure Asylum Seekers access to the courses and how do you ensure that people succeed on these courses?

A: We have one project in the countryside where teachers actually travel to the Asylum Seekers to teach them in their hostels.  It is too difficult to gather them together in this remote part of Austria.  The programme also assisted 2 applicants with young children and helped them to find childcare in order to attend classes. 

Q:  Is there any safety net for those who are unable to pick up the language quickly? 

A: We try to support people and teach literacy to those who did not learn any basic skills in their home country.  But currently, we can’t do much more than that until the law changes.  We can only offer ongoing support and more training courses.

	Step 4 – Accessing employment or other forms of work experiences: BRIDGES TO WORK – Rohna Hodgart <link>
Rohna is an ESOL teacher responsible for a different project within the same DP, but also works closely with the Bridges to work programme, often referring ESOL students on to it.  The right to work was removed from Asylum Seekers in the UK. It makes no sense to keep people waiting and not allow them to access the world of work. So the Institute of Contemporary Scotland, who has key member employers from both the public and private sector, started a work-shadowing programme known as BRIDGES.  A bank of employers has been set up to receive Asylum Seekers to work shadow in companies that have a high demand for their skills profile.   

The fact is that most Asylum Seekers want to work as soon as possible. The work-shadowing programme builds on this desire and gives them insight and readiness to work when/if a positive asylum application comes through.  This scheme represents a model, which could be used across different European countries. 
JG manages a construction company who participates in this programme.


Q: What arguments are used to encourage employers to get on board with the scheme?

A: Mainly persistence!  Being on top of this and constantly lobbying and chasing employers to participate and develop work shadowing opportunities. 

Q: Have you considered linking this programme to the concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)? This is a potential ‘Policy Hook’.

A: Didn’t know. Suspects not yet.

Jim Gafney, the employer, commented that it was down to the individual company. His company, which took part in the BRIDGES project, had a specific Corporate Social Responsibility policy and procedures, but he indicated that they took the work-shadowing programme up purely for commercial reasons. There was a shortage of skilled engineers in Scotland, yet there was a ready pool of trained engineers in the Asylum Seekers population in Scotland.  His company was desperate to employ people who were being delayed by this legislation.  One employee they worked with had been there for 2 years and they were desperate to employ him.  He added that Scotland had a shrinking population and that they needed these people on a commercial basis as much as anything. Their involvement was not based on altruism. 

Q: In the UK there is considerable skills deficiencies.  Employers are looking for skilled people such as doctors and engineers, but work experience is crucial for them before they can enter the work place.  What message would you give other employers to encourage them to do the same as you have done by supporting the work-shadowing programme?

A: Just encourage them to take up the opportunity.  It’s really just pleading to make this work and also a plea for the legislation to be changed to facilitate and help Asylum Seekers into both the economy and the communities of our country.  These people should not be forced to sit around, they should be contributing to the economy.  It’s a question of dignity, it removes someone’s dignity when you oblige him or her to be passive and not work for their living.  We need to push for an integrated programme of language learning and work-shadowing which works in a holistic way, the ultimate benefactors of taking this forward will be our communities, our cities and our country.

A: It’s clear that participation in the bridges programme has a massive impact on Asylum Seekers language acquisition.  It’s not until people are outside of the classroom that genuine language learning begins.  There are 10,500 Asylum Seekers in Glasgow following the signing of a NASS contract.  Asylum Seekers are able to access education up to HE level or part time FE, but not university.  The waiting list for ESOL is extremely long. Many people are also waiting to access the Bridges course but are delayed because they have not first been able to access ESOL.  Work shadowing was first done by doctors. They run a very successful doctors retraining programme.  They have 20 newly employed doctors in Scotland now, this has been a great success. 

Q: What about the integration of people with disabilities?  Insurance companies raise the issues of employing people with a ‘high risk’ profile. Is this the case for taking on Asylum Seekers in the work place? Insuring people who are on site, but not officially employees?

A: A slightly spurious question really. We always do Risk Assessments and if you’re a well-managed company then the risk should be minimal.  Some of these Asylum Seekers have 10-15 years experience in the field, and they are not ‘in the field’ anyway, since they are shadowing they are confined to office based support work.

A: They are not paid and have to sign a contract that agrees to this. Through the BRIDGES programme we also promote the opportunity to come back to college.

	Step 5 – Transnationality – comparing between countries: ASPIRE – John Kearns <link>
Aspire is the largest Transnational Partnership in ETG5, involving 6 countries. They also have 1 partnership company based in the Czech Republic.  The main perceived benefits of working within a transnational team could be summarised as:

· Engaging in a learning process.  Individual DP’s can benchmark their own progress against others within the transnational partnership, such comparisons contribute to the pool of learning.

· Learning to co-operate with other partners, which requires skills in cross-cultural and linguistic communication and acquiring new knowledge about different national contexts and policy fields.

· Development strategies which might be achieved on a Transnational level.  Most EQUAL knowledge and understanding is formulated on a national level, but there are also real opportunities to influence EU policy through EQUAL which should not be ignored.

This particular Transnational Partnership influences policy in the areas of health, education and employment, orientation and capacity building.  Policy recommendations from ASPIRE that are based on work achieved within the Partnership have just been published.


Q: Having just come form a transnational meeting to discuss ESOL issues, where colleges have been exchanging lessons and best practice.  One of the many challenges of working in the area around Asylum Seekers is actually involving Asylum Seekers in the transnational work, the other is making sure that the lessons from the Transnational Partnership are actually imparted and benefits are mainstreamed as far as possible. 

A: Every six months they come together to evaluate progress and have a ‘General Assembly’ with revolving administration.    It is always the policy of the host country to involved the Asylum Seekers within the General Assembly.  There are also transnational visits to different projects within the host country and consultations with asylum seekers about their perceptions of progress being made and recommendations for improvements. 

In terms of mainstreaming/ imparting benefits. 

· The Transnational Partnership is focussed on strengthening the NGO and voluntary/community sector and aims to formalise the often unknown and hidden role that these organisations play.  Their impact needs to be recognised more formally. 

· The Transnational Partnership is pushing for the creation of international heath advisers, a preventative measure to ensure more cost effective treatment of Asylum Seekers.

· The Transnational Partnership is lobbying for Asylum Seekers to be fully integrated into the Social Inclusion priorities and policies of each member state.

Q: Should Asylum Seekers have access to all health care or emergency services? Could the health dimension of your Transnational Partnership be used to advocate for a more inclusive health policy?

What about the issue of Asylum Seekers who are HIV positive and as a result, have difficulties in accessing any form of training programme?  There are problems with people who have a registered disability and training programmes cannot accommodate people who have fluctuating health problems.   Could the health aspect of your TNP take up these issues?

A: The health issue is crucial, from both a humanitarian and holistic perspective, the latter in that it is inextricably linked with all other policy areas of education, employment and general integration.   In Ireland Asylum Seekers have full access to health care, although this is not the case in other European countries, it is the hope of the Transnational Partnership that EQUAL will be able to push forward this agenda.  The holistic well being of the Asylum Seekers needs to be considered and health care is crucial to this. 

Q:  It is important that ASPIRE recognise that they are well placed to take forward policy recommendations in this area. EQUAL is about innovation and as it stands, the Transnational Partnership aspect of EQUAL is a compulsory part of an application.  Does this not overcomplicate the process by having a ‘double system’? Wouldn’t it be better just to focus on innovation and let the transnational part of this go? 

A: I don’t accept that point. The budget for the TN work is 10% of the overall budget. The payback is greater than this in terms of the learning contribution that is huge. The transnational work impacts on a national as well as transnational basis.  You can assume that it is a ‘double system’, but this really is not the case.  The Transnational Partnership has acted as an impetus to reach agreements and to achieve different targets on time as well as to give a greater level of insight and understanding through building on best practice from a wide variety of projects. 

Q: How do you deal with the issue of different policies in different countries within the ASPIRE partnership as they apply to themes of repatriation, integration etc?  This must make the sharing of good practice very difficult?

A: We’ve just had to deal with it.  We’ve had to work hard to find commonalities. The policy aspect is a challenge, how do you come up with policy recommendations that fit all countries?  We try to take the approach of witnessing activities in different countries and then saying ‘why not?’ if it works there, we should try to adopt and adapt it to our country.  The initial temptation to be too radical must be tempered with a pragmatic view that pushes towards something that works.

3.1. Final points, Lasting impressions from the discussion <link>

At the end of the “asylum seeker journey within the EU” and the questioning by the panel, each of the panel members were invited to give their final comments on the case studies that were presented discussed during the session.

Q: Did the practices that were presented here today change your mind about the issues related to the integration of asylum seekers?

Susan Langeveld: None in particular, feel it would be important to discuss the challenges of repatriation and reintegration in future discussions.

Jean Lambert: The blockages that we have in common. For example language and access to courses, how residency status poses such an obstacle to individual progress.  There are some tremendous projects operating under EQUAL and it is very important to get as many members of parliament and MEP’s involved in visiting them and understanding the work as possible.  It’s key to get Europe involved and not to let national governments co-opt the programme results as their own.  Politicians must be exposed to the reality of Asylum Seekers lives on the ground.

Jim Gaffney: More communication is needed from the state to the indigenous populations of the host country. The population is misinformed and needs to grasp that there are economic benefits to be had be had from Asylum Seekers integration. This is especially the case for Scotland where opportunities need to be grabbed with both hands.  We won’t have an opportunity again to set in place policies and procedures, which ultimately are going to be of benefit to us 10 years, down the line, but will be too late to address then if we don’t start now. 

Marie Donnelly: One of the main challenges faced is the question of the cost of these innovative ideas.  What are the impacts of the programme; can the benefits really be transferred into the mainstream?

Christian Rabergh:  We need to think about the format in which we deliver the policy lessons.  Two concepts in particular have emerged through these discussions, that of empowerment and Corporate Social Responsibility.  There is a European Strategy for Corporate Social Responsibility for example, which could be targeted under the EQUAL dissemination strategy. 

Deng Yai: A lot of hard work has gone on in this round, which should inspire new DPs being funded under the second round.  There are many challenges ahead for social and vocational integration policies, but it is crucial that these are based or correct and right principles of integration.  There is a diversity of activities, which means that some can achieve the objective of assisting Asylum Seekers whereas others have not and have made very little impact on their social and vocational integration. We are faced with a choice, either to compromise or do the right thing for Asylum Seekers.   

Asylum Seekers need to be seen as human beings, and the root causes of why people are uprooting themselves and seeking asylum in the first place needs to be addressed.  This is an issue of far wider matters of Human Rights. The EU is in a position to lobby and make a difference to the root causes, not just the consequences of asylum.
4. Session 3: The Future of Asylum: the Second Round of EQUAL, Accession and the CEAS <link>

	Key points discussed:

· It is essential that the European Asylum Policy does not turn into a “race” towards the bottom, i.e. the bare minimum standards.

· Positive action should be undertaken to challenge the negative public perceptions and political developments and to empower asylum seekers. The results emerging from EQUAL should be used to address these issues.

· The second round of EQUAL will place higher focus on involving employees, employers and social partners.

· There is scope for the EQUAL lessons influencing EU and national policies, especially through mainstreaming. 


Speakers:

· Andrew Geddes, Professor of European Politics, School of Politics and Communication Studies, University of Liverpool

· Tony Delaney, Irish Reception and Integration Agency

· Mary Donnelly, DG Employment and Social Affairs

· Menno Verheij, DG Justice and Home Affairs

During this session the debate considered future EU policy and programmes concerning asylum seekers. More specifically it focused on:

· Messages for the second round of EQUAL

· Opportunities and implications for the new MS

· Further milestones for CEAS
4.1. Reflections on the Previous Session and Questions

Andrew Geddes, Professor of European Politics at the University of Liverpool, presented his reflections on the contributions and debate of the previous sessions. He also discussed the further milestones for the CEAS.

Professor Geddes noted that EQUAL showed the scope for combining EU resources with the skills that asylum seekers have. The challenges of integrating asylum seekers are many. One relates to the need to avoid the tendency to turn European asylum policy into a “race” towards the bottom, i.e. the bare minimum standards. At national level, actors have to cope with the difficulties arising from having to take account of the enormous diversity and differences within the asylum seeker community. In searching for common approach emphasis should be put on creating a fair Europe for asylum seekers.

As a second challenge, professor Geddes mentioned the overall negative perceptions on asylum seekers. Positive action should be undertaken to challenge these perceptions and to empower asylum seekers.

He further stressed that EU integration and harmonisation would still be incomplete as long as asylum issues remained national responsibilities. Closer cooperation would be needed between the two key Directorates General involved, namely DG Justice and Home Affairs and DG Employment and Social Affairs.

Professor Geddes also emphasised that asylum seekers’ skills were being wasted throughout the EU. Capacity building exercises, such as strengthening transnational cooperation and the use of ICT should be further developed so that projects and MS could more easily lean from experiences successfully implemented elsewhere. With regard to transnationality, links should be improved between receiving and “sending” countries as well as the links between migration, economic development and trade.

After Professor Geddes’ reflections participants were invited to express their viewpoint and to ask questions to those on stage. 

An issue raised was the contradiction between the very restrictive national asylum policies on the one hand and the EQUAL Community Initiative aimed at integrating asylum seekers on the other. Moreover the DPs within the EQUAL Asylum Seekers theme are very much focused on aspects of employment and training whereas the majority of the MS do not allow asylum seekers to work or access training. 

The European Commission representatives responded that the Directives proposed as part of the CEAS and the EQUAL programme were put forward in 2000 when the general climate towards asylum seekers was less hostile. It was only later that a marked change occurred in the political developments and overall public opinion towards Asylum policy. They stressed that for this reason the results emerging from the EQUAL partnerships should be used to address these negative and contradictory developments and to build a real communication strategy presenting the good practices on the ground and showing the benefits of a more positive and open approach.

Another question raised was why asylum seekers were not directly represented at the conference and, more specifically, why there were no concrete examples of DPs influencing policies through activating asylum seekers. The presenters indicated that the process of involving migrants in national and EU policies was a slow and gradual one but that indeed solutions were to be found to ensure representation of asylum seekers. Reference was also made to the debate taking place in Ireland in April on the political involvement of asylum seekers.

Another participant wondered whether the practice of providing work-shadowing opportunities for asylum seekers was beneficial to the employers and whether there would be any changes in this respect in the second round of EQUAL. The European Commission confirmed that in the next round efforts would be made to achieve a closer involvement of employers and employees. The idea would be to make social partners more active in mainstreaming and therefore increasing their influence in extracting the lessons from the DPs.

Specific reference was made to Austria were the social partners have a high decision power in creating and implementing a DP due to the nationally established condition to include social partners in DPs in order to mainstream the project’s outcomes. It was mentioned that however only two out of the 148 DPs of the first round of EQUAL in Austria were rejected on this basis.

Again the issue of rejected asylum seekers was brought up, and this time in relation to forced returns. This is a very sensitive issue for all those taking part in EQUAL and often it confronts DPs with continuously changing numbers of participating asylum seekers. The presenters acknowledged the sensitive nature of the problem and stressed that EQUAL could still provide some benefits in terms of preparing people for their reintegration.

With regard to transnationality, the question was raised whether some exceptions could be made on the restrictions concerning asylum seekers movements within the EU in the second round of EQUAL, e.g. to visit another DP or to attend meetings / conferences. The representative of DG Justice and Home Affairs indicated that in order for a person to be able to travel he or she needed a status and/or a special permit, which MS were very reluctant to grant.

4.2. A Member State perspective 

The second speaker, Tony Delaney from the Irish Reception and Integration Agency, discussed the specific case of Ireland. The support for asylum seekers in Ireland, in addition to basic support, provides for a small grant scheme specifically aimed at assisting voluntary agents accompanying asylum seekers. Asylum seekers are also encouraged to organise themselves in support groups and therefore increasing their empowerment.

A very important project realised in cooperation with the Irish Ministry of Labour concerned the Temporary Protection initiative, dealing with emergency situations as was the case for example when thousands of people sought asylum following the crises in Bosnia and Kosovo. Ireland was one of the six MS participating in such emergency programmes. They were evaluated as being very positive and other countries were encouraged to follow this example.

Ireland also faced quite a hostile attitude towards asylum seekers but improvements could be made by shaping the good practices into clear messages and by making people aware of these. Mr Delaney stressed the importance of informing the public to address the high quantity of negative and quite often wrong information which is being spread on asylum seekers. The Reception and Integration Agency was in the process of setting up a website containing accurate information on asylum seekers and related issues.

Raising awareness should also happen at local level, where the capacity and empowerment of socially excluded groups such as asylum seekers should be increased so that they are given a voice.

4.3. Key Messages and Conclusions of the International Conference

The European Conference was closed with a few remarks from Marie Donnelly. She concluded that the political reality of restrictive legislation concerning asylum seekers was a fact and a programme such as EQUAL could not change the rule of law in the EU. EQUAL constituted however a great opportunity to show what works and what does not work and to present the benefits of practices which go very close to national legislative boundaries. And it even made it more important to get results out of the practices and to disseminate these. 

With regard to sustainability and mainstreaming of EQUAL practices the following two remarks were made:

1) There is a political challenge and the discussions are still ongoing in the EU Council. There is scope for influencing the national governments.

2) The results of the good practices coming out of EQUAL must be taken on board where possible.

The following three messages were added to this:

1) It is true that the good practices were tested in certain contextual environments or in certain conditions only and that they received specific funding which may not continue but this does not mean they cannot work in “real life” and elsewhere.

2) The issue of costs should be bourn in mind and alternative approaches must be compared.

3) The second round of EQUAL provides for additional funding for mainstreaming and therefore every opportunity for mainstreaming must be taken.

Annex A - Results of the “WHO AM I?” test

At the beginning of the conference each of the participants had been assigned with a one-sheet profile of an asylum seeker. On the basis of the information provided during the sessions, at the showcasing exhibition and the background paper they were asked to guess in which of the five DPs / MS indicated on the sheet their asylum seeker profile had received assistance through EQUAL. 

The responses were counted over lunchtime and presented back to the plenary towards the end of the last session. They are shown below (yellow refers to the correct response):

	DP / country

Name of profile
	ATLAS – UK


	ENEAS – ES


	Perspectief – NL


	FLUEQUAL – DE


	RE-KOMP SE


	% correct


	% wrong



	KHALED
	70%
	0%
	0%
	20%
	10%
	70%
	30%

	ARTAN
	11%
	33%
	22%
	22%
	11%
	33%
	67%

	HAYAT
	21%
	0%
	50%
	14%
	14%
	50%
	50%

	LAILA
	0%
	22%
	11%
	44%
	22%
	44%
	56%

	ASMA
	13%
	0%
	25%
	0%
	63%
	63%
	38%

	TOTAL
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	52%
	48%


Thus, the majority of answers given were correct but the variety of wrong responses also reflected that it is very difficult to judge and understand the great differences in national contexts.







� 	The qualification Directive was formally adopted during the JHA Council of 29 April 2004. That Council also adopted a ‘general approach’ on the asylum procedures Directive. Formal adoption was outstanding as the European Parliament would first have to be re-consulted on the proposal.
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