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Response of the European Council on Refugees and Exiles to the Communication from the Commission to the Council, the European Parliament, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions

on A common Agenda for Integration 

COM (2005) 389 final 

1. Introduction

The European Council on Refugees and Exiles (ECRE) is a network of 79 non-governmental refugee-assisting organisations in 31 European countries. It is concerned with the needs of all individuals seeking refuge and protection within Europe and promotes the protection and integration of refugees based on the values of human dignity, human rights and an ethic of solidarity. ECRE welcomes this opportunity to comment on the Communication on A Common Agenda on Integration - Framework for the Integration of Third-Country Nationals in the European Union, published by the European Commission on 1 September 2005. Following a brief summary of the Communication, this paper outlines ECRE’s response to the Communication and provides general and specific comments on some key aspects of it as it relates to the integration of refugees.

2. Summary of the Communication

The integration of third-country nationals living and working in the EU has gained increasing importance on the European Agenda in recent years. This Communication aims to draw conclusions from policies carried out so far and builds in particular on:

· the Communication in 2003 on Immigration, Integration and Employment (COM (2003) 336 Final) in which the Commission sets out a holistic approach to integration
;

· the establishment of National Contact Points (NCPs) in June 2003;

· the submission of Annual Reports on Migration and Integration;

· the publication of the first edition of the Handbook on Integration for policymakers and practitioners;

· the Hague Programme, adopted by the European Council of 4-5th November 2004, underlining the need for greater coordination of national integration policies and EU initiatives;

· the adoption of the JHA Council of 19 November 2004 of the Common Basic Principles (CBPs) to underpin a coherent European framework on integration of third-country nationals; and

· the Green Paper on an EU approach to managing economic migration (COM (2004) 811), underlining that admission measures must be accompanied by strong integration measures.

The Communication is the Commission’s first response to the invitation of the European Council to establish a coherent European framework for integration. The cornerstones for such a framework are proposals for concrete measures to put the CBPs into practice, together with a series of supportive EU mechanisms, such as:

· the establishment of a European Fund for the Integration of Third Country nationals based on the CBPs under the financial perspectives 2007-2013;

· strengthening the role of the NCPs on Integration to facilitate exchange of information and expertise, ensuring that information is shared and coordinated with all tiers of government and other stakeholders, in particular at regional and local level;

· the publication of the second edition of the Handbook on Integration, focusing on housing and urban issues, access to health and social services, integration in the labour market, mainstreaming and integration infrastructure;

· setting up an Integration Website for the exchange of good practices across Europe; and

· involving stakeholders by establishing a European Integration Forum. The function of this forum would include consultation, exchange of expertise and drawing up of ommendations. 

The Communication stresses the need to reinforce efforts to promote fundamental rights, non-discrimination and equal opportunities for all in order to tackle barriers faced by migrants, ethnic minorities and other vulnerable groups. It encourages Member States to strengthen their efforts with a perspective to developing comprehensive national integration strategies and proposes new ways of ensuring consistency between actions taken at EU and national level. 

3. Key comments

ECRE welcomes many of the Commission’s proposals in this communication as a further step towards promoting the integration of third country nationals. However, more details are needed on how the supportive measures, such as setting up a European Integration Forum and Integration website, will be further developed and implemented. The different target groups also need to be defined and more work needs to be done on how integration measures take into account the different needs of target groups. ECRE and its members are ready to actively participate in the further development of the proposals.  

3.1 National Integration Strategies  

ECRE endorses the Commission’s call on Member States to develop comprehensive national integration strategies. It is crucial that these strategies are adequately financed and tailored to the specific needs of the different target groups, taking into account educational backgrounds, professional experiences and personal aspirations. Due to the forced nature of their migration and their experiences, compared with other migrant groups, many refugees will have specific needs that have to be met in order to support their integration. They will often be one of the most vulnerable groups in society while also being the most resilient. It is therefore important that the special needs of refugees are recognised in integration policies and practices, including those of specific groups such as women and children, within an overall policy of mainstreaming.  
3.2 Integration from day one

ECRE believes that for refugees the integration process is closely related to the phase of reception and the quality and length of the asylum determination procedure. Many refugees are confronted with lengthy asylum procedures and have little opportunity to spend their time in meaningful ways such as following (language) courses or working (voluntary). To delay integration measures will make the process of integration more difficult, leaving those eventually granted leave to settle in a European country demoralised by the time they are ready to fully participate in society. Indeed, even those asylum seekers who do not stay will be better equipped and more likely to return when they are able to enjoy integration measures. In addition, asylum seekers’ exclusion from society during the reception phase has a negative influence on relations between asylum seekers and the host population and can fuel misinformation, prejudice, discrimination and violence. ECRE therefore recommends that the phase of reception will be recognised as an integral part of the integration process of refugees.
3.3 National Contact Points on Integration

ECRE supports the Commission’s holistic approach tackling the integration challenge through looking at a range of policy areas such as employment, education, housing, health and culture, and by involving a range of actors from different sectors, including the voluntary sector. The National Contact Points on Integration can play an important role in monitoring progress across policy fields and in ensuring that efforts at national and EU level are mutually reinforcing. However, their mandate should be clarified and their role should be made more visible, in particular at national levels. ECRE, in liaison with Caritas Europa, has recently established a Network of Integration Focal Points from over 30 NGOs in 22 European countries
, with the following aims:

· to advocate for better integration policies and practices for refugees and migrants in Europe;

· to formulate recommendations and action points for integration of refugees and migrants based on the experiences of NGOs and refugees/migrants themselves; 

· to act as a counter-part in civil society to the National Contact Points for Integration established by the European Commission in 2003;

· to monitor and respond to the implementation of government’s actions on integration in the light of the Common Basic Principles on Integration; and

· to share experiences of good practice in the field of integration of refugees and migrants. 

ECRE would welcome more opportunities for the voluntary sector to collaborate with the NCPs and other relevant stakeholders at national and European levels, in particular through the above mentioned NGO Network for Integration Focal Points. 

3.4 European Integration Forum

ECRE welcomes the proposal to set up a European Integration Forum to involve stakeholders in the area of integration at EU level and we are keen to learn more about the mandate and objectives of such a Forum, including what role it would play in the EU decision-making processes. ECRE is, in conjunction with other stakeholders, ready to discuss the further involvement of civil society in developing policy in the area of integration and would welcome an invitation to participate in the European Integration Forum. ECRE also urges the Commission to invite and facilitate dialogue with representatives from migrant associations and refugee community organisations.   

3.5 Handbook on Integration and Integration Website

Thanks to programmes such as the European Refugee Fund, INTI and EQUAL, refugee assisting NGOs across Europe have established an excellent track-record of activities aimed at identifying good practices in refugee integration and learning from experiences across Europe
. NGOs’ expertise and experience would therefore provide useful contributions to the second edition of the Handbook on Integration and the development of an Integration Website. ECRE suggests involving relevant stakeholders in the development of the website to ensure the inclusion of a wide range of good practices from all relevant actors
.     
3.6 Annual Report on Migration and Integration

ECRE endorses the need for developing clear goals, indicators and evaluation mechanisms to adjust policy and evaluate progress on integration, and would like to stress that the input of civil society, in particular migrants associations and refugee groups, is essential to the development and monitoring of such indicators
. These indicators should not only include which policies are in place, but also the effects of actual practices. ECRE recommends that the Commission develops and adopts a framework of its Annual Report on Migration and Integration to provide information on the progress of national governments implementing the CBPs. The gathering of this information should be based on both quantitative and qualitative research. 
3.7 European Fund for Integration 

ECRE welcomes the proposal for setting up a European fund for the Integration of third-country nationals as an instrument to develop better integration policies and practices. However, we are concerned that integration measures for refugees will be excluded from this financial instrument. Although, we agree that refugees have specific needs that need to be addressed by targeted projects for refugees only, many other projects, for example the development of tailored professional training courses could be useful for both refugees and other third country nationals. ECRE calls upon the Commission to include projects targeted at both third country nationals and refugees in the Integration Fund. Specific refugee integration projects should still be supported by the European Refugee Fund. 

4. Specific comments on the implementation of the common basic principles (section 2)

ECRE welcomes the actions proposed by the Commission as a useful framework to provide guidance for EU and Member States’ integration policies. The following section highlights and comments on some of the suggested actions and points to additional actions which ECRE considers should be included in the framework.  

4.1 Integration is a dynamic, two-way process of mutual accommodation by all immigrants and residents of Member States

The integration of refugees is a dynamic two-way process placing demands both on receiving societies and the individuals and/or communities concerned. ECRE welcomes the fact that the suggested actions target not only immigrants but also host populations. In this regard, it is crucial that mass media take greater responsibility in their role as educators of public opinion, and that politicians assert political leadership to promote positive attitudes in the public towards refugees
. In particular, the negative rhetoric about asylum seekers and their exclusion from society during the reception phase is extremely damaging for relations between the host population and refugees. ECRE would therefore like to stress in this section the role governments, politicians and their parties, the media and educational institutions play in fostering understanding, solidarity, and ensuring accurate and balanced public information on refugee issues. 

4.2 Integration implies respect for the basic values of the European Union

ECRE supports the idea of civic orientation in introduction programmes and other activities for newly arrived immigrants. However, it is not clear what is meant in the communication by common European and national values. ECRE, for example, believes that successful cultural integration requires a common understanding of the core values that underlie the cultures of democratic European countries and that these include human rights, the principle of equality, the protection of minorities, democracy, the separation of state and church, and the rule of law
. At the same time, it would be important to state that European states also need to promote cultural awareness and sensitivity as well as knowledge of the many different values of third country nationals in their societies.

4.3 Employment is a key part of the integration process and is central to participation of immigrants, to the contributions immigrants make to the host society, and to making such contributions visible 

ECRE agrees with the Commission’s view that employment is a key part of the integration process of third country nationals. Unfortunately, access to the labour market is not guaranteed for persons granted a subsidiary form of protection. Regrettably, the continuation of this situation has been permitted under the EU Qualification Directive
, which risks seriously impeding the integration potential of this group and encouraging dependency on social welfare. ECRE calls upon Member States to grant full employment rights to people with subsidiary protection and advocates for the removal of employment restrictions for this group in the EU Qualification Directive.

For asylum seekers, lack of access to the labour market during the initial period of arrival in a country of asylum seriously hinders integration in the long term. ECRE welcomes the Council Directive 2003/9/EC of 27 January 2003 laying down minimum standards for the reception of asylum seekers, granting asylum seekers the right to access the labour market after a maximum period of 12 months of waiting for a first instance decision, as an important first step to improve asylum seekers’ access to the labour market in some Member States. ECRE urges all Member States to comply with the obligation of the Directive and grant access to the labour market to asylum seekers at the earliest possible stage
. Member States should also ensure that access to the labour market is granted on a long-term basis and that no restrictions are placed on asylum seekers, such as only allowing them to undertake temporary or seasonal work or to work only a certain number of hours per month. It is also important that any administrative procedures for asylum seekers and employers are as fast and simple as possible in order to not delay access to the labour market. In addition, early access to vocational training and adequate support with finding employment is essential for asylum seekers to be able to find jobs. Finally, family members should equally benefit from arrangements applying to principal asylum applicants.

ECRE welcomes the suggestion of exploring additional ways of recognising newcomers’ qualifications, training and/or professional experience. A skills-auditing process can identify the skills refugees have and match them to those needed in the EU labour market
. Through the development of a CV or portfolio, the skills audit process can improve asylum seekers access to relevant training, education, volunteering or employment. This benefits the host society and reduces the ‘costs’ of inactivity and alienation of asylum-seekers. Skills audits also empower the individuals concerned, regardless of their future or the outcome of their asylum procedure. ECRE recommends making the application of skills audits for asylum seekers a standard service during the asylum procedure. 
4.4 Basic knowledge of the host countries language, history and institutions is indispensable to integration; enabling immigrants to acquire this basic knowledge is essential to successful integration

ECRE welcomes the proposed actions for language courses and agrees that Member States should make language tuition arrangements 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. Programmes should also be of sufficient length to allow progress towards vocational training, education or employment. For asylum seekers, it is paramount that free language classes are in place during the asylum determination phase, so that they can start acquiring basic language skills as early as possible.

Introduction programmes, in particular, are emerging in many European states as a means to facilitate integration. These programmes may include different components, such as language tuition, cultural and labour market orientation. The experience of ECRE member agencies has shown that integration classes are most successful, if they are flexible and allow for individual adaptation. In the Netherlands, the successful completion of such a course is linked to the right to receive indefinite leave to remain in the country. ECRE is concerned about linking integration measures to admission policies, in particular for refugees the right to receive protection against persecution and the right to build a new life should not depend on passing an exam.    

Language training is often seen as the key to integration. However, it should be noted that learning the language alone does not guarantee integration or finding appropriate work. Measures such as facilitating access to vocational training or higher education, careers advice and guidance, individual (employment) support and mentoring programmes are just as important to secure employment. ECRE recommends adding individual support programmes to complement introduction and language programmes to this section. Although labour intensive, NGOs’ experiences show that one-to-one support programmes deliver results by making clients independent, more confident and able to compete in the labour market. 

4.5 Efforts in education are critical to preparing immigrants, and particularly their descendants, to be successful and more active participants in society 

ECRE welcomes the Communication’s emphasis on education and supports the actions suggested at EU level to incorporate integration objectives into the various educational programmes, to promote education of third-country nationals through the Education and Training 2010 Work Programme and to facilitate transparent recognition of qualifications. Following education in the host country significantly increases refugees’ chances of finding sustainable employment
. However, the possibilities of following education are limited because of financial constraints and pressure to find any kind of employment as soon as possible. ECRE urges governments to facilitate refugees’ access to mainstream vocational training and education for both young and adult refugees as a matter of priority. Refugee professionals in particular should be able to access tailor-made and mainstream vocational training and education in their learned profession or sector, in order to adapt their skills and experience to the host country’s labour market requirements.

Refugees experience high levels of unemployment, in spite of the fact that many have good prior qualifications and professional work experience. Where refugees are working it is often well below their capability in unskilled casual jobs not related to their qualifications. This is due to a combination of factors, including inflexible systems for assessing and recognising previous qualifications and past work experience. ECRE therefore strongly supports the suggested action at EU level: facilitating transparent recognition of qualifications, notably through proposals for a European qualifications Framework. This should include EU-wide verification and assessment criteria and a set of recommended practice for bridging gaps between refugee qualifications' levels and labour market or education standards in the host countries.  

4.6 Access for immigrants to institutions, as well as to public and private goods and services, on a basis equal to national citizens and in a non-discriminatory way is critical for better integration

This implementation of the proposed actions in this section of the Communication is crucial for success of a two-way approach to integration. For refugees, specific programmes should be designed to supplement mainstream services or act as bridges to them, in particular for vulnerable groups such as children and victims of torture. It is important that policy makers and service providers, particularly in the areas of health, social services, 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. 
To ensure immigrants’ access to institutions on an equal basis to national citizens, the implementation of anti-discrimination legislation and equal opportunities is essential. All 25 Member states have signed the International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD) and have adopted a range of approaches to promote equality and fight discrimination. Some countries have introduced measures that promote diversity and acknowledge the presence of minorities and/or provide support for cultural growth and expression by refugee and migrant groups. Other countries have implemented programmes aimed at raising public awareness to combat racism and xenophobia, and allowing for positive action to be taken with regard to refugees and immigrants. EU legislation is also in place pertaining to the principle of equal treatment between persons irrespective of racial and ethnic origin
. ECRE recommends adding to this section the implementation of monitoring and improved legal enforcement of anti-discrimination legislation in European countries. 

4.7 Frequent interaction between immigrants and Member State citizens is a fundamental mechanism for integration. Shared forums, intercultural dialogue, education about immigrants and immigrant cultures, and stimulating living conditions in urban environments enhance interactions between immigrants and Member States citizens. 

ECRE underlines the need for actions aimed at improving the living environment in terms of, amongst others, housing, healthcare and care facilities for children. This is particularly relevant for refugees: limited or no access to health provision together with lack of adequate reception conditions during the initial phase of arrival can seriously undermine refugees’ long-term mental and physical health and integration prospects. Housing is also important for integration outcomes. Unfortunately, refugees often live in the cheapest forms of housing, which is low quality and overcrowded
. Many of these houses are in poor condition and pose hazards to the health of their inhabitants. This is a general poverty problem, not specifically a ‘refugee problem’, but the fact is that a large proportion of refugees live in poverty
. 

4.8 The practice of diverse cultures and religions is guaranteed under the Charter of Fundamental Rights and must be safeguarded, unless practices conflict with other inviolable European rights or with national law 

Religion can play a major role in a two-way process of cultural integration and presents both opportunities and challenges to societies. Newly arrived groups may want to join already existing religious groups, while also bringing new forms of religious expression. The extent to which religion helps integration might therefore be dependent on whether religious communities in receiving countries are open enough to refugees and how effectively new religious groups form links with the host society. 

ECRE supports the promotion of inter- and intra-faith dialogue platforms between religious communities and/or between communities and policy making authorities. In this respect, we suggest adding the need for increasing the knowledge of religion(s) among journalists and the general public, including school pupils. To this end the appropriate information materials and methods need to be developed. This kind of dialogue can help to prevent alienation between historically accepted forms of religious practice and forms that are newer to societies. In addition, teaching about different religious groups and their practices should be included in public education.

4.9 The participation of immigrants in the democratic process and in the formulation of integration policies and measures, especially at the local level, supports their integration

Civic integration aims to achieve the conditions for, and the actual participation of, refugees in the civic life of the host country and it is promoted by access to citizenship and political rights. ECRE believes that the acquisition of citizenship remains one of the most potent measures of integration into a host society by foreign nationals. There are considerable differences between European states in their naturalisation and citizenship criteria and procedures reflecting distinct historical experiences and different concepts of nationhood. ECRE recommends that Member States give consideration to Article 34 of the UN Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees
 and facilitate the process of naturalisation by taking into account the total period of residence of a person in a host country; reducing legal obstacles to naturalisation, such as the minimum period of residence when it exceeds five years; allowing people to continue holding their original nationality when possible; 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; and removing administrative obstacles by introducing accessible procedures and low procedural fees.

In addition, participation in the political decision-making process promotes integration. In countries that give refugees the right to vote and stand for election, refugee issues are placed higher on the political agenda with politicians becoming more responsive and aware of the concerns of this group
. The right to vote and stand for election at the local and European levels should be granted to refugees after a maximum of three years residence, as already practised in a number of EU Member States. 

ECRE considers integration policies to be the primary responsibility of national and local governments, and welcomes the Commission’s assessment that while governments should take the lead, a comprehensive approach involving stakeholders, including civil society, at all levels is essential for the success of integration policies. In this regard, ECRE wishes to stress the important role refugees and their communities play. Refugee empowerment is critical in integration. Some countries focus on the development of immigrant community organisations, as these can provide a focal point for community activities, facilitate the development of political self-confidence, and act as intermediaries between individuals and the host community. ECRE is therefore pleased that building migrants’ associations as sources of advice to newcomers is included in the actions and stresses the importance of enabling refugees to use their own resources and skills to help each other, particularly newcomers, and urges Member States to make available national funding to facilitate the development of these organisations and self-help groups. 

5. Conclusion

Refugees carry a responsibility to ensure their successful integration into European societies. If refugees are received by welcoming societies and given adequate support, if they are empowered and enabled to make the most of their own resources and skills, they will more easily fulfil this responsibility. Only through such a dynamic two way process of integration, where all parties recognise and meet their responsibilities, will cohesive societies be built in Europe. ECRE and its members are ready to actively join their efforts to those of other stakeholders to achieve successful integration of refugees into our societies.

ECRE, October 2005
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� For more details on ECRE’s views on refugee integration, see our � HYPERLINK "http://www.ecre.org/positions/Integration%20Way%20Forward.pdf" ��Way Forward Paper: Towards the Integration of Refugees in Europe�, July 2005


� See also � HYPERLINK "http://www.ecre.org/statements/integration.shtml" ��ECRE Comments on the Communication on Integration and Employment�, September 2003.


� The project NGO Network of Integration Focal Points is co-financed by the European Commission (INTI Preparatory actions 2004) 


� See for example: ECRE, � HYPERLINK "http://www.ecre.org/factfile/resources.shtml" ��Good Practice Guides on the Integration of Refugees in the European Union�, 2002 and Dutch Council for Refugees, � HYPERLINK "http://www.vluchtelingenwerk.nl/scripts/download.php?id=49" ��Two hands to clap�, 2005. 


� In 2001, ECRE and its members developed � HYPERLINK "http://www.refugeenet.org" ��refugeenet� as a source of ideas and information related to the integration of refugees in Europe. This website was supported by the European Refugee Fund, but could not be maintained after the funding ended. The Commission could draw from the experiences of refugeenet for the development of the new website.    


� The Civic citizenship and immigrant inclusion index developed by the Migration Policy Group is a good example of comparative analyses at EU level. The Integration Barometer, researching refugee integration in the Netherlands, by the Dutch Refugee Council, is a good example to evaluate progress at national level.


� In his � HYPERLINK "http://www.unhcr.ch/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/news/opendoc.htm?tbl=NEWS&id=4340f2624" ��opening speech� at the annual ‘Excom’ meeting High Commissioner Guterres said: “UNHCR staff and those they help must deal daily with the "perverse impact" of intolerance. He decried the rise in political demagoguery and populist media campaigns aimed at cynically manipulating public opinion and playing on people's fears and prejudices.”


� Cultural Diversity in Today’s Diverse World, Human Development Report 2004, UNDP, p. 90.


� In relation to persons with subsidiary protection the Directive states that “the situation of the labour market in the Member States may be taken into account, including the possible prioritisation of access to employment for a limited period of time to be determined in accordance with national law”.


� Article 4 of the Reception Directive allows Member States to introduce or retain more favourable provisions. ECRE recommends that any restrictions on asylum seekers’ access to the labour market should be lifted at the earliest possible stage and not later than six months from the time of the initial application for asylum.


� A number of Development Partnerships involved in the Asylum-Seekers theme of the EQUAL programme formed a working group on Skills Audits in October 2003 to identify success factors and good practices in skills auditing from Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden and the United Kingdom. See EQUAL Policy briefs etg5 4 May 2005, � HYPERLINK "http://europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/equal/policy-briefs/etg5-skill-audits-as_en.cfm" ��The right opportunity for the right skills�.  


� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.vluchtelingenwerk.nl/763-IntegratieBarometer.html" ��VluchtelingenWerk IntegratieBarometer�, een onderzoek naar de integratie van vluchtelingen in Nederland, 2005 and Resource project, � HYPERLINK "http://www.education-action.org/pdfs/eai_resource_arial.pdf" ��Refugees contribution to Europe. Overall Summary�. Education Action International 2004


� 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. In 2000, EU measures were agreed laying out rights in this area. Council Directive 2000/43/EC implements the principle of equal treatment between persons irrespective of racial and ethnic origin. Council Directive 2000/78/EC establishes a general framework for equal treatment in employment and occupation, and Council Decision 2000/750/EC establishes a community action programme to combat discrimination. See also the more recent Commission Communication Non-discrimination and equal opportunities for all - a framework strategy COM (2005) 224 final, 01.06.05, and European Parliament resolution on the protection of minorities and anti-discrimination policies in an enlarged Europe (2005/2008(INI)), P6_TA-PROV(2005)0228, 08.06.05.


� Opinion on EC Communication on immigration, integration and employment (COM(2003) 336 final, SOC/138, European Social and Economic Committee, 10 December 2003, parag.5.13.2


� Refugees are sometimes housed far away from health care services. This is detrimental, because a large proportion of refugees suffer from physical and / or mental health problems as a consequence of either the migration (climate change, lack of immunity from common European diseases) or their experiences of organised violence (through torture, rape, trauma). 


� Article 34 of the UN Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees recommends that states facilitate as far as possible the “assimilation and naturalisation of refugees” and “make every effort to expedite naturalisation proceedings”.


� In Ireland, refugees and asylum seekers were eligible to vote for the first time in local elections on 11 June 2005. 





_1110888388.doc


�












