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SHARE Cross-Border Conference: Participation and Integration of 

Refugees 
 

 

Click to download the meeting agenda.  

On 28th September 2015, ICMC Europe and SHARE partners Stichting Vluchtelingen Werk (The Dutch 
Council for Refugees, Limburg), the city of Aachen, and the city of Sittard-Geleen, organised a one day 
meeting on participation and integration of refugees in the Meuse-Rhine Euregion. The conference 
was held in the city of Aachen, and attended by representatives of relevant actors from three 
neighbouring countries -- the Netherlands, Germany, and Belgium. Participants presented reception 
and integration programmes in their respective cities and regions.  
 
Background and purpose of the conference  
 
The unprecedented increase in refugee arrivals to Europe from Syria, Eritrea, Afghanistan, and Iraq, 
has left many towns and cities in Europe struggling to find ways to provide urgent protection and 
services for these new arrivals, especially given the lack of legal routes and resettlement opportunities 
for thousands of refugees. 
 
However, over the last three years, the Meuse-Rhine Euregion has received a significant number of 
refugees and in doing has shown a long standing commitment of civil society and local authorities to 
the welcome, reception and integration of new refugee arrivals.  Across the region, there has been a 
burst of welcoming initiatives and citizen involvement in areas such as housing, education, 
employment and active participation in society, contributing to a positive environment for refugee 
protection and integration.  
 
In the current context of increasing refugee arrivals, now more than ever, there needs to be cross-
border collaboration and exchange in the Meuse-Rhine Euregion with NGOS and city and civil society 
actors, to generate support for refugees and share experiences and practices as to what has worked 
well and where there are still challenges.  
 
On September 28th 2015,  SHARE II invited relevant actors from the Meuse-Rhine Euregion of Germany 
(Region of Aachen), Belgium (Hasselt, Eupen) and the province of Limburg in the Netherlands, to a 
SHARE Cross-Border exchange meeting co-hosted by the city of Sittard-Geleen and the Dutch Council 
of Refugees and held in the city of Aachen, Germany.  
 
 The conference   brought together relevant actors, to present reception and integration programmes, 
and to consider areas of future cooperation in order to facilitate cross-border collaboration and 
exchange on refugee integration. In addition, the conference highlighted civil society contributions 
and the involvement of church communities in welcoming refugees to the towns and cities of the 
Meuse-Rhine Euregion.  

  
 

http://www.resettlement.eu/sites/icmc.tttp.eu/files/SHARE%20Cross-Border%20conference%20note%20%26%20programme%202309.pdf
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Petra Hueck, ICMC Europe opened the conference by 

highlighting the importance of capacity building for refugee 

integration and participation and best practice exchange in the 

region especially now, in the context of an increased influx of 

asylum-seekers to the cities of the Meuse-Rhine Euregion. She 

welcomed the opportunity for the SHARE Network, with its 

significant experience of facilitating exchange and capacity-

building in resettlement, reception and integration, to engage 

with representatives from the three countries in the context of 

the Cross-Border conference. 

 

Hilde Scheidt, Deputy Mayor, city of Aachen welcomed 

participants by stressing the need to create dialogue and 

build networks between cities and their civil society partners 

across borders of the Meuse-Rhine Euregion. Ms. Scheidt 

referred to the humanitarian responsibility of cities in 

Europe and the tradition of receiving and protecting the 

uprooted in Aachen since displacements of people during 

the World Wars. She shared her ambitions for an annual 

meeting between cities from the three bordering countries 

to further develop partnerships and exchange experiences 

and good practices. 

 

Bert Kamphuis, alderman, city of Sittard-Geleen pointed out that authorities 

in all three countries are dealing with the same challenges in trying to offer 

protection to refugees, to find suitable housing and to facilitate newcomers’ 

integration and participation in society. He therefore sees it as important to 

learn from each other - especially in times where Europe is facing an increased 

influx of refugees many of whom will receive a residence permit in due course. 

Mr. Kamphuis stated that in order to make sure that communities can cope 

with the consequences, we will need to join forces on a European level. Fast 

action is needed.  He continued, “we cannot afford to sit back and relax. There 

is no time for hesitation or mutual blaming and shaming. The refugees that 

cross our borders every day need to be given a safe haven quickly and the 

national governments and local authorities should take responsibility.” The 

week before, Sittard-Geleen welcomed 250 refugees and accomodated them 

in emergency shelters. “Of course, this requires a lot of hard work and a 

dedicated approach by the city officials, the Red Cross, the Dutch Council for 

Refugees and many volunteers.” He explained that “the city of Sittard-Geleen 

is pleased to see how all of these people are managing this challenging situation.” 
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Topics and Interventions  

The conference first explored the current challenges and experiences in Limburg, the Netherlands 

and North Rhine-Westphalia in Germany. Speakers described how cities and civil society are 

responding to the recent increase in refugee arrivals and outlined some of the immediate  

challenges in the social-economic and political spheres.  

Chris Baltussen, Director at Dutch Council for Refugees, Limburg (DCfR), provided an overview of the 

current situation in Limburg. He first described how the Red Cross 

(with support from volunteers) is leading emergency support and food 

distribution at a sports centre currently hosting refugees and asylum-

seekers. There is also an emergency centre set up by the DCfR, to offer 

temporary accommodation to 300 to 600 refugees, for periods of 6 

months to 2 years.  

Mr. Baltussen explained that, in general, civil society has responded 

with hard work and dedication, creating a safe and welcoming 

environment.  Citizens have offered clothes, toys and food donations 

to newcomers arriving in their communities.  

But he also observed that populist political parties have encouraged 

negative responses to refugees, and hateful remarks are sometimes 

published on social media.  He said that this social unrest cannot be 

ignored, and authorities are charged with protecting refugees in need 

and people fleeing from warzones in search of a safe place to live. He 

stressed the fact that local authorities and the city must share 

responsibility for providing humanitarian outreach.  

In the Netherlands, the Immigration and Naturalisation service can process applications within three 

days, and is able to grant asylum for up to 5 years. However, in the current context of so many arrivals, 

it often takes up to 2 to 3 months to process asylum applications and occasionally 6 months.,  

Nonetheless, he reported that about 13,000 individuals in the reception centres in Limburg have 

already been processed and received an official immigration status.  They are largely still waiting to 

be placed in municipalities. (Click here to access Mr. Baltussen’s full presentation).     

 

Gerrit Hermans, for Caritas Geldern in Germany, introduced the current situation in his region and 

the national context in general regarding emergency reception in times of increased inflows. He 

started off showing recent figures regarding arrivals to Germany, pointing out that from September 

to August 2015, 256,938 individuals had made asylum claims in Germany, compared to 202,834 

asylum claims in the full year of 2014. Arrivals are not expected to decline in 2015.  To the contrary, 

the German Federal Office for Migrants and Refugees expects 800,000 applications for asylum by the 

end of 2015. With regard to countries of origin, the biggest groups arriving to Germany are Syrians, 

Chris Baltussen (Dutch Council for Refugees, 

Limburg)  
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followed by Albanians, Kosovars, Serbs, Afghans and Iraqis. There is a low status exception rate for 

asylum-seekers from the Balkans, as several countries have been classified as safe countries of origin.  

Asylum-seekers from these Balkan countries are sent back after their claims are rejected if they have 

not already returned on a voluntary basis. Realistically, he continued, society must adapt as Syrians 

and Afghans will not go back to their countries in the near future. But Mr. Gerrit stated “We can 

manage these numbers”. He illustrated the process of migrating to Germany showing an infograph 

summarizing federal, regional and local responsibilities and competences (to view, please download 

the presentation at the end of this paragraph).  

The department for Integration and Migration at Caritas Geldren, offers social assistance and legal 

advice to migrants, refugees and asylum-seekers. But since 2014, due to the current increased inflows, 

Caritas Geldern has started to provide support for asylum-seekers on-site in reception centres. He 

explained that in the last two weeks, Caritas has set up emergency accommodations, and last weekend 

the first refugees were welcomed there.   

Mr. Hermans pointed out that the media in Germany does not always communicate the right 

impression with regard to capacities for managing the refugee situation.  As Germany has welcomed 

immigrants for decades, the current situation is not really a new phenomenon. Germany has become 

a model society demonstrating that living together is possible, no matter where people come from or 

how disadvantaged they are. 

In Munich and Dusseldorf, refugees are able to shelter in the emergency centre instead of in the 

streets, but due to limited capacities they cannot make their claims straight away and there is no time 

frame for when the situation will be resolved. The process needs to be much faster, but unlike in the 

Netherlands, no agreement has been reached on how long the process of submitting a claim and 

receiving a response on status should take.  

Gerrit Hermans (Caritas Geldern) 

 (city of Aachen)  
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In many municipalities in North Rhine Westphalia, emergency accommodations have been set up, 

sometimes immediately, but recently this has become more challenging. Most facilities manage to 

accommodate up to 100 people. At provisional reception centres, refugees receive their social 

benefits in cash. With regard to labour market integration, to date, there are work permits for refugees 

and asylum-seekers, but no clear strategic plan for the economic integration of refugees. Full 

economic integration into the labour market will require a comprehensive approach including 

interlinked integration measures, including language learning, recognition of diplomas and vocational 

training without loss of social benefits. He concludes that whilst a lot of integration measures exist, 

those are mainly for immigrants as supposed to refugees and that there is no overarching national 

integration strategy. (Click here to access Mr. Gerrit’s full presentation) 

 

Sandra Knabe, Department Social & Integration affairs for the city of Aachen in Germany, talked 

about reception and housing of resettled refugees in Aachen. 

Ms. Knabe described how the city is supported by private 

housing agents offering additional individual housing for 

newcomers. The city wants to ensure that every family gets 

their own private apartment. Thirty percent of these facilities 

have their own kitchens and bathrooms. They are all fully 

equipped with crockery before the refugee families arrive and 

care takers are hired to manage the facilities.  

What is important, she said, is that refugees get immediate 

support,   receive [cash stipends], benefit from healthcare and 

are able to create a network. While it is difficult, the city is 

providing them with money to buy clothes and food, which she 

sees as essential. Refugees also receive three meals a day, and 

civil society in Aachen is working to create welcome and 

support reception.  

The city offers vaccinations to newcomers and has a 24/7 emergency accommodation system set up 

with the support of local volunteers. In Aachen, volunteers help refugee children with language 

learning at kindergartens. In this context, the SAVE me group in Aachen has been a big support 

coordinating citizens’ involvement, donations and assigning both to where they’re most needed. In 

terms of local challenges, Ms. Knabe stated that additional 

school places will need to be created. She pointed out that 

there are difficulties finding funding and that this is a 

reoccurring topic discussed at the city council. However, in her 

opinion, the funding invested now will benefit the city in the 

future. There are funds at the municipal level and parties can 

agree on how those are spent and what new responsibilities 

should be taken on. Among other things these funds finance 

the training of volunteers, and she highlighted that this 

practice should continue to ensure that volunteers are able to 

work alongside civil society. In general, more support is 

Sandra Knabe (city of Aachen)  

 

http://www.save-me-aachen.de/
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needed from the regional and federal government, and Ms. Knabe stated that this should become a 

national task.  

To build public support, awareness raising events are organised to educate citizens about the needs 

of refugees, to profile the support the city is providing and to raise awareness about how this work 

can be supported by citizens. She ended her talk by describing the long-term challenges in the city, 

and conveyed the significance of education for both adults and children. Such educational 

programmes will require the support of strong local partnerships. (Click here to access Ms. Knabe’s 

full presentation).  

 

Refugees are welcome in our communities!  

Magdalena Boehm, Programme officer at ICMC Europe introduced the SHARE short film 

‘Resettlement in Sittard-Geleen’. Click here to view the short film about the NGO-municipality 

partnership and the local volunteers that make the resettlement programme in the municipality of 

Sittard-Geleen a reality. 

The next section of the conference examined how different actors are helping in welcome and 

reception of refugees into their communities, with Romke Hameleers from the Dutch Refugee 

Council & Gerrit Hermans from Caritas Geldern introducing different practices and strategies on 

volunteering for refugee integration. Mr. Hameleers gave an overview of the role of the volunteer 

within the DCfR, explaining how they support refugees during the three phases of reception, 

integration and participation. The organisation considers individual differences by using a tailor-made 

approach for each client. DCfR volunteers receive detailed information and training to ensure a proper 

start that meets their expectations of volunteering. Romke also outlined the demarcation of tasks 

between paid staff and volunteers, on which the DCfR adheres to a strict organisational policy. (Click 

here to access the full presentation of the DCfR).  

 Irene Porsch from Caritas in Germany, introduced the project ‘Aktion: Neue Nachbarn’ (Action: New 

Neighbours) an initiative run by the Archdiocese of Cologne in collaboration with Caritas. This initiative 

consists of a central project fund offering small grants to ‘non-bureaucratic’ reception and welcome 

initiatives proposed by individual parishes, including for 

housing, language-learning and awareness-raising. Action 

New Neighbours aims to complement existing structures 

for refugee reception and integration by strengthening 

welcome and broadening the type and nature of available 

integration support, building the capacity and resourcing 

welcome activities of local parishes, and providing 

increased volunteering opportunities for local residents via 

their respective parishes. (Click here to access the full 

presentation given by Caritas Cologne).  

Hub Vossen and Marielle Beusmans, Dienst Kerk en 

Samenleving (Service Church and Society) of the Dioceses 

Roermond discussed some of the local practice examples 

in the Netherlands. Volunteers in the parishes of Roermond 

Marielle Beusmans (Service Church and Society, Dioceses 

Roermond)  

 

http://www.resettlement.eu/page/resettlement-dutch-municipality-sittard-geleen
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offer social guidance to refugees by showing them their new environment and accompanying 

newcomers on their first visits to the local authorities and medical services. In collaboration with the 

Salvation Army, Stichting Teus Vlot Foundation and the Wereldwijd Foundation, the dioceses runs a 

shelter offering “Bed, Bath & Bread” to asylum-seekers. At the shelter, the organisations provide legal 

advice and social support during the period of an ongoing asylum claim.  

Ms. Beusmans explained that at an upcoming meeting in November in Limburg, attended by the 

Bishop, the governor of Limburg, Mayors and representatives of cities in Limburg and their civil society 

partners, the various actors formulate concrete plans on how they can work together and support 

each other to offer protection and welcome to refugees arriving to their local communities.  

 

Boosting labour market integration: how is it done?  

Elisabeth Verniers, Caritas International introduced the SHARE short film screening ‘A land of 

opportunities’. Click here to watch the short film about SHARE Resettlement Ambassador Filmon 

who worked together with ICMC and Caritas International to produce a video on his life in Antwerp - 

visiting and talking with the organisations and individuals that have supported him with integration 

into Belgian life and helped him to pursue his goals. 

Ms. Verniers shared the results of a Caritas study on labour market integration of refugees in 

Belgium identifying obstacles that refugees encounter on their way to education and employment. 

In terms of challenges that were perceived by refugees in Belgium, study outcomes suggest that 

language barriers, transit situations, lack of choice of education/employment and poor mental 

health impede their economic integration. Ms. Verniers stated that the Belgian strategy “the fastest 

route to work”, implying that newcomers should accept any kind of work that is available and doable 

for them to eliminate dependence  on social benefits, is experienced as demotivating by the majority 

of respondents. Overall results indicate that it is extremely challenging for refugees to find work 

without a secondary degree.   Therefore refugees with no more than a high-school education often 

end up employed in low-skill jobs. Ms. Verniers explained that more than half of the respondents 

were interested in doing volunteer work while looking for paid employment but only a few of them 

had experience with volunteering. Obstacles to engaging in volunteer work are language barriers 

and access to information on local volunteer work opportunities. 

She concluded that refugees are highly motivated but that 

employment rates and job security are extremely low within this 

group often leading refugees to perform work that does not 

corresponds to their previous work experiences or educational 

backgrounds (Click here to view Ms. Verniers full presentation).  

Sevim Dogan, Head of office, Communal Integration Centre, the 

city of Aachen introduced the work of the Communal Integration 

Centre in Aachen (Kommunales Integrationszentrum Aachen). In 

accordance with a law enforcing civic participation and integration 

in North Rhine Westphalia, the state government has delegated 

the support for integration on the local level to 49 communal 

Sevim Dogan (city of Aachen)  

 

http://resettlement.eu/page/introducing-filmon-share-ambassador-belgium
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integration centres coordinated by one regional office. Since 2012, the communal integration 

centres in North Rhine Westphalia are responsible for:  

 providing statistical overviews of local foreign populations and integration measures; 

 developing conceptual action plans with regard to integration on the local level; 

 coordinating projects regarding intercultural and linguistic education for migrants of all age 

groups; 

 offering support and encouraging networking of migrant organisation; and  

 strengthening intercultural representation in local and cultural institutions.  

The communal integration centre in Aachen offers advice regarding the German education system, 

supports school admission and coordinates placement in remedial teaching classes for all 

newcomers under the age of 18. The department is also the point of contact to sign up for language 

and integration courses that are offered at the local adult educational centre. Ms. Dogan illustrated 

the work the centre has been doing by presenting the latest statistics her department has gathered 

on the educational advice they’ve provided since their establishment and the number of remedial 

classes provided at different schools in the city.  

Aachen has a total of 162 migrant organisations.  The center facilitates a meeting platform for those 

groups which are involved in the representation and integration of newcomers and helps organise 

the annual integration day at the intercultural centre ‘Nadelfabrik’, attracting more than 5,000 

visitors each year. (Click here to access Ms. Dogan’s full presentation).  

Sabina Aliyeva, The Foundation for Refugee Students (UAF) presented the study and work 

support the organisation offers to highly educated refugees in the Netherlands. UAF was 

founded in 1948 and provides financial and other support to refugees and asylum seekers 

who plan to study at BA or MA level in The Netherlands, consisting of:  

 scholarships and contributions toward the costs of preparation for study and during 
studies; 

 individual advice and guidance by student counsellors; 
and 

 support to graduates in finding a job. 
 

Ms. Aliyeva shared statistics on the different job fields that 

refugee graduates at UAF are interested in pursuing: 37% are 

looking for work in the field of health care and social sector, 21% 

are interested in IT, 16% in economy and 6% in law. UAF clients 

are on average older than Dutch graduates. Having finished a 

first diploma in the country of origin and attended higher 

education in the Netherlands, they usually enter the job market 

between the ages of 30 – 40. She stated that their level of 

language proficiency is sufficient by the time they finish higher 

education in the Netherlands and that graduates are on average 

very motivated, ambitious and flexible in finding employment. 

She explained that these competences are strengths on the 

Dutch job market.  Refugees are also attractive hires because 
Sabina Aliyeva (The Foundation for Refugee Students)  
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they are often more flexible in terms of salaries than the average Dutch graduate and they represent 

an intercultural asset to an organisation, conveying social responsibilities and ethnic diversity. In 

terms of challenges highly educated refugees face on the job market, according to UAF, there is a 

high drop-out rate during language preparation due to the fact that refugees may struggle with loss 

and traumas experienced in the country of origin or adjustment in the new host society. Ms. Aliyeva 

also stressed the fact that they lack a social network in the Netherlands impeding the likelihood of 

finding a job and often face discrimination in their search for employment. (Click here to view Ms. 

Aliyeva’s full presentation).  

Chris Baltussen, Dutch Council for Refugees (DCfR) & Emplooi introduced the work of the DCfR at 

Emplooi – providing job counseling for refugees. With regard to their client group, Emplooi assists all 

refugees having received an immigration status in the entitling them to work, regardless their age,  

ethnic, national or academic background.  The main aim of the branch run by the DCfR is to find paid 

employment for refugees by  means of making use of their network of employers and individual 

counseling provided by volunteers. If necessary, Emplooi also looks into the option of finding 

volunteer work or internships for its clients. Volunteer job counselors facilitate first intakes with the 

refugees, assessing their academic background, langauge proficiency, individual potentials, work 

motivation and interests. Afterwards, an individual action plan is set up including different steps to 

be met on their way to finding paid employment. So far, Emplooi has helped more than 8,500 

refugees  find a paid and job and 3,000 findan internship or study programme. On average, Emplooi 

offers 750 – 1000 counseling sessions per year and has a success rate of 350 matches each year. 

With regard to challenges faced by refugees looking for employment, Mr. Baltussen stated that 

language barriers, foreign qualifications and diplomas, lack of social capital, age gaps and cultural 

differences impede refugees’ chances in finding a job in the Netherlands. He stressed the fact that 

refugees are often  competant and qualified but lack the accreditation of their diplomas. In addition, 

refugees can offer diverse life experiences, show willpower, flexibility and motivation. The 

organisation has established strong partnerships in Limburg that contribute to their success infinding 

employment for newcomers. The DCfR and Emplooi cooperate with social services, job centers, 

vocational training as well as higher educational instititions and have established a pool of 

employers interested in hiring refugee staff. Mr. Baltussen described it as a win-win situation 

whereby cities are lifted from their financial burdens, volunteers experience gratification through 

offering their time and expertise and refugees can fully integrate in society. (Click here to access Mr. 

Baltussen’s full presentation).  

 

 

 

 


