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ACTIVITY REPORT 

SOLIDAR STUDY VISIT TO JOHANNES MIHKELSON CENTRE 

(JMC) - Addressing challenges of integration of long-term 

unemployed people and asylum seekers/refugees  
 22 SEPTEMBER 2016 | TARTU, ESTONIA 

 

On 22 September, SOLIDAR members visited 

the Johannes Mihkelson Centre (JMC), our 

Estonian Member is active providing better 

opportunities for marginalised segments of 

society, foremost long-term unemployed, 

refugees, ex-prisoners, youth and women. 

 

The main topic of the study visit was the work of 

JMC to provide services and support to refugees 

and unemployed people. Several participants 

from Estonia, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, France, 

Italy, Serbia, Spain and the UK were present.  

 

ABOUT THE JOHANNES MIHKELSON 

CENTRE 

JMC is a Non-governmental organisation, 

established in 1992 in Tartu by the Estonian 

Social Democratic Party, Estonian Social 

Democratic Youth and Estonian Social 

Democratic Party in Exile (Sweden). JMC aims to 

promote social justice and the democratic 

development of society in Estonia and abroad in 

co-operation with state, NGOs and international 

partners. The JMC provides support for the most 

vulnerable people and contributes in doing so to 

the creation of an inclusive society. The main 

activities of the JMC in 2016 focus on three main 

policy areas: job search and mentoring for 

unemployed people; support to integration of 

asylum seekers and refugees; and 

rehabilitation of ex-prisoners. 

 
 

THE SITUATION OF REFUGEES IN ESTONIA, 

CHALLENGES FOR MUNICIPALITIES 

The study visit started with a welcome speech by 

Mrs Veronica Varep, project manager at the 

JMC. Mrs Varep highlighted the challenges and 

difficulties the JMC is facing for the realisation of 

an hose to host reintegration programmes for ex-

prisoners. This program would be also applicable 

to refugees, who would receive support through 

individual coaching. 

 

Afterwards, Mr Juhan Saharov, service manager 

at JMC presented the situation of refugees in 

Estonia as well as the work of JMC with refugees 

and asylum seekers. 

 

In 2015 Estonia received 226 asylum applications 

from people coming from Afganistan, Sudan, Iraq 

and Syria. 97 of these requests, were accepted. 

Mr Saharov underlined that the reception system 

in Estonia needs to be improved in order to 

provide adaquate conditions to this number of 

refugees. In particular, the coordination between 

civil society and the local municipalities should be 
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enhanced and there is a need to raise the number 

social workers provding psychosocial support 

and language mediation. However, the Estonian 

goverments has agreed to receive 550 refugees 

wihith the EU resettlement program (2016-2018). 

So far, JMC has received 35 resettled refugees, 

in addition to another 44 who have applied for 

asylum directly in the country. The refugees come 

mainly from Syria, Iraq and Yemen. 

 

 
 

The reasons for such a small number of refugees 

in Estonia vary. Mr. Saharov indicated that there 

is a lack of language and cultural mediators. 

Moreover, Estonia is not a destination of the 

migration route. In Estonia, refugees live in small 

communities in towns (less than 20 people). The 

municipalities are not sufficenlty involved in the 

integration process, and there are no specific 

services for refugees (e.g. language courses, 

access to education or employment agencies). In 

everyday life, the refugees are mainly supported 

by NGOs.  

 

This year’s main activities of the Johannes 

Mihkelson Centre includes a mentorship program 

for refugees, coordination of mentors in Estonia, 

trainings for mentors, supervision of mentors and 

language mediation for refugees. 

 

The main objective of the JMC mentors 

programme is to create a bridge which could help 

refugees to better integrate. Mr. Saharov also 

highlighted the possible negative aspects of this 

individual approach, such as the lack of qualified 

people who could deal with refugees, the 

difficulties to cooperate with employers and the 

problem of dependency. 

 

During the presentation, participants also 

discussed the different approaches in their 

respective countries addressing the reception 

and integration of refugees. Mr. Saharov 

particularly stressed the need to exchange 

practices between the countries on this issue.  

 

Finally, an idea to cooperate with the city council 

of Tartu to create a multilevel team between the 

city council, JMC and services and networks 

(volunteers, schools, churches, youth centres) 

was presented.  

 

THE WORK OF JMC TO TACKLE LONG-TERM 

UNEMPLOYEMENT 

In the second part of the session, Mrs Ingrid 

Purje presented the different activities (services, 

trainings, job clubs) on integration of long-term 

unemployed that JMC is carrying out in Tartu, a 

city with a very low unemployment rate. The 

project “The Work praises the man“, which is 

financed by the European Structural Fund (ESF), 

targets people who haven’t being working for the 

past 12 months as well as young people aged 16-

29.  

 

This project has developed a six-step approach 

concept in order to offer individually-tailored 

measures for the target group. Within this 

program, training for developing social skills and 

job seeking skills is provided. This includes, 

among others, psychological preparation for job 

seeking, career planning, job interview training 

and a labour law course. Furthermore, job 

seekers can have counselling on to how to deal 

with debt and addiction. 

 

An innovative measure implemented by the 

project is the Job Club, which consists of weekly 

peer group meetings (30 hours in 10 weeks) 
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organised by a tutor with the aim of providing very 

practical and empowering training. 

 

 

An important instrument for the implementation of 

the program is mentoring. JMC organises 

trainings and networking activities to support 

people, and supervises their work. Currently, 

there are over 50 people working in the center to 

provide support.  

 

Additionally, individual training for job seekers to 

get suitable jobs is provided. On top of that, after 

the first practical training, job seekers can receive 

advanced training to develop professional 

competences and new skills. 

 

Also the partners with which the JMC works to 

implement this project were presented. Among 

them are the European Social Fund, ten local 

governments, the Estonian Unemployment 

Insurance Fund, local employees and other 

NGOs.  

 

More information can be found in the PowerPoint 

presentation. 

 

This study visit has been organised in the 

framework of the EaSI programme. 

https://prezi.com/om77uwo84f4z/copy-of-tugi-ideaalse-tookoha-otsingul/
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