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Minimum standards and beyond - the contribution of Equal to a dignified standard of living for asylum seekers in Europe

Ladies and Gentlemen, dear Colleagues,

In 1995 Sweden became a member of the European Union. That same year I was appointed EU Commissioner for Immigration, Justice and Home Affairs.

I arrived in Brussels to a practically empty portfolio. The whole policy field was in many ways new for the European Union. Member States had up untill then decided over asylum, border control and migration policy issues. Agreements and conventions were agreed upon directly between the Member States themselves.

Very much has happened over the course of more than ten years. I will here shortly recapitulate the process and the development of a common European asylum and migration policy. 

And, I think it is important to remember: this conference and the achievements of the Equal programme and the asylum theme are a small but important part of this process.

More than one hundred large European projects - Development Partnerships - under the Equal Initiative have generated a unique and valuable wealth of results in developing concepts and methods in how to improve asylum seekers' social and vocational integration. 

These efforts have in part sprung from the common legislation that now exists in this area, namely the Reception Directive.

1. Amsterdam - Tampere - The Hague

Not many Member States were willing back in 1995 to fully accept that issues, which concerned their own internal affairs or external borders,  were taken over by the European Union. The Amsterdam Treaty of 1997 laid the constitutional groundwork for the EU to be able to act on asylum and migration policy issues.

At the top-level meeting in Tampere in 1999 a number of important decisions were taken towards creating a Common European Asylum System and Policy. The adoption of legislative directives concerning asylum testing and asylum reception had finally begun.

The top-level meeting in The Hague in 2004 was a control station on the way towards a common asylum system. We could at that point see that much had been accomplished - but also that much still remained to do.

These years also witnessed changes in the landscape of asylum seekers and migrants. New groups of asylum seekers came to Europe and new categories of migrants sought their way here, even using the asylum system.

There are still, however, differences between Member States' reception systems. Many asylum seekers continue to have to wait far too long for a decision. And still, Member States assess differently grounds for asylum.

But here, at this second European conference on asylum reception, we have a truly impressive display of one hundred transnational projects - Development Partnerships under the Equal Initiative -  which all aim to improve asylum seekers' social and vocational integration.

From my perspective, as the first ever European Commissioner in this policy area, this conference is not only an instructive and genuine collection of good examples and recommendations, but also a powerful manifestation of a successful European co-operation effort underpinning the process I have just briefly described.

2. Equal's mission and results

While the Equal Initiative is now coming to a close, project results are opening up for reforms in existing policies.

This conference is, in itself, a good example of what the Equal Initiative strives to accomplish, namely improvements in the reception of asylum seekers; improvements that lead to lasting change in existing systems and policies at national and EU level.

The fact that close to three hundred politicians, decision makers, representatives of  non-governmental organisations, government bodies and the media are here today proves three things:

- that the issues dealt with here are of pressing importance

- that Equal, the only European programme which specifically takes on the challenge of socio- vocational integration of asylum seekers, has already made a great impact, 

- and that asylum policy, in a broad sense, is indeed a common European concern.

A hopeful example of this growing insight is found in the words of Tobias Billström, the Swedish Migration Minister who, speaking about the refugee situation in Sweden, recently said, and I quote:

"There has to be solidarity between EU's Member States so that there are more of us who share the responsibility of offering protection to refugees. That is why taking a greater and shared responsibility by Member States, and having a common regulatory framework in the EU, is a prime objective of this government in its migration policy.

The government will play a very active role in the EU's harmonisation process towards a common asylum system by 2010. As Sweden will take over the rotating presidency during the fall of 2009, we will share responsibility for moving this process forwards."

As laid out in the Reception Directive, the common European asylum system shall guarantee, and I quote, 

"Minimum standards for the reception of asylum seekers that will normally suffice to ensure them a dignified standard of living and comparable living conditions in all Member States..."
This means that also improvements in the reception of asylum seekers is an important part of the sharing of responsibility which Tobias Billström wants to see.

Despite the shortcomings that persist in the current system, despite that those directives which regulate, for example, reception were, in their final version, watered down, and despite that a number of Member States have still not lived up to their obligation to transpose and animate the directive, we can conclude that we have come a significant way towards a better asylum reception.

The Equal Initiative, and all of you who have worked hard in Development Partnerships, have made valuable contributions to this effort. 
3. A new migratory landscape - mixed flows

Creating a dignified and unified system for reception of asylum seekers in Europe is just one of many challenges which the EU and its Member States face. The Equal Initiative has generated unique opportunities for Member States to contribute towards improving their reception systems.

Another challenge is to, in a reasonable way, deal with the issue of those migrants which come to Europe and whose applications are processed through the asylum system but who are not granted the right to stay.

Asylum policy must not become a policy of repatriation. On the other hand, there needs to be policies and methods for how asylum seekers and migrants, who are not granted residency, can return to their country of origin under as good circumstances as possible.

The whole issue of so called mixed flows, and how these different categories of migrants are dealt with in systems and policies at national and EU level, has so far not been afforded its rightful place in either EU development programmes or in existing policy.

This problem has attracted the attention of a number of Equal projects in, among else, the Netherlands and in Germany. In September these projects are going to organise, in co-operation with a number of EU parliamentarians, a conference entitled "The Changing Patterns of Migration". 

The purpose is to highlight new problems and challenges which new migration patterns give rise to, and to underline the necessity of a new, common and coherent European migration policy as a complement to a generous and humane asylum policy.

4. New programme period and the importance of including asylum seekers in the mainstream programmes/ European Social Fund

The Equal Initiative comes to a close at the end of this year  - yet no similar EU programme is being launched to continue these valuable efforts.

The European Social Fund is moving into a new programme period of 2007 to 2013. The EU Commission's guidelines for the European Social Fund give Member States the possibility to include asylum seekers as a target group in the new programme.

I quote:

"New lessons have been learnt from the Community Initiative Equal, especially in respect of the combination of local, regional, national and European action. These lessons should be integrated into ESF support. 

Particular attention should be paid to the participation of target groups… and the integration of migrants, including those seeking asylum

 (Regulation (EC) No 1081/2006 of the European Parliament and of the Council.)

The experiences and results of the Development Partnerships in Equal under the Asylum Theme are indeed positive. In fact, in many cases they have been more successful than projects under other themes in the Equal Initiative when it comes to degree of impact on policies and systems.

Within the frame of what is called "a Social Europe" Member States and the EU must also take responsibility for asylum seekers, for their right to a dignified standard of living and for allowing them opportunities for education, training, work and self-subsistence during the often very long waiting times for a decision on their asylum application. 

That is why it is important that asylum seekers remain a specifically identified target group in the new programme period. Improving asylum seekers social and vocational integration is unequivocally a task which lies at the heart of the social dimension of European co-operation and thereby also a development area in the new European Social Fund programme.

Equal has played an important role so far in this work. But, as I have already concluded, much still remains to be done.
This is why the conference has the both challenging and forward looking title of "Minimum standards and beyond - the contribution of Equal to a dignified standard of living for asylum seekers in Europe."

I wish you a successful conference.
Thank you for your attention!

