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Enaro Exchange in Belgium 19. to 29. of April 2005
The Enaro program is about exchanging knowledge and experiences and consequently to make the participants think about their own working situation and how the Reception of Asylum seekers is organized and can be organized differently. 

This is a report from such a program I participated in Belgium. As such it depends on where I have been, whom I have seen and my impressions of these meetings. Consequently the report illustrates one of many pictures of the Asylum Reception in Belgium. Secondly, a lot of information has been giving to me during this two-week programme. All will not be found in this report. I have highlighted what I believe is interesting and what I hope will be interesting for the ones who read it. The focus will be on differences between the countries as they are easier to distinguish and they make us question our own role, work and organization.

The offer to participate in this exchange came too late and left me without any possibilities to prepare or to inform myself about the Belgium Asylum Reception. However equipped with a genuine interest to get to know more about the reception of asylum seekers in Europe and a well-planned schedule with Fedasil staff wanting to share their work and their experiences made these two weeks very informative and interesting.

ASYLUM PROCEDURE

When discussing the asylum procedure in Belgium it became clear that both countries have problems concerning the time asylum seekers wait for a decision, the judgement of the credibility of the asylum seeker and the motivation of the decisions. However there are many differences as there are separate ministries for procedure and reception in Belgium. The reception of asylum seekers is organized under the Ministry of Social Integration while the Ministry of the Interior is dealing with the asylum procedure. The Swedish Migration Board is on the other hand responsible for both reception and asylum procedure. The advantage is that you do not have the same distinction between asylum procedure and reception. Staff from asylum procedure and reception has means to cooperate if problems arise and consequently know about each other’s problem. 

To give an example, the majority of the asylum seekers cannot confirm their name, birthday and citizenship. It causes many problems in a society where you need to identify yourself to be able to study, work or to go to the doctor. Being an asylum seeker in Sweden you receive a card, which works as a temporary identity card during the asylum procedure. But after the decision no matter positive or negative you need a document to identity yourself with. Both reception and asylum officers deal with this problem. In Belgium this was never mentioned as a problem, only when talking to staff assisting the asylum seekers after the decision. I believe the advantage in having no distinction between reception and asylum procedure is that you have the whole procedure in mind when working with the asylum seeker. 

Another difference is what happens after the decision. In Belgium the asylum seeker has five days to leave the reception area if a negative decision. In Sweden they have normally two weeks but their right to accommodation and financial support last until the day the leave the country. However during this time they should cooperate with the Migration Board to get travel documents. The two countries have consequently different views about the support to asylum seekers after a decision to leave the country has acquired legal force. When does the responsibility of the national government stop; is it a question of time or until the asylum seeker leave the country? This question is highly debated which means that nothing is set; a lot can change in both countries. In Belgium there are as well families staying in reception though they have received an order to leave the country. Both countries have this problem that asylum seekers choose to stay though a negative decision and the government cannot expatriate them, as they have no travel documents. 

Finally, two differences that make the situation in Belgium different from the one in Sweden. First the location of the country; Belgium is for many asylum seekers on their way to England. Secondly Belgium was once a colonial power. Asylum seeker from former colonies are more likely to go to Belgium. It seems as well that many come to Belgium without asking asylum. They know that only a minority who asks for asylum gets a permission to stay, which makes an illegal stay the only option if you do not want to return to your country. Help is given from different migrant communities. This might partly explain why the number of demands of asylum has decreased and consequently the number of illegal immigrants has increased. It might therefore be time to reopen the debate about facilitating labour migration.  

RECEPTION OF ASYLUM SEEKERS

Comparing my work situation with my Belgian colleagues I recognized that we all share following dilemmas: asylum seekers having to wait too long for a decision which creates many problems for the asylum seeker and the reception, the government is tight with money and finally a management who do not acknowledge the difficult working situation or lack means to offer support for the staff. As one eloquently put it: “not having access to psychologists is not only a problem for the asylum seeker but as well for the staff ”.

Focusing differences, in Sweden we are now looking at how we can reduce the reception as the number of asylum seekers decreases. In Belgium on the other hand there are not enough places according to employees working in the reception. Why is an interesting question but one answer might be as mentioned earlier being neighbour to United Kingdom and having been a former colonial power. 

What is really interesting to study is the variety of receptions in Belgium. You have the mixture from government to non-governmental organized receptions. It would be interesting to more thoroughly compare advantages and disadvantages from not only the perspective of the Ministry but as well from the view of asylum seekers. Especially when you compare with the situation in Sweden where you “only” have two options: either to arrange accommodation on your own or to accept the offer of a government organized reception. The reception of asylum seekers in Sweden reminds about the local initiatives in Belgium. The Migration Board tries to integrate the asylum seekers as much as possible in the municipality and to create an accommodation where they live as independent as possible. 

During my visit I have seen non-governmental reception centres where social workers have had a greater freedom, comparing to the situation in Sweden, to organize the reception and consequently they could better meet the needs of the asylum seekers. The smaller centre the easier it has been to do this. However differences between reception centres mean as well different kind of accommodation for asylum seekers in Belgium. The problem is that they will receive different kind of support depending on where they are accommodated.   

Medial care and the work with the community are two things, which I believe, work much better in Belgium. As asylum seekers have to contact local medical centres in Sweden they do not always meet medical staff that are experienced in addressing problems of asylum seekers and as well they often have to wait quite some time before they get an appointment. In many of the centres where I went to in Belgium you had at least one nurse at the centre and a doctor coming regularly. At the centres there were as well staff working with the community to improve relations between asylum seekers and the habitants surrounding the centre. There might be more reasons to do so if you have a big reception centre of asylum seekers. But no matter the number of asylum seekers I believe you need to work with the community. In Sweden we have too many examples of problems that arise if you do not. 

Culture is a way to build bridges and this is used in many of the centres I have been to in Belgium. You have as well volunteers coming to help in the centre, which is as well a way to communicate with the community. Another example of engagement from the community is people giving clothes and shoes to the centre. Unfortunately we do not have this kind of work where I am as the management have not recognized the need and consequently has not given us the time and possibilities to do it.

SUMMARY

During this programme we had as well a colleague from the United Kingdom. Unfortunately he could only attend for one week, which gave us less time to compare with his situation in United Kingdom. What we did find out was that all three countries have different ways of organizing the reception of asylum seekers; some things were alike in one country and different in another. This illustrates the organization of reception of asylum seekers in the European community. The asylum and immigration policy of the different member states is far away from being harmonized. 

We have had many discussions in which many interesting questions have emerged. Following questions are the ones I consider to be important when talking about the future reception of asylum seekers:

Is the reception of asylum seekers a question of control or welfare?

The situation differs in Sweden, Belgium and United Kingdom considering the reception of asylum seekers. It depends as well on whom you ask. Certain believe reception is more about offering welfare, other about control. Who is in charge of the support makes a difference. I believe social workers employed by the local social services department were more focusing on welfare than control. 

What kind of support do we offer or should we offer?

Asylum seekers are entitled to financial and social support. What this means varies from one country to another. Different countries have different guidelines. What matters as well is the number of files of each social worker and the access given to health care, education, work or other activities for the asylum seeker. Welfare can be offered if asylum seekers are given the same conditions as other service users in the country. In our discussions it became obvious that the asylum seekers have different rights depending on which country they demand asylum. In United Kingdom they have the right to go to University while it is not possible in Sweden. The financial support is in Belgium according to what other social users receive while it is less in United Kingdom and Sweden. These examples illustrate that the governments have different ideas of what an asylum seeker needs while waiting for a decision and that some kind of distinction is drawn between asylum seekers and indigenous in the society.

Who is responsible for the return?

A negative decision is negative for the asylum seeker and therefore difficult to discuss as they came to stay not to return. However as the majority do receive an order to leave the country this is something, which must be discussed with the asylum seeker and in the organization of reception. The reception in Sweden works from the start to prepare asylum seekers for both settlement and return. This illustrates a dilemma not only for the asylum seeker but as well for the staff. How to prepare for something you do not know the outcome of and especially if one outcome is one that you do not want? How different countries work with return varies but all have problems. Who is responsible for the return: the asylum seeker or the national government and considering the support, do asylum seekers have right to support if they choose not to cooperate after an order to leave the country? How can we motivate them and which means are acceptable to get asylum seekers to leave the country? More and more asylum seekers in the reception have an order to leave the country. We need to find a solution to this problem.

These remarks will end this report. These questions are not only questions that I believe are important to consider but they illustrate as well the effect of these two weeks. I have learnt a lot. My stay in Belgium has been very interesting and this thanks to a good organizer and Fedasil staff wanting to discuss their work and experiences.   

Magdalena Lund

Handling Officer at the Reception Centre Accommodation in Vingåker
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