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       ASPIRE!! Policy Brief
	



Strengthening the NGO sector to address the needs of asylum seekers
ASPIRE!

Funded under the EQUAL initiative, ASPIRE! Is a trans-national cooperation partnership bringing together a range of organisations working with asylum seekers in Germany, the Netherlands, Portugal, Ireland, Sweden and the Czech Republic.  Based on the practical experience of these partners, ASPIRE! has produced best practice policy recommendations for the provision of information, services and integration of asylum seekers.  In particular ASPIRE! has identified 3 priority areas for action for EU Policy: Strengthening the non-state sector, addressing the health needs of asylum seekers and integrating asylum seekers into social inclusion and anti-discrimination initiatives.

In relation to the NGO sector, the intention is to achieve recognition of the strengths of the sector in terms of its flexibility, independence and responsiveness, while ensuring professionalism and quality of service delivery.
1. Rationale
Work in ASPIRE! has demonstrated the effectiveness of joint approaches and cooperation between the statutory and voluntary/NGO sectors in responding to the real needs of asylum seekers in different circumstances.  Important reasons for promoting joint approaches and linkages include:
· The voluntary/NGO sector is acknowledged to have a degree of flexibility that allows for timely response to diverse and changing needs.  This, together with the capacity to engage in effective outreach activities, can provide an effective compliment to many mainstream services.

· Gaining the trust of asylum seekers depends on a separation of functions, in particular that agencies providing support are seen to be independent from decision-making processes around asylum determination.  The NGO sector offers a neutral space in this context and thus a platform for the freer expression of need.  Good relations with the statutory agencies can lead to more effective targeting of services to where need is greatest.  It can also inform mainstream agencies of changing needs over time.
· Statutory service providers are limited in the extent to which they can support integration with host communities.  The NGO sector, drawing on a broad range of voluntary and community-based support, is an effective partner in this respect.

2. What needs to be done?
2.1. Longer-Term Contracts 
Make funding available to NGOs on longer-term contracts, ensuring consistency and effectiveness in working relationships, sustainability of partnership projects and approaches, the capacity to engage in long-tem planning, and the formal recognition of NGOs as legitimate partners in development. 
2.2. Mechanisms for learning 
By bringing actors together who represent the different levels of policy and legislation, and by making them aware of what is happening on the ground, the influence practical experiences can be substantially increased.   There is therefore a need to develop networks to ensure that learning, in relation to needs, can be translated into policy and practice changes in mainstream services.  
2.3. Autonomy for the NGO Sector 
To realise the full benefits of their experience, it is essential that NGOs retain autonomy, especially in:
· Accurate articulation of need

· Good outreach practice

· Maintenance of independent profile

3. How policy objectives can be achieved 
3.1. EU Programmes to Fund NGOs 

· The European Parliament should ensure that funding be made available for NGOs to deliver programmes, preferably on a multi-year basis

· EU Programmes should support networking programmes involving state and non-state actors at national and trans-national levels 
3.2. Support networks and policy working groups
· Policy recommendations can be brought to national decision makers through the national Thematic Networks.
· Policy working groups could be established in each Member State; within which joint learning can take place on an ongoing basis and through which mainstreaming lessons can be realised.

3.3. using best practice
The cooperation model promoted by NGOs under the EQUAL programme should be adopted in future programmes

4. Best Practice Examples 
· Local area-based partnerships in Ireland provided a more open and ‘neutral’ space for effective information provision.
· A Guide to the Reception and Integration of Refugees was produced in Portugal with a range of service providers which improved co-ordination between services.
· The Trans-national Cooperation Work of the ASPIRE! Project and EQUAL National Thematic Groups in Germany and Sweden
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