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AUSTRIASOCIAL PROGRESS WATCH 2017

AUSTRIA
1. INTEGRATION OF THIRD COUNTRY 
NATIONALS

1.1 Tools/programmes implemented for the 
labour market integration of third country 
nationals

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

The National Action Plan for Integration encloses 
all integration policies at the national, regional and 
local levels. The plan states that integration is a 
cross-sectional matter and it defines seven fields of 
action, including work and employment.

In November 2015 the Ministry for Europe, 
Integration and Foreign Affairs launched 50 Action 
Points Plan that provides recommendations based 
on those seven fields of actions, but only for people 
entitled to asylum and subsidiary protection.
The Public Employment Service, aims at job 
seekers, is only accessible for recognised 
refugees and beneficiaries of subsidiary protection. 
Therefore, most of the main policies and integration 
programmes within the Public Employment Service 
exclude asylum seekers. They cannot be clients 
of the Public Employment Service and, therefore, 
have no access to several qualifications and training 
courses which are provided by this institution.

In addition, recognised refugees and beneficiaries 
of subsidiary protection are not eligible for the 
Bedarfsorientierte Mindestsicherung (means-tested 
minimum income scheme) in several federal states 
of Austria.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group in 2016:

A nationwide coordination of integration 
programmes, more synchronisation and 

This report deals with the specific situation of 
third country nationals in Austria. The country was 
affected particularly hard by the refugee crisis 
in 2015. As a result, a large number of initiatives 
and laws have been adopted in the last two years 
to respond to the challenges that have arisen. 
NGOs have also expanded their agendas and 
committed themselves to reducing the humanitarian 
consequences of the refugee crisis. In addition, 
many people in Austria have volunteered, making a 
major contribution to integration and living together.

The second part of the report deals with the social 
system in Austria. Again, there are many challenges. 
For this reason, many different laws and initiatives 
were concluded or adapted last year. However, 
more government involvement is needed as costs 
continue to rise in many areas, such as housing, 
and economic conditions remain difficult. For this 
reason, many proposals and recommendations 
from the national EU strategy group can be found in 
the report.
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communication between public authorities should 
be promoted and optimised. Sufficient language 
and qualification courses of a coherent and 
comparable quality should be made available 
nationwide for all third country nationals. 

What are important developments since 
last year’s SPW report on specific policies/
programmes implemented for labour market 
integration of third country nationals in your 
country by the national, regional and local 
level? Please update your recommendations 
accordingly.

The integration of refugees into the job market 
remains difficult. The results of several studies show 
that unemployment rates will rise further in the short 
and medium term. Increases in unemployment 
mainly affects refugees for a variety of different 
reasons. 

Even if refugees (people entitled to asylum and 
subsidiary protection) and other third country 
nationals had free access to the labour market, their 
German language skills are often not at the level 
required for certain positions, such as those within 
service sector industries. 

Competences and qualifications are often not 
sufficiently collected or recorded. There are a 
number of hurdles related to the   recognition of 
formal professional qualifications obtained in 
different countries. Assessing the equivalent 
qualification that can be accredited can take time, 
as can identifying which specific qualification 
programmes would lead to an equivalent 
qualification.

These problems lead to a great dependency on 
government payments. At the same time, social 
inclusion and participation is hampered by the lack 
of labour market integration.

In mid-2017, several laws were adopted that should 
lead to a more sustainable labour market, as well 
as increased social integration of people entitled 
to asylum or subsidiary protection. The laws focus 
on language support, teaching of social values and 
competence clearing, amongst other things. 

The laws adopted were:

• INTEGRATIONSJAHRGESETZ (IJG)
 
(Entry into force 01.09.2017 of the provisions for 
people entitled to asylum or subsidiary protection) 
(Entry into force 01.01.2018 of the provisions for 
asylum seekers) 
 
Target group: 
People entitled to asylum or subsidiary protection, 
as well as asylum seekers (with high recognition 
probability). 
 
Content: 
Labour market policy measures, competence 
clearing, language courses from A2 level, 
clarification and support for the recognition of 
qualifications and certificates.

• INTEGRATIONSGESETZ (INTG)

(Entry into force 09.06.2017 of the provisions for 
people entitled to asylum or subsidiary protection) 
(Entry into force 01.10.2017 of the provisions for 
other third country nationals) 
 
Target group: 
People entitled to asylum or subsidiary protection 
and other third country nationals. 
 
Content: 
Language and value assignment (language courses 
from level A1), integration monitoring, revision of the 
integration agreement.
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• ANERKENNUNGS- UND 
BEWERTUNGSGESETZ (AUBG)

(Entry into force 12.07.2016)

Target group:  
People with qualifications acquired abroad who are 
unable to provide any documents relating to the 
subject’s qualifications through no fault of their own. 
This allows access to recognition and assessment 
procedures for the first time.

Content:  
Recognition and evaluation of foreign qualifications.

General:
The language courses at different levels, as well 
as the value and orientation courses, have high 
participation rates because they are obligatory. 
The target group is people entitled to asylum or 
subsidiary protection, as well as asylum seekers 
from 2018 onwards.

Due to participants’ lack of knowledge of the 
German language, the values   and orientation 
courses are accompanied by interpreters for the 
most common languages spoken. The courses 
are designed to be held over one day, but can be 
conducted over two days.

Bedarfsorientierte Mindestsicherung (BMS) is 
designed to support all people who cannot manage 
to earn a living. However, there is still no uniform 
regulation to means-test minimum income due to 
lack of agreement between the Austrian Federal 
Government and individual states. As a result, the 
level of BMS support varies in different states. 

This leads to an unequal distribution of people 
entitled to asylum or subsidiary protection across 
Austria, and an attraction to the federal capital of 
Vienna, where the level of BMS support is greater. 
The accumulation of supported people in certain 

areas creates additional problems for the labour 
market and has implications on integration.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

• As noted, there is a need for a nationwide 
scheme for the level of disbursement of BMS. 
This is the only way to ensure the best possible 
distribution of people entitled to asylum or 
subsidiary protection, as well as other third 
country nationals throughout the federal 
territory.

• This would reduce social hotspots and so-called 
“ghettoisation”. So far, the country’s urban areas 
(especially Vienna) bear the brunt of coping 
with integration. As the Public Employment 
Service (AMS) states: “Almost two-thirds of 
those entitled to asylum are customers of 
the AMS Vienna”. Some federal states have 
decided to cap the guaranteed level of BMS. 
This is problematic, because there is a risk that 
large families will fall into poverty. They would, 
therefore, require additional benefits.

• Many people entitled to asylum or subsidiary 
protection (mainly from Afghanistan) have a 
low formal level of education. The competence 
checks financed by the AMS can highlight 
potential and inclination and, thereby, contribute 
to labour market integration and to social 
integration. In addition, there is an increased 
need for follow-up offers, such as short and 
special training in occupations that have a 
labour shortage.

• Statistics show that vocational training leads 
to a higher income. Therefore young refugees, 
in particular, should be introduced to the dual 
training system that is anchored in the DACH 
countries. This requires an education about 
the disadvantages of earning money quickly in 
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auxiliary jobs and the advantages of long-term 
vocational training, which is best completed at a 
young age. These measures also require start-
up funding from government agencies in order 
to incentivise companies, as well as potential 
apprentices.

• Integration Monitoring, which is anchored in 
the Integration Act, collects and records all of 
the integration related data of state agencies. It 
must be ensured that anonymised results are 
made available to a wide range of government 
and non-governmental organisations so that the 
data can be assessed and further initiatives and 
necessities identified. 

• Traumatic war and flight experiences can lead 
to long-lasting trauma. Failure to adequately 
address this can result in a reduced learning 
and attention span, or a permanent incapacity to 
work. Those affected, therefore, need improved 
access to psychiatric and psychotherapeutic 
care, taking into account their language of origin.

• A system to fast track the recognition of 
qualifications acquired abroad is needed, with a 
uniform competency level for applicants in order 
to avoid unnecessary bureaucratic procedures.

1.2. Discrimination and intercultural 
coexistence

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

There is no common political interest in integration; 
populist media are spreading fear and false 
rumours about refugees and migrant; and the 
government continuously introduces new ideas to 
decrease refugee rights in Austria. Reductions in 
welfare benefits to immigrants are demanded, in 
order to make Austria a less attractive destination 
for refugees and to minimise so-called pull 

factors. Most of these measures make successful 
integration almost impossible.
On the other hand thousands of people in civil 
society are engaged in the field of refugee help and 
integration. Established NGOs and hundreds of new 
initiatives are helping out and representing what is 
described as a “welcome culture” towards refugees. 
Besides the political and some public opinions 
against third country nationals’ integration, the 
performance of civil society in the field of integration 
is still exceptional.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• It is essential that asylum seekers are not 
excluded from integration programmes and 
that they have access to qualifications from the 
beginning of their asylum procedures.

• Projects and initiatives which allow contact 
and communication between third country 
nationals and locals have to be supported. 
The investment in community work would pay 
off. Integration programmes focused on youth 
and special initiatives for elder migrants could 
conquer discrimination and exclusion of these 
target groups.

• Psychological support for traumatised refugees 
is a much needed service. Consequently, 
publicly financed psychotherapy should be 
provided comprehensively for humanitarian 
reasons and to avoid higher subsequent costs.

What is the level of involvement of NGOs on 
specific programmes/campaigns/initiatives 
in partnership with institutions to fight 
discrimination and to promote intercultural 
coexistence in your country? Please update 
your recommendations accordingly.

Migration, integration and curbing the causes of 
flight in the countries of origin are still outstanding 
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people with other cultural backgrounds and old 
and new forms of anti-Semitism, need to be 
addressed when people are young. There must 
be more anti-discrimination training in schools. 
Support should also be given to teachers so that 
they are equipped to address issues that arise 
in everyday school life. Education programmes 
for federal and state teachers by NGOs should 
be continued.

• Volunteers still provide significant support 
for learning German and for other integration 
projects. A coordinating body is required in 
order to collate their many services and to make 
them visible.

• Sport and leisure activities promote social and 
cultural mixing, thereby advancing integration. 
A uniform overview of the various opportunities 
is required, as well as contacts and the support 
of leisure clubs when they plan opportunities in 
order to reach target groups.

2. DEVELOPMENTS IN SOCIAL PROTECTION 
SYSTEMS

2.1 Adequate income support in your country 
as a basis for social protection over the life-
span of a person to fight poverty and ensure 
active inclusion

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

Austria’s minimum income scheme basically 
consists of two defined minimum schemes: 
Notstandshilfe and Bedarfsorientierte 
Mindestsicherung. Both minimum income benefits 
are in general more than €200 a month below the 
poverty threshold of €1,163 for a single person in 
Austria.

topics in daily political and social discourse. The 
many election campaigns in recent years (such as 
the Presidential election campaign in 2016 and the 
National Council election campaign in 2017) led 
to a simplified discussion of these topics and to a 
sharpened media discourse.

The work of NGOs and volunteers as part of civil 
society is still very committed and important. 
There are a large number of volunteers who work 
in integration, helping with learning German and 
accompanying people when dealing with the 
authorities. Volunteers find support at associations, 
platforms and NGOs such as: Greenpeace 
„Gemeinde mit Herz“; Verein „WiR-ZUSAMMEN“; 
„Helfen wie wir“; Caritas; Rotes Kreuz; 
Unabhängiges Landesfreiwilligenzentrum OÖ mit 
www.zusammen-helfen.at; and many more. 

In addition to volunteers, there is a large number 
of NGOs that deal with learning German, with 
integration and (like NGO ZARA) work in the field 
of de-radicalisation (such as right wing extremism 
and Salafism). Despite falling numbers of refugees, 
society is still dependent on the work of NGOs 
and volunteers to cope with accommodation and 
assistance.

For example, the Austrian Integration Fund (ÖIF) 
works with integration ambassadors to reduce 
prejudice and discrimination. In addition, the 
platform www.sprachportal.at provides free learning 
material for volunteers and NGOs. Likewise, there 
are initiatives from the Länder (for example Upper 
Austria: www.integrationsstelle-ooe.at) which offer 
decentralised assistance.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

• Devaluation, discrimination and social exclusion 
based on ethnic origin or religious or sexual 
orientation, as well as covert violence against 
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Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• Harmonising the Bedarfsorientierte 
Mindestsicherung on a level that prevents 
poverty is still a very important issue.

• No separation between people with an Austrian 
passport and people who have a legal status. 
Different levels and different access to social 
benefits will create poverty for people who 
already have difficulties in finding a job. 

• Raising the unemployment benefit replacement 
rate of currently 55% (Denmark has a net rate of 
up to 90%) in order to avoid poverty and social 
exclusion when unemployed. This would also 
allow the Notstandshilfe to be on a higher level. 
The partners´ income should not be taken into 
account as this creates dependency of women 
on their partners.

• More transparency in the granting of BMS and a 
defined rights catalogue on what is included and 
what is not.

• All together the mixed financing of federal state 
and regions/municipalities should be rethought 
as it creates possibilities to reduce expenditure 
on BMS thus creating different levels of 
payments in every region. 

• More jobs in a so called “integrative labour 
market” are necessary when the labour market 
does not offer enough jobs that secure a 
standard of living.

What are the recent developments in social 
protection schemes (e.g. minimum income, 
pension system and unemployment benefit) 
in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

The Notstandshilfe (€882.78) is granted on 
the basis of former income and is paid from 
unemployment insurance and is thus only 
available for people who have been employed 
for a certain period of time. The longer and more 
continuously the employment situation was, the 
better and higher the Notstandshilfe is. This puts 
younger people and those precariously employed 
in financially difficult situations, although they are 
eligible for Notstandshilfe. To make things worse, 
Notstandshilfe takes into account the partners’ 
income in the household which is often results in 
exclusion for women.

The Bedarfsorientierte Mindestsicherung (€837.76) 
was introduced in 2011 following the Sozialhilfe and 
had the goal of harmonising and making access 
easier. Whereas NGOs and experts have been 
claiming for years that a stronger, rights based 
approach, more transparency and a higher amount 
should be granted to avoid hardships for the poorest 
in Austria, the current discussion has been going in 
a very different direction, driven by conservative and 
right wing parties.

The situation for people with subsidiary protection 
and asylum status has got more and more 
precarious lately in Austria. Especially problematic 
is the situation for people who receive subsidiary 
protection. In some regions they are no longer 
eligible for the minimum income scheme. 
Furthermore they usually often do not apply for the 
eligibility conditions in institutional housing or other 
benefits for the very poor in Austria.

Long-term unemployment in absolute and relative 
terms is rising, which goes with poverty hand 
by hand. The average unemployment benefit in 
2015 was €909.5 a month and lies below the 
poverty threshold of €1,161. The longer people 
are in unemployment, the more difficult it is to pay 
for living costs such as rent, heating, food etc. 
Precarious jobs are rising, at the same time formal 
qualifications are of increasing importance.
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The number of recipients of Notstandshilfe has 
increased dramatically and is higher than ever 
before. Salaries of partners were included in the 
calculations and often led to cuts in benefits, 
especially for women. This requirement was 
abolished shortly before the last National Council 
elections in 2017.

In contrast to unemployment benefits and 
Notstandshilfe, the BMS is not an insurance based 
benefit; contributions are not required in order to be 
eligible. However, this is not an unconditional basic 
income: those who are able to work must accept job 
offers from the AMS. Furthermore, most of their own 
assets must be used before cash benefits may be 
obtained.

The amount of BMS paid can vary depending on 
where the claimant lives; it is a matter for each 
federal state to decide. There are reduced cash 
benefits for people entitled to asylum and subsidiary 
protection in the provinces of Upper Austria and 
Lower Austria. This is why some states with higher 
rates of BMS, such as the state of Vienna, are 
more attractive for people entitled to asylum and 
subsidiary protection.

This year, Austria’s social partners agreed to a 
minimum wage of €1,500 per month. However, 
this will not be enacted until 2020. This delay is 
unacceptable and should be fixed at collective 
contract level now.

There were several changes to pension benefits 
in 2017. The minimum pension will increase from 
€883 per month (or €1,000 for single people) for 
those who have worked for at least 30 years. It was 
also agreed that the amount should be evaluated 
annually and that those on a minimum pension, 
who have not worked for 30 years, should receive 
a compensatory allowance of about seven euros. 
Furthermore, for every child a claimant has, the 
pension will increase by €137.30. In addition, a 
longer working life is being promoted. If a person 

Social security for unemployment in Austria falls 
mainly into three categories:
 
1) Unemployment compensation  
2) Notstandshilfe  
3) Bedarfsorientierte Mindestsicherung (BMS)

Unemployment benefit is paid out to unemployed 
and entitled people for 20 weeks. Prolonged 
unemployment benefit is available for 30 weeks 
to people aged over 40 or 50. The amount of 
unemployment benefit depends on the average 
income of the last or penultimate year and amounts 
to about 55% of a person’s net income. Additional 
family supplements are available for families with 
children, for example.
The Notstandshilfe may be granted for a maximum 
period of 52 weeks following the receipt of 
unemployment benefit. A renewed application is 
required for a possible continuation after this period.

Unemployment in Austria has been falling in all 
federal states for several months, which is due to 
good economic growth. It continued to fall in August 
2017. At the end of the month, there were 374,792 
people without a job, 63,300 of which were in 
training schemes, which represents a year-on-year 
decline of 3.6 %.

The biggest employment related problem in Austria 
is long-term unemployment. In early 2013, there 
were about 51,000 long-term unemployed. Today 
there are more than 120,000. This is due to a strong 
labour force from other EU countries amongst 
other factors, according to the Austrian Institute for 
Economic Research (Wifo).

According to Wifo, the general increase in 
unemployment in recent years to high levels for 
Austria lies in the opening of the labour market to 
people from Eastern Europe, in the aging of the 
workforce and in the implementation of pension 
reform measures.
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demanded a minimum wage of €1,700 a month 
lately for all branches, which is highly desirable as 
costs of living are rising in Austria. Currently, the 
minimum wage is around €1,500.

Minimum wages vary highly between sectors, 
however. Sectors such as the care sector or 
education are less well paid, even though taking 
responsibility for sick or old people or children is 
usually very highly valued in society.

In Austria there is a highly gender segregated labour 
market with a high quota of women working in the 
social and health sector and a high quota of men in 
technical jobs. Historically, industries dominated by 
men are better paid than typical women’s jobs, often 
with the argument of the level of responsibility taken 
or the importance of the sector for the economy.

Recently, a new law regarding the implementation 
of compulsory education and training until the age 
of 18 (Ausbildungspflicht) has been passed. This 
initiative could help to combat youth unemployment, 
reduce the number of youth in unskilled work and 
supply important low-threshold qualification offers. 
Unfortunately youths who have not had a positive 
decision on their asylum application are excluded 
from the Ausbildungspflicht.

Since September 2016 a new basic bank account 
is available for everyone, implementing a European 
Directive. This basic bank account is accessible for 
homeless people, asylum seekers and indebted 
people who previously had no legal entitlement to 
such accounts. It has to provide all usual functions 
but must not cost more than €40 to €80 a year.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• The measures to reduce the gender pay gap 
should be strengthened to achieve more gender 
equality.

retires more than three years early, their pension 
contribution is halved.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

• As already noted, there is a requirement for a 
consistent level of the BMS to be set nationwide 
in order to achieve the best possible distribution 
of people entitled to asylum and subsidiary 
protection, as well as other third country 
nationals throughout the federal territory. This 
would reduce social hotspots and so-called 
“ghettoisation”.

• In order to facilitate sustainable labour market 
integration, the expansion of childcare provision 
for under three-year-olds and the extension 
of opening hours of childcare providers are 
essential. This would increase the ability of 
mothers to increase their hours or return to 
work.

• An active labour market policy involves 
long-term investment in an efficient and 
sustainable system of education and training 
for the unemployed. Offers that respond to the 
structural change of digitisation are not only 
trend-setting but also secure permanent jobs 
and promote Austria as an attractive business 
location.

2.2 Provisions for decent work in your country 
to guarantee that people can earn a living and 
avoid in-work poverty 

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

In Austria, a minimum wage and minimum 
standards are regulated and negotiated through 
collective agreements between employers´ 
and employees´ representatives. Unions have 
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RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

• Living has become very expensive in recent 
years, especially in the urban centres. In some 
parts of the country, rents account for more than 
30% of income (excluding operating costs). A 
massive investment in social housing is required 
to increase supply and to sustainably lower the 
rental rates.

• An expansion of full-time childcare services 
in both urban and rural areas allows women 
to be more flexible in the labour market. It 
enables them to increase their hours or have the 
opportunity to participate in the labour market in 
order to secure a higher income.   

• There are still differences in income between 
men and women, a disparity which varies 
significantly across different sectors. This 
requires measures to ensure that women can 
resume their former job in the same position 
after maternity leave in order to have the same 
opportunities for advancement as their male 
colleagues.

• Caring for relatives is still often undertaken by 
female family members. The provision of home 
care support should be increased in order to 
improve opportunities for carers to pursue a 
regular job. 

• More measures are needed that focus on 
the provision of affordable and nationwide 
professional care for children and elderly, so 
that women can take up work.

• Reducing working hours with full wage 
coverage, so that men and women have more 
time to spend with family and recreational work 
would be beneficial as well.

What are the recent developments in provisions 
for decent work (e.g. minimum wage, 
reconciliation of work and private life, access to 
services) in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

In Austria, wages are often negotiated through 
collective agreements between employer 
representatives and employee representatives 
(social partnership). This system is successful when 
compared to others internationally. This year, the 
social partners have made a collective agreement to 
increase the statutory minimum wage to €1,500 per 
month in all sectors (transitional period until 2020). 
However, unions are still calling for a minimum wage 
of €1,750 per month.

All young people who completed their compulsory 
education at the end of the school year 2016/17 
have to continue in education until they are 18 
years old; they can either attend a secondary 
school or start vocational training. The aim is to 
drastically reduce the number of people who fail 
to successfully make the transition from school to 
work and who continue to live without a professional 
perspective. 

From 1st November 2017 new rules for private 
bankruptcy in Austria were introduced. People 
who cannot afford personal bankruptcy due to the 
minimum repayment rate of 10% of the total debt 
are now eligible for relief.

This country study has been developed by 
SOLIDAR member Berufsförderungswerk 
Oberösterreich, Austria. Responsible in the 
SOLIDAR Secretariat: Aurora Mantas, Eva-Maria 
Schneider. Proof reading by Matilda Bradshaw.
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BULGARIASOCIAL PROGRESS WATCH 2017

of integration agreements between the mayors 
and asylum seekers, migrants and third country 
nationals. 

On 3 April 2017 the legal document was revoked 
by the caretaker Government for two reasons: 1) It 
did not consist of clear criteria on how to implement 
the integration policy; 2) Analysis showed that the 
integration process is impossible without a national 
coordinating mechanism or special administrative 
body to take care of all the elements related to the 
process of the adaptation of migrants, refugees 
and asylum seekers. Such a mechanism or body 
was not provided in the legislative paper dated 12 
August 2017. 

During the period from 3 April to 12 August 
2017, not a single one of the 264 Bulgarian 
municipalities applied for participation in the 
integration programme. In 2016 the mayors of three 
municipalities announced their interest in applying 
for the integration programme, but because of the 
high level of intolerance among Bulgarians towards 
migrants from the Middle East and Africa (at 
about 80%), they faced strong resistance by local 
parliaments and anti-migrant protests among the 
population. As a result, these mayors completely 
withdrew from the idea of being involved in the 
integration process. 

On 19 July 2017 the Bulgarian Government 
proclaimed a new regulation, the Ordinance on the 
Terms and Procedure for Concluding, Enforcing 
and Terminating the Agreement for Integration of 
Foreigners with Asylum or International Protection. 
This paper again does not establish a coordinating 
mechanism for all of the elements of the process of 
integration. The mayors get financial compensation 
if they provide housing, Bulgarian lessons and 
jobs for asylum seekers or migrants. The only new 
addition is that, in cases of hooliganism and criminal 
activity documented by the Ministry of Internal 
Affairs, the mayor can terminate the integration 
agreement. This means that again the Government 

BULGARIA
1. INTEGRATION OF THIRD COUNTRY 
NATIONALS

1.1 Tools/programmes implemented for the 
labour market integration of third country 
nationals

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

In the last few years, Bulgarian legislation regarding 
the integration of third country nationals has 
developed roughly in line with European legislation. 
The main focus is to simplify the procedure for 
receiving refugee status. These efforts have 
resulted in making it legally possible to change 
status without leaving the country. Nevertheless 
there are still obstacles in cases of a change of 
status and employment. Responsibility for the 
policies and legislation concerning a change of 
status without leaving the country is shared among 
several institutions, and sometimes there are 
misunderstandings between them.   The National 
Strategy for Migration, Asylum and Integration 2010 
– 2020 was created to solve some of the existing 
problems. The same reasons led to the creation of 
the National Council for Migration and Integration. 

What are important developments since 
last year’s SPW report on specific policies/
programmes implemented for labour market 
integration of third country nationals in your 
country by the national, regional and local 
level? Please update your recommendations 
accordingly.

On 12 August 2016 the Bulgarian Government 
proclaimed a regulation, the ‘Ordinance on the 
Terms and Conditions for the Conclusion, the 
Implementation and the Termination of Integration 
Agreements for Asylum or International Protection. 
It consisted of a procedure for the conclusion 
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expects the mayors to take all the responsibility 
without any consideration of the chronic lack of 
resources that most of Bulgarian municipalities are 
experiencing. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

• The Government should prepare a new 
Ordinance on the Terms and Procedure for 
Concluding, Enforcing and Terminating the 
Agreement for Integration of Foreigners with 
Asylum or International Protection. This time the 
mayors, the police and NGOs must participate 
equally in the process, because the main 
reason for the ordinance being impossible 
to apply is the lack of resources that local 
municipalities are experiencing. 

• Regarding the mass anti-immigrant sentiment, it 
is important to conduct a series of sociological 
surveys on both a national and local level which 
should carefully explore the roots of anti-migrant 
fears within Bulgarian society.

1.2. Discrimination and intercultural 
coexistence

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

The majority of Bulgarian citizens believe that those 
arriving on European and Bulgarian territory are not 
refugees. According to sociological research, most 
of the Bulgarian citizens interviewed expressed the 
opinion that the new arrivals are economic migrants, 
who are looking for a job, nice houses, and 
access to the social security systems of European 
countries. More than 55% consider that refugees 
want to take advantage of the social systems of the 
rich European countries. About 45.1% of the people 
interviewed believe that refugees are bringing 
radical Islam and terrorism to Europe.

There are very few initiatives in favour of the 
integration of migrants run by NGOs and they are 
on a small scale, because public opinion in general 
is against the idea of accepting and integrating 
migrants.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• The development of media culture and media 
literacy

• The development of a new democratic culture, 
which actively involves citizens in social life in 
contrast to the culture of passiveness, and the 
development of democratic awareness among 
the citizens using the Internet and interactive 
technologies. 

• Creating the right conditions for cooperation 
between communities and media through the 
adoption of common platforms, establishing 
partnerships, inter-relations and the 
development of joint projects.

• Organising initiatives to develop young people’s 
awareness of religious and cultural diversity and 
tolerance.

• The development of training programme topics 
related to multicultural education and the 
respect for diversity for various job categories.

What is the level of involvement of NGOs on 
specific programmes/campaigns/initiatives 
in partnership with institutions to fight 
discrimination and to promote intercultural 
coexistence in your country? Please update 
your recommendations accordingly.

Most of Bulgarian NGOs that work in the field of 
migrants are providing legal services for acquiring a 
refugee or humanitarian status; only a few of them 
provide social services for integration. 
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For example: The Bulgarian Helsinki Committee 
for Refugees has a Migrants’ Legal Protection 
Programme that offers consultations on different 
legal issues, legal protection and integration 
assistance free of charge.

The Legal Clinic for Refugees and Immigrants with 
the Sofia University St. Kliment Ohridski offers free 
legal consultation related to the acquiring of refugee 
or legal status.

The Centre for Legal Aid Voice in Bulgaria offers 
legal advice and assistance for acquiring a status 
and representation in front of authorities. In certain 
cases, it also offers support for integration and 
searching for a job. 

The Foundation for Access to Rights (FAR) works of 
the following issues:

• Provision of free legal assistance to vulnerable 
persons with financial difficulties in situations 
that reveal systemic problems in access 
to rights and in which the solution to these 
problems would lead to enhanced social justice;

• Independent professional research on the 
access to rights in Bulgaria;

• Informing the public and media on the findings 
and recommendations of studies conducted, as 
well as on the existence of barriers to access to 
rights;

• Cooperation and assistance to state and local 
authorities in updating and improving the 
regulatory framework and practices in Bulgaria;

• Promoting public awareness by organising 
and supporting civic initiatives for compliance 
with fundamental human rights and support for 
people in need;

• Providing an opportunity for gaining knowledge 
and practical experience by students and young 
professionals in the field of the protection of 
human rights;

• Organising and conducting trainings, seminars 
and lectures on access to rights.

The NGOs who work for social integration of asylum 
seekers, refugees and people with humanitarian 
status, citizens of third countries and illegal migrants 
are:  Bulgarian Red Cross; Karitas Bulgaria; the 
Council of Refugee Women in Bulgaria; and the 
MultiKulti Initiative. They offer medical assistance, 
translation services, Bulgarian language lessons 
and consultations. The MultiKulti Initiative provides 
mixed educational events for Bulgarian and 
migrants’ children (such as community cooking, 
robotics and mathematics).

RECOMMENDATIONS

• The Government should start considering 
NGOs as an equal partner in the integration 
process. The access of NGOs to refugee camps 
and facilities should be regulated and officially 
granted by the central and local authorities. 
There should be a specific legislative act 
concerning this matter. 

• NGOs that work in the social services sector on 
a municipality level should prepare themselves 
to provide social services for third country 
nationals. 

2. DEVELOPMENTS IN SOCIAL PROTECTION 
SYSTEMS

2.1 Adequate income support in your country 
as a basis for social protection over the life-
span of a person to fight poverty and ensure 
active inclusion

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by t
he national EU strategy group:

According to the law, only people who have been 
employed for more than one year can receive 
compensation for unemployment. The daily 
unemployment benefit is 60 % of the average daily 
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wage or the average daily income they were paid 
and the unemployment insurance contributions 
made in the last 24 calendar months preceding the 
month of termination, and cannot be less than the 
minimum daily amount of unemployment benefit.

To qualify for old-age pension the person insured 
must have reached the minimum retirement age and 
have a record of having paid their insurance dues 
for a specific amount of time. Many people have 
paid into their insurance for the minimum period 
required, but they have not reached the retirement 
age. As a result they work more years than they are 
supposed to until they reach the retirement age, 
which is increasing every year. 

Eligibility for a pension is not barred. This means 
that people who had fulfilled the conditions for 
entitlement to old age and insurance record 
pension in 2015 will be able to retire in 2016 and in 
subsequent years, regardless of whether there are 
changes in the conditions for retirement.

What are the recent developments in social 
protection schemes (e.g. minimum income, 
pension system and unemployment benefit) 
in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

In January 2017 the Bulgarian Parliament accepted 
the following changes in the Social Security Code: 

Term of 
unemployment 
benefits

Required insurance period under labour 
contract (years)

Until 2017 Since 1st January 
2017

4 months to 3 to 3
6 months 3-5 3-6
8 months 5-10 6-9
10 months 15-20 9-12
12 months Over 25 Over 12

This means that people can receive unemployment 
benefit for the maximum period of one year if they 
have 12 years of uninterrupted service under an 

employment contract. This change is positive, 
because 25 years of uninterrupted employment 
were previously required. However, not all of 
the new rules are positive for the labour market. 
Unemployed people used to receive benefits for 
eight months if they had done five years of work, 
whereas after the changes this period has been 
reduced to six months. In reality these changes 
mostly affect the younger generation of Bulgarians 
who have fewer years of work service.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• The legislators should divided the minimum 
retirement age and the minimum period of 
insurance history into two separate grounds 
for retirement. This way people would not 
be obliged to work more years than they are 
supposed to. 

2.2 Provisions for decent work in your country 
to guarantee that people can earn a living and 
avoid in-work poverty 

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

At the beginning of 2016, the minimum wage in 
Bulgaria increased to BGN 420 (€212.24). The 
minimum wage is set to increase by another BGN 
40 in 2017. The minimum wage per hour is BGN 2.5 
(€1.27) for an eight-hour working day and five-day 
working week. This amount is not enough to cover 
utility bills and food. According to the Bulgarian 
unions the monthly required amount per person is 
BGN 563 (€281.50).

Maternity leave is accessible only for women who 
work under a collective labour agreement. The first 
year the mother can stay at home and to receive 
90% of her salary, based on her income in the two 
years before the pregnancy. If the mother cannot 
prove a two year income base (which is often the 
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• The State must control social service providers 
properly to ensure compliance with regulations 
and standards in the provision of various types 
of services. 

• The state must develop or allow the 
development of new services that correspond to 
the needs of the different categories of elderly 
people.

• The State must take visible steps to ease 
access for disabled people to social services. 
And last but not least the state must organise 
national information campaigns for social 
services. 

What are the recent developments in provisions 
for decent work (e.g. minimum wage, 
reconciliation of work and private life, access to 
services) in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

At the beginning of 2017, the Government 
increased the minimum wage in Bulgaria to 460 
BGN (€234.19). In February 2017, for the first time 
in Bulgarian history, four employers’ organisations 
(the Industrial Capital Association of Bulgaria, the 
Bulgarian Industrial Association, the Bulgarian 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry and the 
Confederation of Employers and Industrialists in 
Bulgaria) appealed against the rise in the minimum 
wage in front of the Supreme Administrative Court. 
They aired official statements against the increase, 
claiming they were going to have to close some of 
their factories because they could not afford to pay 
BGN 460 (€234.19) as a minimum wage. The legal 
argument for the appeal was that the increase was 
not discussed with them during the national trilateral 
negotiations at the end of 2016. At the beginning 
of July 2017, the Supreme Administrative Court 
repealed the increment and instructed the Bulgarian 
Government not to increase the minimum wage 
without the consent of employers’ organisations. 
The Government issued a new Decree, which 

case with women under 25), she will only receive 
the minimum salary (€210). In the second year 
the mother gets only 340 Leva (€120), which is 
less than the minimum salary. If the mother starts 
working after the first year she can transfer her 
maternity leave to the father of the child, who is 
not supposed to work, to receive €120 per month 
for taking care of the child. Due to the low level of 
compensation most fathers do not take paternity 
leave. The women who haven’t been working 
under a collective labour agreement before their 
pregnancy receive only €70 per month for one year 
and have no right to use the second year.

The access to social security system is difficult, 
because it requires filling a lot of complicated forms 
and visiting different administrations.  Pensioners 
have many difficulties and cannot cope with all 
standards and regulation. At the same time there 
is no adequate public information about accessing 
social services.

It is very difficult for people in need to find complete 
and objective information about social services. 
In most cases, the available information is less 
than necessary and it is transferred from person 
to person. It is almost impossible to obtain the 
necessary information from one single institution. 
The problems of disabled people are even more 
serious. The social security system is not adapted 
to serving people with different types of disability 
- there is no transport for them to the buildings 
occupied by social services; no special care 
corresponding to the illness and disability of these 
people.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• It would be good if we could change existing 
legislation so that earnings at the level of the 
minimum wage. In other words these earnings 
should not be treated as higher income rates, 
and should be free from taxes.
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yet only 3-5% of Bulgarians are employed in this 
sector. We believe this situation could change if 
the Government were to give an example to private 
companies by letting some state officers work part-
time or to work from home. 

Access to the social security system is remain 
difficult, not only because it requires filling out 
a lot of complicated forms and visiting different 
administrations, but also because these 
administrations are usually in different towns or 
suburbs. Administrative reform and staff reduction 
in state administration left many small towns and 
villages without a social services office. Sometimes 
pensioners have to travel more than 20 kilometers 
to get to a social services office in order to fill in a 
certain form. Most absurd is the fact that usually 
an application form for certain social services 
needs to pass through two or three departments of 
the administration. These departments can be in 
different towns or villages and people in need have 
to travel from one place to another with their papers 
in order to get the service.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• The minimum wage in Bulgaria is not adequate 
to cover proper subsistence expenses and 
life standards. The minimum wage has to be 
increased in line with the actual cost of living.

• Work-life balance should be guaranteed and 
provided by allowing part-time jobs and flexibility 
for working from home.

• The administration rules should allow the 
application forms to be sent via email or post. 
Another possible solution is for the social 
services to have open days weekly in each town 
or village in the regions they administrate. 

repeated its decision to increase the minimum wage 
to BGN 460 (€234.19). The minimum wage per hour 
now is BGN 2.78 (€1.42) for an eight hour working 
day and a five day working week. This amount is not 
enough to cover utility bills and food. According to 
Bulgarian unions the monthly amount required per 
person is BGN 571 (€292.41).

The figures above show that the amount of 
minimum wage is clearly not adequate as it cannot 
cover the basic costs of living. For this reason, in 
spite of employers’ resistance, the Government 
should continue with its policy of an annual increase 
in the minimum wage.

We need to point out that there is a misinterpretation 
of Bulgarian Law in the statement of the national EU 
strategy group related to maternity leave. It is not 
true that maternity leave in Bulgaria is accessible 
only for women who work under a collective 
labour agreement. The two years maternity leave 
is accessible for every woman who works under 
an employment contract and who has at least 12 
months documented work service. There is no 
requirement to have worked under a collective 
labour agreement in order to be entitled to maternity 
leave. The rest of the statement is correct. We also 
need to add that since 2016 the father of a new born 
child has the right to 15 days paid leave, considered 
from the date of the child’s birth. 

There is no official research among Bulgarians 
about the reconciliation of work and private life. 
The Bulgarian Labor Code allows part-time 
contracts and does not forbid home office work, 
but most Bulgarian employers prefer not to hire 
people on part-time contracts and prefer to have 
their employees at the office during the whole day. 
The internal regulations of the Bulgarian State 
and municipal administrations require employees’ 
presence in their office all day and do not recognise 
home office work as an option. The only sector 
in Bulgaria which develops home office activities 
and part-time practices is Information Technology, This country study has been developed by 

SOLIDAR member Institute for Social Integration, 
Bulgaria. Responsible in the SOLIDAR Secretariat: 
Aurora Mantas, Eva-Maria Schneider. Proof reading 
by Matilda Bradshaw.
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language barriers often makes access to healthcare 
services difficult for foreigners.

The Ministry of Science, Education and Sports is 
often criticised for responding slowly to the needs of 
integration and it has promised to adopt documents 
which standardise educational opportunities for 
migrants, thus facilitating their access to education. 
However, it has not shown sufficient interest in and 
support for schools in which migrant children are 
enrolled, making it harder for schools to provide 
additional teaching assistance to children in this 
category. In terms of accommodation and housing, 
unaccompanied migrant minors are a particularly 
vulnerable group as they are mostly accommodated 
in educational institutions for children and juveniles, 
instead of children’s homes and appropriate 
alternative accommodation.

What are important developments since 
last year’s SPW report on specific policies/
programmes implemented for labour market 
integration of third country nationals in your 
country by the national, regional and local 
level? Please update your recommendations 
accordingly.

Since last year’s Social Progress Watch report, 
relevant institutions have been generally slow 
to respond to the needs of foreigners for labour 
market integration. Since the expiration of the 
Migration Policy of the Republic of Croatia for 
the period 2013-2015 and the Action Plan for the 
Removal of Obstacles to the Exercise of Particular 
Rights in the Area of the Integration of Foreigners 
2013- 2015, which included measures for labour 
market integration of foreigners, no new policy 
or action plan for 2016, 2017 or 2018 has yet to 
be approved or implemented. In March 2017, 
a proposed Action Plan for the Integration of 
Individuals with Approved International Protection 
for the Period of 2017 -2019 was released for public 
debate. It received criticism from the Welcome 
Initiative (platform of CSOs working with refugees 

CROATIA
1. INTEGRATION OF THIRD COUNTRY 
NATIONALS

1.1 Tools/programmes implemented for the 
labour market integration of third country 
nationals

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

The main policy documents dealing with the 
integration of migrants are the Migration Policy of 
the Republic of Croatia for the Period 2013-2015 
and the Action plan for the removal of obstacles to 
the exercise of particular rights in the area of the 
integration of foreigners 2013- 2015. The Migration 
Policy’s areas of implementation are: visa policy, 
status issues for foreigners, Croatian citizenship, 
asylum, integration policy, irregular migration and 
the Croatian diaspora. The Action Plan is foreseen 
within the Migration Policy as one of the measures 
and is considered to be the national strategy on the 
integration of migrants.

The activities outlined in this Action Plan focus on 
regulating the position and integration of refugees 
and subsidiary protection beneficiaries due to their 
vulnerable positions. Some groups of foreigners 
(long-term residents, foreigners granted temporary 
stay, short-term residence, refugees, students, 
seasonal workers, etc.) are entitled to the specific 
measures according to other laws and bylaws.

Specifically, the problem areas were the healthcare 
system, accommodation and housing, education 
and employment. The health workers were informed 
about the framework of rights in the Law on 
Mandatory Health Insurance and Health Care for 
Foreigners, but in practice deficiencies remained, 
as there were many cases in which services were 
denied to refugees. In addition to this, the lack of 
understanding caused by cultural differences and 
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and asylum seekers in Croatia) for not including 
measures that would actively facilitate employment, 
quality counselling and employment orientation 
on the part of the Croatian Employment Services, 
and educate employers about the importance of 
integrating third country nationals into the labour 
market.1 Institutions have been slow to respond 
and there is no indication of when a revised Action 
Plan might be proposed or implemented. The 
Croatian Employment Service (CES) continues 
to hold information workshops for foreigners and 
refugees, informing them of their labour rights and 
responsibilities, employment opportunities and 
processes for seeking employment in Croatia. 
However, besides acting in an informational 
capacity, neither the Ministry of Labour and the 
Pension System, nor the CES have taken on any 
new programmes or policies to actively facilitate the 
integration of foreigners into the labour market. 

In 2016, the last year for which data are available, 
there were 26,678 third country nationals in 
Croatia representing 0.64% of the total population.2  
However, it is important to note that the vast 
majority are from the former Yugoslavian countries 
of Bosnia and Hercegovina, Serbia, Albania, 
Kosovo, Montenegro and Macedonia. Former 
Yugoslavian country nationals represent 87% of 
third country nationals with permanent residence 
status, and 66% of third country nationals with a 
temporary residence status.3 These populations, 
while not free from discrimination on the labour 

1.  Welcome Initiative. Statement in Response to the Action 
Plan for the Integration of Persons with Approved International 
Protection for the Period 2017-2019,  http://welcome.cms.hr/index.
php/hr/2017/03/30/ocitovanje-na-akcijski-plan-za-integraciju-osoba-
kojima-je-odobrena-medunarodna-zastita-za-razdoblje-od-2017-
godine-do-2019-godine/.
2.  Ministry of the Interior. Third country nationals with an 
approved temporary stay on 31 December 2016, https://mup.
hr/public/documents/Statistika/Dr%C5%BEavljani%20EGP%20
na%20odobrenom%20stalnom%20boravku%20na%20dan%20
31.12.2016..pdf.
3.  Ministry of the Interior. Third country nationals with 
an approved permanent stay on 31 December 2016, https://
mup.hr/public/documents/Statistika/Dr%C5%BEavljani%20
tre%C4%87ih%20dr%C5%BEava%20na%20odobrenom%20
stalnom%20boravku%20na%20dan%2031.12.2016..pdf.

market, nevertheless have a much easier time with 
integration given that they have similar languages, 
cultures and skin tone. In 2017, there were 124 
asylum seekers registered with the CES, with an 
unemployment rate of 70% and three individuals 
with subsidiary protection registered, two of which 
were unemployed. In the same year, there were 
916 foreigners registered with the CES, with an 
unemployment rate of 51%. While these numbers 
are certainly not representative of the entire 
population, there is no doubt that unemployment 
figures are much higher for foreigners than for the 
general population, which as an unemployment rate 
of 10.8%.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

• Government institutions must take on a more 
proactive and responsive role in facilitating 
the integration of third country nationals and 
refugees not only into the labour market but 
into all aspects of society. Recognising that 
integration into work and skills development is 
fundamental to social integration, employment 
measures should be seen as of primary and key 
importance.

• The Ministry of Labour and the Pension System, 
working with the CES should enact proactive 
employment policies and programmes aimed 
at not only informing, but capacitating and 
coordinating the integration of foreigners into 
the labour market.

• The Ministry of Science and Education should 
develop mechanisms for recognising refugee’s 
professional qualifications in cases where 
formal documents are not available or are 
incomplete, in order to facilitate their integration 
into the education system and labour market.

• The Ministry of Science and Education should 
ensure the provision of Croatian language 
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courses to all refugees, according to the Law on 
International and Temporary Protection, as well 
as all asylum seekers from the first day of their 
lodging an application.

• Government institutions need to do more to 
change the public’s negative perception of 
minorities and migrants in order to facilitate 
their integration into society and the labour 
market.  Public policies to combat discrimination 
must be enacted and be designed to combat 
discrimination in employment, by including 
educational measures that would tackle the 
problem of prejudice against minorities.

• The Government must dedicate adequate 
resources from the national budget for the 
efficient implementation of the National Plan 
for Combating Discrimination 2017-2022 and 
the accompanying Action Plan for Combatting 
Discrimination 2017-2019. Specifically, it 
should increase the budget allotted for Croatian 
language and cultural courses for asylum 
seekers and foreigners (the current budget is 
€66,848 annually for national, regional and local 
level implementation).

• The Government must ensure that the 
provisions of the National Plan for Combatting 
Discrimination 2017-2022 and the Action 
Plan for Combatting Discrimination 2017-
2019 are fully implemented by all responsible 
parties, including all government bodies and 
agencies, as well as the media. It should also 
hold all people and institutions, including 
media outlets that promote discrimination and 
intolerance of asylum seekers and foreigners to 
account, according to the Law on Combatting 
Discrimination.

1.2. Discrimination and intercultural 
coexistence

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

In late 2017, a citizen initiative was formed to organize 
“Prayers of the Holy Rosary at the Croatian border 
crossings” by fundamentalist Christians with the goal 
of shielding “the Croatian nation” against refugees 
crossing the border into Croatia. In addition, there have 
been several examples of hate speech or unfavourable 
speech towards third country nationals. Distorted and 
incomplete information about the context of the arrival 
and transit of asylum seekers and undocumented 
migrants, their background, as well as the reasons 
and circumstances of their arrival in Croatia, greatly 
contributes to the rise in xenophobia and creates a 
climate of hostility and misunderstanding.

The lack of public awareness of the presence of 
immigrants and refugees and noticeable levels of fear 
and hostility towards immigrants, including refugees, 
complicate the process of their integration in society 
and local communities. Such social surroundings 
threaten to isolate migrants from Croatian society, 
undermine their capacity for creating social capital and, 
as examples from other national systems demonstrate, 
further obstruct the potential for their successful 
integration- institutional socialisation, education and 
participation in the labour market. 

However, numerous Croatian CSOs are examples 
of good practice in the integration of third country 
nationals through direct support for migrants (especially 
refugees), sensitisation of the local population through 
campaigns and educations, and the establishment of a 
welcoming society.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• In order to fight discrimination and promote 
intercultural coexistence in Croatia, national 
authorities, as well as institutes and 
organisations, should focus on researching, 
documenting and providing statistical 
data about the actual situation regarding 
discrimination in Croatia.
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• By providing relevant indicators and figures, 
it would be easier to track both the level of 
discrimination and the level of intercultural 
coexistence and react accordingly.

• The education system needs to integrate civic 
education in the curriculum in order to fight 
prejudices and in order to develop critical 
thinking and an understanding of cultural and 
other differences.

• Children of third world nationals should be 
systematically included in the education system 
upon their arrival.

• The media need to be informed about migration, 
and to focus on the affirmation of differences 
and non-discrimination of others, while following 
the relevant topics continuously and objectively.

• It is crucial to develop activities in local 
communities which encourage cohabitation and 
exchange between the local population and 
refugees and migrants.

What is the level of involvement of NGOs on 
specific programmes/campaigns/initiatives 
in partnership with institutions to fight 
discrimination and to promote intercultural 
coexistence in your country? Please update 
your recommendations accordingly.

There is a certain level of involvement of NGOs 
on specific programmes/campaigns/initiatives in 
partnership with institutions to fight discrimination. 
However mostly initiatives are from taken by 
civil society, which has taken on a stewardship 
role in filling the gaps in integration and fighting 
discrimination that the institutions have not taken 
an adequate role in addressing themselves. The 
Croatian Red Cross, Jesuit Refugee Services 
(JRS), Croatian Caritas and UNHCR provide 
various forms of humanitarian and integration 
assistance, including Croatian language classes 

provided by JRS. The Croatian Legal Centre (a 
CSO), the United Nations High Commission for 
Refugees (UNHCR), JRS and the Centre for Peace 
Studies provide free legal advice and support 
to refugees and asylum seekers. The CSO, Are 
You Syrious, undertakes various workshops and 
activities with child refugees and asylum seekers 
and provides second-hand clothing for free to those 
in need. Medecine du Monde provide an initial 
health examination, psychological and other health-
related support. The Rehabilitation Centre for Stress 
and Trauma (also a CSO) provides psycho-social 
support and advice. The Baptist Union of Croatia 
provides support to refugees and asylum seekers 
for communicating with institutions, for example by 
taking them to the dentist. The Ministry of Internal 
Affairs is the responsible institution for the Refugee 
Reception Centre at Hotel Porin, working with the 
Croatian Red Cross, JRS, the Centre for Peace 
Studies, Are You Syrious and Croatian Caritas in 
providing psycho-social support and services. The 
Welcome Initiative and the Centre for Peace Studies 
organise regular meetings with representatives and 
members of local communities to address questions 
and issues around the integration of refugees, to 
combat discrimination and fear and to promote 
intercultural coexistence. 

While many of the activities mentioned above 
are conducted in collaboration with government 
institutions, the primary role of fighting 
discrimination, facilitating integration and promoting 
intercultural coexistence has been undertaken by 
CSOs. Government institutions themselves have 
not taken an active role in fighting discrimination 
and have at times taken steps that are counter-
productive to integration. For example, when it 
was announced in Spring 2017 that the Refugee 
Reception Centre in Porin was to undergo 
reconstruction in 2018, the Government announced 
plans to purchase a private hotel (despite an 
abundance of empty public properties) by the 
border in the far eastern part of Croatia, stressing 
that a selection criteria for the hotel was that it 
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2. DEVELOPMENTS IN SOCIAL PROTECTION 
SYSTEMS

2.1 Adequate income support in your country 
as a basis for social protection over the life-
span of a person to fight poverty and ensure 
active inclusion.

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

Zajamčena minimalna naknada (ZMN) is the Croatian 
minimum income scheme, however it is inadequate in 
both population coverage (covering only 12% of the 
population at-risk-of-poverty, and only 16.2% of the 
poorest income quintile) as well as the level of income 
disbursed to families (covering less than 50% of 
subsistence needs). Furthermore, because the ZMN is 
only a small component of the overall social protection 
budget, and other categories of benefits are disbursed 
with inconsistent eligibility criteria and amounts 
disbursed, the result is that there are significant 
disparities in levels of social protection across the 
regions. The Centre for Peace Studies under the IPA 
2011 project “Equality Surveyor” of the European 
Union indicates that there exists discrimination against 
national minorities in accessing social protection 
benefits, in particular with respect to the Roma 
population. 

There have been no recent changes in the amounts 
or duration of unemployment benefits. However, it is 
worth mentioning that the CES is currently undergoing 
reform (2015-2017) with the goal of improving 
administrative efficiency and offering new services to 
link the unemployed with the labour market and thus 
decrease the level of unemployment. Nevertheless, 
this reform has yet to bear fruit and the high rate of 
unemployment and inactivity, in particularly amongst 
youth, represents one of the most pressing challenges 
for the sustainability of the social welfare state and the 
Croatian economy.

Migration out of Croatia, and an ageing population 
no doubt have influenced the movement of both the 
employment and unemployment rates. Youth who 
are not in employment, education or training (NEET), 
mid-life and pre-pension adults, and the long-term 
unemployed represent crucial population groups that 
urgently need to be capacitated and reintegrated into 

must “not be near more populated areas”, thereby 
contributing to the social and economic exclusion of 
refugees and asylum seekers.4

In addition, and with respect to fighting all forms 
of discrimination through legislation, government 
institutions have been needlessly slow and have 
lacked transparency. Specifically, the process of 
developing the Draft National Plan for Combating 
Discrimination5 and its related Draft Action 
Plan for the implementation of the National Plan 
for Combating Discrimination, which began in 
December 2014, encountered significant obstacles, 
with indications of political pressures from ultra 
conservative groups and individuals influencing 
the process. While a Working Group for the 
development of both documents was established 
and led to the Office for Human Rights and the 
Rights of National Minorities to the Government of 
the Republic of Croatia working for two years to draft 
documents, which passed through three rounds of 
public consultations, this process was inexplicably 
halted. A new Working Group was formed, which 
had no transparent criteria for member selection 
other than a need to represent “all views”, including 
those of Christian fundamentalists, which took out a 
significant number of anti-discrimination measures 
dedicated to the rights of minorities and combatting 
hate crime. After a media scandal, the majority of 
measures were reinstated and the National Plan 
for Combatting Discrimination 2017-2022 and the 
accompanying National Action Plan for Combatting 
Discrimination 2017-2019 were passed by 
Parliament in December 2017. 

4  Faktograf News Portal. “The state provides millions of 
Euros for a private hotel because it does not want refugees living in 
cities” 30.11.2017. http://faktograf.hr/2017/10/30/pored-svih-mrtvih-
kapitala-drzava-zakupljuje-privatni-hotel-spacva-zasto/ 
5  Available at: https://esavjetovanja.gov.hr/ECon/
MainScreen?entityId=5414 
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develop a clear strategy for re-integrating older 
workers into the economy.

• The Government must do more to respond to 
the requests of youth organizations and unions 
with respect to the need for greater increases in 
minimum wage levels to reflect increases in cost 
of living, and be sufficient to meet subsistence 
needs, thus decreasing the amount of working 
poor in Croatia. 

Significantly increasing the minimum wage would 
also have positive spill-over effects on the levels 
of social protection, since the base amount of 
the minimum income scheme is calculated as a 
percentage of the average wage.

• Similarly, the Government ought to be cognizant 
of the fact that the vast majority of citizens 
aged 65 years or older depend on the system 
of social protection to keep them out of poverty 
(a result of the socialist history of Croatia). For 
example, 98.5% of citizens aged 65 or older 
that live in a single-person household live below 
the poverty line, before social transfers. Hence, 
the Government must accept the responsibility 
for protecting this population from poverty, and 
respond to the call of pensioners for increases 
in old-age-pensions to reflect increases in cost 
of living in Croatia.

• The most important gap in the pension 
system is the inadequacy of benefits which 
leave the elderly vulnerable to poverty. Better 
pension schemes should be developed and 
implemented by the Government, requiring 
greater investments from the national budget to 
increase benefit amounts disbursed, decreasing 
the number of pensioners living below the 
(already low) at risk of poverty line.

• The Government must do more to close the 
inequality of pension, disability and family 
pension benefits disbursed across the 

the modern labour force. The latest figures show that 
32.2% of registered unemployed in July 2016 were 
over the age of 50, and 16.6% were between the ages 
of 15 to 24 years. Unfortunately an outdated education 
system and a dearth of adult education and training 
programmes remain barriers to progress.

Considering the public backlash against the proposed 
change in retirement age, it is unlikely that the new 
government coalition, since September 2016, will 
follow through with the quickening of the proposed 
changes in retirement age (from 65 to 67). It is 
important to note that early retirement is common and 
widespread in Croatia, with 12% of the working age 
population in some form of retirement (the highest 
in the EU). However, this is not only a result of the 
incentives inherent in the pension system, but also the 
availability, quality and remuneration of employment on 
the labour market.

While early retirement penalties could be increased, 
this would only further punish those who have been 
forced into early retirement for lack of employment 
options, discrimination against old age, or because of 
outdated skills for which there is little demand on the 
labour market.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• Significant improvements could be reaped if 
the system of social protection were simplified, 
specifically targeted at the poorest households, 
and a greater share of total social protection 
spending were redirected to increasing the 
coverage and the disbursement level of the 
minimum income scheme.

• An outdated education system and a dearth 
of adult education and training programmes 
should be developed, promoted and properly 
implemented.

• A more productive and structural approach 
to decreasing early retirement would be to 
significantly increase the availability of adult 
training and education programmes, and to 



CROATIASOCIAL PROGRESS WATCH 2017

TOGETHER FOR SOCIAL EUROPE COUNTRY STUDIES DECEMBER 2017

Country Studies

31

three different groups of benefits packages, 
covered by three separate laws for the general 
population, police, military and civil servants 
and war veterans and their families, developing 
policies that increase the benefits amounts of 
the general population vis a vis the other two 
groups. 

What are the recent developments in social 
protection schemes (e.g. minimum income, 
pension system and unemployment benefit) 
in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

Since 2016 there have not been significant changes 
in the minimum income scheme. Preconditions for 
approving the ZMN are determined on the basis of 
the applicant’s earned income and the members 
of the family with whom they live in the common 
household and on the property owned by the 
applicant and members of their families with whom 
they live in the common household.

The amount of the ZMN is determined as a 
percentage of a base amount that is determined 
by Government decision. This base amount for 
calculating ZMN has not been changed since 2014 
and amounts to 800 HRK which is equivalent to 
€108 per month. For an individual, the monthly 
benefit/income is 100% of the base, for those who 
are not competent to work it is 115% of the base, 
for households the amount is determined as a sum 
of the shares for each member of the household, 
whereby the amount of ZMN for the household 
cannot be higher than the gross amount of the 
minimum wage in the Republic of Croatia: for a 
single parent, it is 100% of the base amount, for an 
adult member of the household it is 60% of the base 
amount, for a child it is 40% of the base amount, for 
a child of a single parent or a child in a one-parent 
family it is 55% of the base amount.

In 2017 there have not been any significant changes 
in the pension system, but the situation with de facto 
bankruptcy of the biggest corporation in Croatia, 
Agrokor, had a significant impact on the returns on 
investments of the pension funds (the second pillar 
of the pension system) because most of these funds 
had been invested in Agrokor throughout the years. 
In 2017, the Union of Pensioners/Retirees of Croatia 
organised protests through which they emphasised 
that retirement for many people in Croatia means 
living below poverty line. For example, more than 
50,000 retired people receive pensions below €100 
per month, while the average pension is below 40% 
of the average salary. Of the 792,981 recipients 
of an old-age pension in 2017, 292,640 people 
(or 37%) receive a monthly pension below the 
risk of poverty line, or less than €265 per month. 
The inadequacy of pensions is personified by the 
growing prevalence of elderly people across cities 
of Croatia picking through garbage containers for 
food and recyclable bottles that they can exchange 
for a small amount of money. Nevertheless, there 
has been no response by the Government to 
the request of pensioners across the country to 
increase pensions in order to cover the basic costs 
of living. Instead, it has decided to increase the 
funding for pensions and others types of income 
for war veterans in 2018 which will further increase 
inequalities among retired people in Croatia. 

According to the most recent data, for the general 
population covered under the Pension Insurance 
Act (ZOMO), the average monthly amount for all 
pension received (including old-age, disability and 
family pensions) was 2,317 HRK (€307) in July 
2017, while those covered by the Law on Pension 
Insurance Rights of Active Military Personnel, 
Police Officers and Authorised Civil Servants (DVO) 
received an average pension of 3,654 HRK (€484) 
per month. Those covered under the Law on the 
Rights of Croatian Homeland War Veterans and their 
Families (ZOPHBDR) received an average pension 
of 5,580 HRK (€739). 
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This inequality of pension schemes effectively 
creates and perpetuates three different classes 
of citizens, with significantly varying rights and 
quality of life. These inequities should be diminished 
through policies and programmes aimed at closing 
this gap, not deepening it further. 

2.2 Provisions for decent work in your country 
to guarantee that people can earn a living and 
avoid in-work poverty
 
Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

A minimum wage exists in Croatia, but it is very low in 
comparison to other EU countries. It was ranked eighth 
lowest in January 2016, both in gross terms and in 
purchasing power parity. Almost all Eastern European 
countries find themselves at the lower end of this 
scale. It is too low and should be increased to meet 
the basic subsistence needs of the population, and 
reflective rises in cost of living in Croatia. The Minimum 
Wage Act was enacted in 2013, but it needs to be 
amended. The Union of Autonomous Trade Unions of 
Croatia would like to see it set out the definition of the 
minimum wage more clearly.

The current Government reneged on giving €1,000 
per each new-born child, even though this was a major 
campaign promise before it came into power. There 
is a problem with a lack of places for children of pre-
school age in crèches and kindergartens. In addition, 
the fact that the prices of crèches and kindergartens 
vary throughout Croatia makes it difficult for parents to 
afford them, which means that working parents have a 
problem with childcare during the day.

As regards the education system, the current 
Government has effectively stopped curricular reform. 
Due to current Government instability i.e. failure to 
secure a stable majority in Parliament, proposed 
changes to the Act on obligatory health insurance – 
that would have made obligatory health insurance 
more expensive – did not go through.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• In order to improve the quality of education, in 
particular that of children aged 4 to 6, Croatia 
needs more investment in kindergartens in 
order to make them more widely available. This 
should go hand in hand with a standardisation 
of the criteria for access to kindergartens. 
Furthermore, as the European Commission’s 
Country Report underlines, adult education and 
lifelong learning should be drastically improved.

• The health service sector has been 
under constant threat from advancing 
commercialisation and privatisation while the 
population has suffered from the rising costs of 
healthcare. While health sector reform should be 
further pursued to make the health care system 
more efficient, this should not be at the cost 
of lowering the quality of the health sector and 
there should be no further commercialisation or 
privatisation in the health care sector.

• The minimum wage should be specified as 
the basic wage so as to be able to calculate 
additional compensations.

• The minimum wage should be increased to 
at least 45% of the national average wage 
to ensure basic needs of those working on 
minimum wage are met and to decrease the 
amount of working poor. 

• The Government should listen to the requests of 
youth organizations and desist with government 
programmes that are increasing precariousness 
of labour and low wages amongst youth (such 
as the current government training programme 
which pays youth a benefit equal to minimum 
wage, but without worker’s rights or protections), 
and encourage emigration of skilled young 
people out of Croatia.
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• The Government must take seriously its 
responsibility to address negative demographic 
trends in the country, and respond with not 
only improved parental leave benefits, but must 
also address the structural causes behind high 
emigration rates: low wages and social benefits, 
high unemployment, an outdated education 
system, insufficient day care coverage, 
and corruption and favouritism to clients in 
employment practices. 

What are the recent developments in provisions 
for decent work (e.g. minimum wage, 
reconciliation of work and private life, access to 
services) in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

The minimum wage gross amount has been 
increased in 2017 by 5% and now amounts to 3,276 
HRK which is €442. The net amount received by 
workers on a minimum wage is 2,620 HRK or €354. 
According to Eurostat data for July 2017, Croatia is 
at the bottom of the EU minimum wage levels and 
belongs to Group 1 with Bulgaria, Romania, Latvia 
and Lithuania. In relation to the minimum wage 
expressed in PPS in 2017, Croatia  has moved 
to Group II, which includes counties that have a 
national minimum wage of at least PPS 600 but 
lower than PPS 1,050.

In 2017, the Government increased the amount for 
the second part of parental leave (which is divided 
into 6+6 months) from 2,660 HRK to a maximum 
of 3,991 HRK, representing a 50% increase. This 
measure is a part of demographic policy for Croatia 
which aims to increase birth rates and change 
negative fertility rates. However, while benefits 
for parental leave are an important component 
of social policy, the main reason for the negative 
demographic trends is not due to the low fertility 
rate, which are common across the EU, but to the 
high emigration rate from Croatia. Nearly 0.8% of 
the population left the country in 2016 as a result of 
low wages, high unemployment and a failing social 
safety net. 

Unless these structural causes are addressed 
through policies of increasing the minimum wage 
and social benefits, individuals of working age will 
continue to leave Croatia for higher wages and 
better working conditions elsewhere. 

This country study has been developed by 
SOLIDAR member Centre for Peace Studies, 
Croatia. Responsible in the SOLIDAR Secretariat: 
Aurora Mantas, Eva-Maria Schneider. Responsible 
in the SOLIDAR Secretariat: Aurora Mantas, 
Eva-Maria Schneider. Proof reading by Matilda 
Bradshaw.
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EU workers, most were of Ukrainian nationality 
followed by Russian and Vietnamese. The steep 
rise in labour migration is particularly clear 
when compared to the period of relatively liberal 
migration policy before the 2008 global financial 
and economic crisis. At the end of 2008 there were 
about 285,000 migrant workers in total, i.e. 100,000 
fewer registered migrant workers than in 2016.1 

As far as work-related migration is concerned, 
foreign workers play a crucial role in certain sectors. 
Most migrant workers are in manufacturing, 
administrative work and services or construction. 
Most have a nine qualification category and are 
assistants or unskilled workers.2 

Aside from these official figures there is also 
unregistered or semi-legal migration, mostly in 
the low skilled segment of the labour market. It is 
much harder for non-EU citizens to migrate for work 
into this segment than into more skilled positions. 
Semi-legal migration involves, for example, Polish 
companies recruiting Ukrainian workers in the 
Czech Republic. This fulfils employers´ demand 
for temporary low-paid and “reliable” workers. The 
recruitment of non-EU workers has gained political 
and media prominence, especially with the police 
control of the online retail shop Rohlik.cz in March 
2017. Its business was temporarily disrupted when 
the Foreign Police investigated its sub-contracted 
Ukrainian workforce, claiming that 85 workers 
did not have a valid permit to work in the Czech 
Republic and were going to be deported.3 

The number of possible monthly visa applications 
for legal migration (especially from Ukraine) have 
been an ongoing issue of debate at governmental 
level, as well as in the tripartite (discussions of 

1 http://www.ceskenoviny.cz/zpravy/zprava-mpsv-v-cr-
pracuje-o-sto-tisic-cizincu-vic-nez-pred-krizi/1536277. 
2 Český statistický úřad. Život cizinců v ČR (2016). 
https://www.czso.cz/documents/10180/32846249/29002616.
pdf/3c72c912-44e6-4c90-8aae-75c7a166f044?version=1.0
3 Čaněk, M. (2017), Country report on posting and 
transnational labour enforcement: the Czech Republic, Multicultural 
Centre Prague.

CZECHIA
1. INTEGRATION OF THIRD COUNTRY 
NATIONALS

1.1 Tools/programmes implemented for the 
labour market integration of third country 
nationals

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

The main authority for migration and integration 
policies in the Czech Republic is the Ministry of the 
Interior, but also other ministries which deal with 
specific areas, including the Ministry of Labour and 
Social Affairs deals with employment, the Ministry of 
Education Youth and Sports with education, etc.

The main goals of the state integration policy are: 
immigrant’s knowledge of the Czech language; 
economic self-sufficiency; knowledge of the 
country’s society and mutual relations between 
immigrants and the majority. Czech integration 
policy is financed from different sources – mainly 
through AMIF, ESF and the National Integration 
Programme for Refugees, which share these goals.

What are important developments since 
last year’s SPW report on specific policies/
programmes implemented for labour market 
integration of third country nationals in your 
country by the national, regional and local 
level? Please update your recommendations 
accordingly.

The strong export-led Czech economy has been 
marked by a significant increase in work-related 
migration. At the end of 2016, the Ministry of 
Labour and Social Affairs estimated that there 
were almost 383,000 migrant workers employed in 
the Czech labour market. Most of these (284,000) 
were EU citizens from Slovakia, Romania, Poland, 
Bulgaria and other EU member states. Of the non-
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employers, trade unions and representatives of 
the state). Pressure by both multinational and 
Czech employers to liberalise labour migration 
from non-EU countries, including for lower-skilled 
jobs, has been growing. Such liberalisation has 
been opposed by the main Czech-Moravian Trade 
Union Confederation, a position which contradicts 
its “End of Cheap Labour” campaign for higher 
wages for Czech workers (fulfilling the promises 
of equalisation of wages with Germany and other 
countries after 1989)4. The position of trade unions 
will, however, be weakened following the October 
2017 elections in which its main political partner, the 
Social Democratic Party, scored less than eight per 
cent of votes. 

The precise effect the economic boom will have 
on various groups of migrant workers is not known. 
In general, the Czech economy has been offering 
a large number of low-skilled positions, which 
means a low entry threshold and a high level 
of employment among migrant workers. At the 
same time the labour market is segmented and 
the chances for social mobility are circumscribed. 
Furthermore, some refugees and other migrants 
face difficulties in finding a job for reasons such as 
a low level of knowledge of the Czech language. 
Migrant workers have been able to exercise a 
greater “exit power” due to the abundance of jobs, 
i.e. quitting less satisfactory jobs for better ones. 
Some employers have been complaining about 
non-EU migrant workers (who they recruit abroad) 
quitting their jobs and finding new employers. “Exit 
power” is more important in light of the low presence 
of trade unions in companies where migrant workers 
are recruited (estimated at only 20% for employers 
currently hiring workers from the Ukraine), as well as 
their general low level of integration in trade unions5.  
Some EU strategy members have been sceptical 
that labour conditions of migrant workers in the 

4 https://www.socialeurope.eu/migrant-workers-can-boost-
czech-trade-unions 
5 Notes from the meeting of the Committee on the Rights of 
Foreigners, Office of the Government.

lower segments of the labour market will improve. 
It is expected that the position of newly recruited 
non-EU migrant workers is going to worsen due to 
a 2012 ban on temporary agencies employing them 
being lifted in summer 2017, following lobbying of 
the Czech Parliament by the agencies.

The main document within the integration policy 
of the Czech Republic remains the Concept of 
Integration of Foreigners in the Czech Republic. In 
2017, there was an annual update of The Procedure 
of Integration of Foreigners with the Updated 
Concept of Integration of Foreigners.6 

2017 has seen two kinds of important debates 
on state integration policy in respect to labour 
migration. The first concerns the target group 
of integration policy. The Consortium of Migrant 
Assisting NGOs has continuously criticised limiting 
the target group to legally residing non-EU citizens, 
which means that, amongst others, EU citizens 
have not had access to most EU and government-
sponsored integration programmes. For example, 
a Bulgarian citizen who wishes to take a Czech 
language class organised by a regional integration 
centre would not fall into the target group. Such a 
policy of exclusion of third-country nationals from 
relevant integration programmes has started to 
be reconsidered by the Ministry of Interior in light 
of concerns over a lack of local integration of EU 
workers in some industrial areas (see below). The 
second debate relates to concerns regarding the 
future financing of the regional integration centres 
when the current EU funding period is over in 
2019/2020. The solutions proposed could mean 
a further centralisation and control of regional 
integration policy by the Ministry of Interior.

In 2014, Prague developed its own municipal 
integration concept The Concept of Integration of 
Foreigners in The Region of the City of Prague7, 
which is separate to the national integration strategy. 

6 Updated Policy for the Integration of Foreign Nationals – In 
Mutual Respect
7 http://www.praha.eu/public/1e/ad/85/2181317_660642_
Koncepce_HMP_pro_oblast_integrace_cizincu.pdf
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In 2016, the concept was supplemented with 
The Action Plan of The Concept of Integration of 
Foreigners in the Region of the City of Prague. 

In the Czech Republic there has been a shift in public 
debate. Due to the unwanted results of economic 
migration the focus has shifted onto the security threat. 
The issue of migration is currently an instrument of 
articulation of wider (existential, economic) fears of 
the Czech public.8 In February 2017, the government 
accepted the “Administrative order related to the 
organisation in industrial zones and their surroundings, 
especially those employing large number of 
foreigners“, which was put forward by the Ministry of 
the Interior. It mostly deals with policing rather than 
social work and is connected to the image of foreign 
workers as a foreign threat to security and public 
order. The Minister of the Interior attended several 
security checks which focused on “sustaining public 
order and the conduct of residing foreigners” and the 
subsequent media coverage helped embed this issue 
as a question of criminality.9 

This securitised narrative is apparent in politics and 
legislature. The security policy of the Czech Republic 
is shaped by a new 2016 Audit of national security 
of the Government of the Czech Republic10, which 
includes security aspects of migration among the key 
issues11, as well as in the Foreigners Act, which was 
amended in 2017.

8 Dítko, Jan (2017). Jak rozumět postojům veřejnosti k 
imigrantům? http://migraceonline.cz/cz/e-knihovna/jak-rozumet-
postojum-verejnosti-k-imigrantum; GLOPOLIS (2017). PROČ 
UPRCHLÍCI JITŘÍ NAŠE EMOCE? Narativy související s migrací a 
uprchlictvím v české společnosti a nahlédnutí za ně. https://glopolis.
org/wp-content/uploads/Proc-uprchlici-jitri-nase-emoce_migracni-
narativy-CR.pdf 
9 Čaněk, M. (2017). Analýza opatření ministerstva vnitra 
k průmyslovým zónám a zahraniční pracovní migraci. http://
migraceonline.cz/cz/e-knihovna/analyza-opatreni-ministerstva-
vnitra-k-prumyslovym-zonam-a-zahranicni-pracovni-migraci. The 
Czechs tend to overestimate criminality of the foreigners a great 
deal. Due to a recent Median research, people believe that 29% of 
criminal acts are committed by foreigners: http://zpravy.idnes.cz/
pruzkum-median-zlocin-a-trest-vezenstvi-kriminalita-p0j-/domaci.
aspx?c=A170227_163545_domaci_cen
10 https://www.vlada.cz/assets/media-centrum/aktualne/
Audit-narodni-bezpecnosti-20161201.pd
11  The two main threats in this area were identified 
as illegal migration due to an increase in local armed conflict in 
the world and insufficient integration of legal immigrants that could 
create a source of tension in the future.

1.2. Discrimination and intercultural 
coexistence

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

The contrast between the rise in political 
xenophobia and the small numbers of asylum 
seekers and refugees in the country led one 
local politician to claim: “we have probably eight 
political candidates to a single refugee whom 
they claim they will protect us from”. The multiple 
anti-immigrant and anti-Islam parties and political 
groupings that have appeared in Czechia recently 
have been fragmented and often in conflict with 
each other. On one hand the potential for greater 
political success for these parties seems limited, 
which was confirmed by the 2016 autumn regional 
and Senate elections. Only Tomio Okamura´s Dawn 
of Direct Democracy party (in coalition with the 
Citizens´ Rights Party supported by the President 
Miloš Zeman) entered 10 out of 13 regional 
parliaments. There is not much room for a party to 
win on an anti-immigrant card alone. On the other 
hand, most mainstream parties share the security 
perspective on migration. The prevalent tone of the 
discussion on immigration is the one of the threat of 
“mass migration”, “illegal migration” and the “non-
integratable” Muslim migrants.

Civil society has in various ways been involved 
in the integration of migrants and refugees and 
their recognition in Czech society. On one hand 
there have been long-term campaigns in favour of 
migrant rights. This includes efforts coordinated by 
the Consortium of Migrant Assisting NGOs and its 
member organisations in the areas of inclusion of 
migrants into the public health insurance system 
and the extension of political – especially voting – 
rights to non-EU citizens in local elections. These 
campaigns, however, did not reach much visibility in 
the public and political discourses. One of the main 
political aims of migrant rights NGOs is that the 
migrant rights situation should at least not worsen. 
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Civil society responded in multiple ways to both 
immediate needs posed by the so-called refugee 
crisis as well as to the more long-term issues related 
to intercultural relations and the position of different 
groups of migrants in the Czech society.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• The extreme-right has been able to influence 
public debate with its ideas. Even so called 
democratic parties pose themselves as 
“authentically” xenophobic in competition with 
the extreme-right (e.g. anti-immigrant) parties. 
It is important that democratic politicians avoid 
advocating for simplified solutions of the so-
called refugee crisis and refrain from racist 
rhetoric.

• Mainstream media as well as democratic 
politicians should look for shared interests 
among different groups of persons – migrants 
and Czech nationals - living in Czechia and 
address the negative impacts of globalisation on 
particular localities, groups and individuals.

• Professional migrant rights NGOs and trade 
unions need to help migrants to overcome their 
social isolation.

• Municipalities could play a bigger role not only 
in the integration process but also potentially as 
a counter-weight to restrictive state policies.

What is the level of involvement of NGOs on 
specific programmes/campaigns/initiatives 
in partnership with institutions to fight 
discrimination and to promote intercultural 
coexistence in your country? Please update 
your recommendations accordingly.

Efforts have been made by the non-profit sector 
to raise public awareness of immigration issues in 
an effort to turn the tide of public sentiment away 

from anti-immigration. Probably the most complex 
campaign was the “This is us” project, headed by 
the Open Society Prague Foundatio”, in partnership 
with other NGOs. The project not only informed 
the public and media about the issues such as the 
conditions of people on the move in Europe, the 
alleged links between immigration and rise in crime, 
and so on, but it also provided support for citizens 
who wanted to open a discussion on immigration 
topics in their communities, by providing trainings 
for speakers and organisers. The project also 
presented a series of videos with deep introspection 
into public opinions on immigration, and challenged 
a number of common misconceptions and 
prejudices. While drawing significant criticism 
online, it stirred an uncommon debate between 
people with differing opinions. The Center for the 
Integration of Foreigners produced a lighter video 
series about a day in the life of a “regular” Czech, 
showing that dangerous preconceptions about 
foreigners are held by a majority of the population 
often without merit, and demonstrated that in most 
cases encounters with migrants can be positive. 
The Integration Center Prague also produced a 
video and personalities campaign that showed the 
perspective of foreigners on Czechs, explaining 
that migrants’ perceptions of Czechs also change 
with time, and illustrating how many immigrants 
find a place for themselves in Czech society 
through openness and acceptance on both sides. 
The above-mentioned campaigns focused mainly 
on Prague citizens, but some also reached out to 
other regions, especially the “This is us” campaign, 
through debates and screenings in a various towns 
and cities. 

Although these efforts were significant and 
complemented each other well with a wide offer 
of perspectives on why tolerance and acceptance 
of migrants is a value to Czech society, it is hard 
to establish how much they influenced public 
opinion. All three, as well as other similar but smaller 
projects, attempted to build bridges instead of 
underscoring the divisions in society that politicians 
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be the rhetorical way forward for the pro-
integration, pro-migration entities.  

• Emphasise the common goals of all residents 
of the Czech Republic this country need to be 
continued, such as  better labour conditions, 
better education and a more modern economy 
based on a well trained workforce and 
international ties. Strong fear of immigrants and 
Muslims among citizens of this country is to a 
large extent a placeholder for generalised fears 
of globalisation and changes in social norms. 

2. DEVELOPMENTS IN SOCIAL PROTECTION 
SYSTEMS

2.1 Adequate income support in your country 
as a basis for social protection over the life-
span of a person to fight poverty and ensure 
active inclusion

Overview of the situation as provided by the 
national strategy group in 2016:

The minimum income scheme (MIS) in the Czech 
Republic is managed centrally and sourced from 
general taxation. It consists of two main parts – 
income subsidy and housing subsidy - and aims to 
guarantee a minimum monthly level of household 
income. Since 2007 the scheme operates with 
two levels of guaranteed minimum income – a life 
minimum (approx. €125 per adult per month) and 
an existential minimum (approx. €80), originally 
introduced as a punitive tool. Subsidies are means-
tested, based on monthly assessments; the 
recipients are not allowed to have savings or other 
property (with exception of the housing) and have 
to prove they are searching for a job if unemployed. 
MIS has low public legitimacy, as its perception is 
strongly shaped by the alleged polarity between 
“working and contributing” majority and the “not 
working and not contributing” Roma minority, who 
are perceived as the main beneficiaries.

had been playing on. The results of the elections in 
October, however, provided a mixed image of public 
opinion. On the one hand, two political parties which 
are openly anti-immigrant, and are newer populist 
parties (Andrej Babiš’ ANO and Tomio Okamura’s 
Freedom and Direct Democracy Party) won a huge 
number of votes, with ANO gaining almost 20% 
lead over its competitors. On the other hand, the 
unprecedent number of parties that received seats 
in the parliament (nine in total) is evidence of voters’ 
indecision and the fragmentation of society. In 
the first few months of 2016, in-depth quantitative 
and qualitative research was carried out by two 
sociological research agencies, as part of long-term 
anti-hate-speech research being carried out in the 
Czech Republic. Although the research shows that 
the general tendencies of Czech popular opinion 
are anti-refugee and anti-Muslim, many responses 
suggest more complicated picture. Even those 
respondents who espoused anti-immigrant views 
felt they lacked sufficient information and were 
actually more concerned about other issues – than 
migration, such as financial stability and corruption.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

• Fear-mongering promoted by a large number of 
politicians and the media has become a mostly 
accepted part of the mainstream views. On the 
other hand we should not succumb to the view 
that the opinions of various social groups living 
in the Czech Republic are xenophobic and not 
open to change due to e.g. encounters between 
ethnic Czechs and non-Czech citizens.  

• Another factor that has not been utilised by 
either the populists or by the more left-leaning 
pro-tolerance groups is the promotion of a 
positive national self-identification. Reclaiming 
Czech values, which have not been defined 
by either side of the spectrum, as those of 
tolerance and welcoming to foreigners may 



CZECHIASOCIAL PROGRESS WATCH 2017

TOGETHER FOR SOCIAL EUROPE COUNTRY STUDIES DECEMBER 2017

Country Studies

39

on a running basis (pay-as-you-go) and has 
two components: a flat-rate basic pension and 
an earnings-related part. In 2014 a legislative 
amendment prolonged the minimum insurance 
length to acquire the right to public pension from 
25 to 35 years (the limit will enter in force in 2019, 
in 2014 the length was 30), which will make it one 
of the longest in the EU. The amendment also 
prolonged the minimum insurance contribution for 
those who do not fulfil the criteria – they can receive 
their pension five years after the pension age, it they 
have previously contributed to the insurance system 
for 20 years (previously 15 years). In addition, there 
is voluntary complementary pension insurance with 
state contributions (third pillar), which is defined by 
contributions and is capital funded.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• There are no current data on the level of 
coverage/non-take-up, but field evidence 
suggests that job seekers don’t have easy 
access to information about their rights and 
government social programs. Limited access to 
information in combination with the stigmatising 
effect of MIS schemes (and ethnic labelling) 
may contribute to the unwillingness of certain 
groups to apply for the benefits or for them 
receiving only partial support.

• The condition of previous employment for 
claiming employment benefit is set at 12 
months within the past two years. This implies 
that the most vulnerable groups on the labour 
market – i.e. people working in different types of 
precarious employment (temporary contracts, 
part time jobs, self-employment, etc.) - often 
have limited access to unemployment support.

• Time caps on payments of the unemployment 
benefit had been reduced as a part of post-
economic crisis austerity measures and did not 
return to previous levels even though the economic 

The impact of MIS on reducing poverty is 
questionable. The guaranteed minimum income 
is constructed as a safety net, with the subsidies 
level being legislatively restricted to cover basic 
needs. However, for the majority of households 
the minimum income scheme presents the main 
source of income in the long term (in 2014 75% of 
households had received the benefits for seven or 
more months). A 2015 amendment introduced a 
new cap on the housing subsidies within the MIS, 
which means that a larger part of the cost needs 
to be covered from income subsidy. The minimum 
income had not been valorised since 2012 whereas 
the wages and prices had been constantly growing. 
Apart of MIS, low-income households can receive 
income tested housing and child subsidies. These 
housing subsidies are based on the idea that they 
should provide low-income households with access 
to private housing market. In reality, they enabled 
creation of a special segment of low-quality, high-
rent housing market target particularly on Roma. 
Further, even for non-Roma recipients they are 
unable to counter the process of gentrification in 
Prague and some other municipalities.
The payment of unemployment benefits is based 
on previous social insurance contributions from 
employment. The replacement rate is between 
45-65% (differentiated according to length of 
unemployment and between age groups), the 
receiving of benefits is limited according to the age 
of the unemployed person to five (younger than 55), 
eight (50-55) or 11 months (55 and more). The right 
to the benefit is conditional upon registration with 
the Labour Office via the unemployment database, 
which in turn also gives the person free access to 
health insurance.
Given the conditionality of previous employment 
and time limits, the coverage is rather low – about 
one fifth of the unemployed (101.8 thousand in 
2015) have the right to unemployment benefit. 
Average monthly unemployment benefits in 2015 
were at 24% of gross average earnings.
The Czech Republic has a mandatory universal 
pension system (first pillar). The scheme is funded 
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situation had changed. This has particularly 
impacted employees of pre-pension age.

• In order to ensure respect and dignity in old-
age, it would be recommendable to introduce 
a universal pension scheme guaranteeing a 
minimum income for pensioners, regardless of 
participation in the pension scheme.

• In the past years, we observed a rapid increase 
in the over-indebtedness of pensioners – the 
number of property seizures on pensions 
had doubled since 2008 to nearly 80,000 
in 2015 (over 1.8 billion CZK (€66.6 million) 
per year). These data point to the need for 
targeted support for this group, particularly debt 
prevention and facilitation of debt relief.

What are the recent developments in social 
protection schemes (e.g. minimum income, 
pension system and unemployment benefit) 
in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

• The official unemployment rate is one of the 
lowest in the EU. It fell to 4% in 2016 and 
further decreased in 201612. Youth fell in 
absolute as well as relative numbers. However, 
unemployment affected disproportionally the 
elderly (33% of unemployed in 2016 were 
55 years and older) and low-skilled groups 
(30% of unemployed in 2016 have basic or no 
education). There are considerable regional 
differences, leading to a concentration of long-
term unemployment and to over-representation 
of low-skilled groups in a few regions (North 
Bohemia and North Moravia)13.

• 2017 brought a series of changes to the 
minimum income scheme (Act No. 111/ 2006 

12  https://www.czso.cz/csu/czso/zamestnanost_
nezamestnanost_prace
13  https://www.mpsv.cz/files/clanky/30449/rocenka1-128.pdf

on Assistance to Persons in Material Distress), 
which follow workfare and controlling logic. 

• Recipients of a minimum income who receive 
state support for more than six months are 
required to show their “capacity to increase 
their income by work”, otherwise their benefits 
will be reduced to a minimum (by approx. 
€45 per person). They have to prove that they 
are either working part-time or that they are 
actively cooperating with the Labour Office in 
re-training or job search programmes. If they 
fail to do so they may be required to participate 
in Community Service for at least 20 hours per 
month (if they work for 10 hours more, there 
income will increase by 605 CZK (approx. €24).

• It is early to evaluate this practise, yet there 
is already evidence that in some places the 
number of available Community Service jobs is 
lower than number of MIS recipients. Alleged 
measures might in these cases lead to a 
reduction of the social benefits payments and 
deterioration of household financial situation. 
Furthermore, the legislation leaves considerable 
space for discretion for MIS administrators 
to decide whom they decide is “cooperating” 
or whom they assign obligatory Community 
Service.

• In addition, those who receive support for more 
than six months will get at least 35% (up to a 
maximum of 65%) of the income subsidy in 
vouchers. Previous attempts to introduce such 
measures had shown that such a practice 
might worsen the situation of households and 
contribute to the formation of a black market 
with vouchers. The new measure has only been 
partially introduced due to a lack of adequate 
infrastructure. 

• The last change concerns the provision of 
housing subsidies within MIS and introduces 
the right of municipalities to ban payment of 
these benefits in certain localities, in case of 
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“increased presence of socially undesirable 
phenomena”. Since September 2017 several 
municipalities, mostly those with higher number 
of Roma inhabitants, have forbidden new 
payments of these benefits in some areas of 
the city, promoting this measure as a tool to limit 
alleged Roma immigration. 

• Simultaneously to minimum wage increase, the 
centre left government continued to re-evaluate 
old-age pensions in 2016 and 2017, increasing 
automatic valuation to 100% of increase of real 
wages and 50% of consumption prices14.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Some of the measures introduced in the 
past year can increase the process of social 
exclusion and spatial segregation of the poor. In 
particular, the payment of minimum income in 
vouchers and the municipal ban on payment of 
housing subsidies within the minimum income 
scheme contribute to further stigmatisation and 
deterioration of the situation of the poorest and 
need to be revoked.

• The decrease in the number of unemployed 
in the past years provides space for more 
targeted and complex support, which would 
allow households to step out of poverty. The 
general trend of social policies goes in opposite 
direction. The Community Work scheme might 
support labour market inclusion but only if it is 
connected to the provision of other services 
to target the complex problems of long-term 
unemployed (indebtedness, housing, and health 
problems, including mental health, etc.) and 
offers an adequate reward, at least at the level 
of minimum wage.

14  https://www.vlada.cz/assets/media-centrum/dulezite-
dokumenty/Penzijni-reformy.pdf

• The level of minimum income needs to be re-
evaluated. Although the changing economic 
situation led to decrease of the number of 
MIS recipients, it is also accompanied by a 
price increase. The resulting decrease of the 
relative values of minimum income reinforces 
the vulnerability of the poorest and accelerates 
the process of social exclusion. The level of 
minimum income also defines the amount 
that debt collectors can seize from wages, 
consequently increasing the invisible poverty 
of those facing property seizure (10% of the 
population).

2.2 Provisions for decent work in your country 
to guarantee that people can earn a living and 
avoid in-work poverty 

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

Since its election in 2013 the government gradually 
increased the minimum wage to 11,000 CZK in 
January 2017 (approx. €430, to be further increased 
to 12,200 CZK in January 2018). Nonetheless, 
as wages have also been rising the ratio between 
minimum and average wage remains one of the 
lowest in Europe – in 2016 the ratio stood at 34%15. 

The minimum wage is not sufficient to significantly 
lower the gap between the minimum and average 
wage. Further, the low absolute value of the 
minimum wage does not allow a person to work 
his or her way out of poverty. The working hours 
required to escape poverty on a minimum wage are 
unrealistic for lone parents in particular.

The negative outcome of low wages 
disproportionately affects women, who are more 
likely to work in low wages positions. The gender 
pay gap stood at 22% in 2015, which is far beyond 
the EU’s average of 16.3%, with only Estonia having 

15  https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx? DataSetCode=RMW
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worse results. To encourage the earlier return of 
parents (mostly women) to the labour market, the 
law newly stipulates the possibility to receive higher 
benefits for just seven months in comparison to 
the previous minimum of 18 months payments. At 
maximum, the benefit can be paid out – at a much 
lower monthly rate – until the child is four years old.

The flexibility of choice of length of parental leave 
is however strongly tied to previous social security 
contributions. For instance, parents who do not 
meet the eligibility criteria (mainly self-employed, 
students, unemployed), are left only with one option; 
a parent is entitled to 7,600 CZK monthly for the 
first nine months and 3,800 CZK per month until the 
child reaches four years old. Receiving such low 
payments increases these carers’ dependency on 
other family members or may enhance the risk of 
falling into poverty or social exclusion, especially 
when lone parents. Since 98% of the parental 
benefit recipients are women,16 in spite of being 
available to all parents, the policy bears strong 
gender consequences.

In practice, the majority of women opt for a three 
year long leave from work per one child, presumably 
due to the three-year guarantee provided by 
the Labour Act that they can return to the same 
position, social norms and availability of childcare 
facilities. Only a minority of women (approx. 20% in 
2014) with a child aged two or younger works. The 
participation rate increases after the child reaches 
three years of age to 79% for women with higher 
education and 53% for those with lower education 
(90% / 79% respectively after the fourth year).

To further facilitate women’s return to the labour 
market and thus decrease the effect of the 
motherhood penalty, a set of measures in the area 
of pre-school child care services were introduced. 
These include a guarantee of an acceptance for two 
year olds in public childcare facilities as of 2020, 
implementation of a project aiming to increase 

16  https://www.mpsv.cz/cs/10543

attendance of the youngest children (from six 
months old) in public nurseries and introduction of 
the Act on Child Group in 2014 to support a non-
commercial form of childcare for children aged one 
to six years.
A possibility of taking three months paid leave (at 
60% of original income) from paid work in order to 
care for a family relative represents another recently 
approved provision for decent work. The new benefit 
will be provided as of the beginning of 2018 to a 
person insured for sickness, i.e. an employee or a 
self-employed person providing home-based care 
for a family relative. 

More measures that would significantly improve 
decent working conditions are enshrined in the 
“Government Strategy on Family Policy”, passed in 
September 2017.17 These range from measures 
to tackle gender pay gap to proposals on reforming 
parental leave schemes with the aim to increase 
the benefits, find a more gender-neutral framing, 
or to ensure free accessible pre-school childcare 
services. To which extent some of these proposed 
measures will be implemented, however, remains a 
question as the new government will be most likely 
led by a political party whose leader was among the 
critics of this document.

Citizens of the Roma ethnic background are 
most often subjected to discriminatory treatment, 
which is in many cases either replicated or 
disregarded by public policies. One of the core 
areas is labour market discrimination (74% of 
Roma have experienced discrimination while 
searching job), which often leads to exclusion from 
formal employment with a consequent impact in 
other areas, such as access to social protection. 
The issue is scarcely addressed even though 
the anecdotal evidence shows that for example 
the Labour Offices (employment counselling 
department) might have daily experiences with 
these practices.

17  https://www.mpsv.cz/files/clanky/31577/Koncepce_
rodinne_politiky.pdf



CZECHIASOCIAL PROGRESS WATCH 2017

TOGETHER FOR SOCIAL EUROPE COUNTRY STUDIES DECEMBER 2017

Country Studies

43

Roma children constitute nearly a third of children 
educated on a revised curriculum for pupils with 
mild mental disabilities, i.e. outside the mainstream 
education. Empirical evidence also points to a 
continuous practice of segregation in municipalities 
with a larger proportion of Roma citizens both 
between and within the schools. Of particular 
concern is also the estimated 72% of Roma 
children who leave school early. All these issues 
might significantly impact their future labour market 
performance, particularly increasing the probability 
of unemployment.

There have been several important changes to the 
Education Act. First, an amendment of the Act from 
September 2015 introduced an obligatory year 
of pre-school education (which will come in force 
in September 2017). In September 2016 a new 
ordinance came into force that introduces a new 
category of children with special needs (focusing 
on the particular needs instead of the highly 
problematic system of categorisation of children) 
and guarantees the right to financial support for the 
inclusion of these children. Existing studies point out 
that this might not bring larger numbers of children 
with particular needs into mainstream education, 
but it will create a more stable financial support for 
inclusive approaches.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• Due to the low level of the minimum wage in 
Czechia, the difference between labour market 
income and minimum income schemes is for 
certain groups (esp. low-skilled families with 
children) negligible.  This may not only create 
disincentives to work for low wage earners, 
but also contributes to a negative perception 
of the “undeservedness” of welfare recipients. 
An increase in the minimum wage and more 
generally wages for low-paid positions is crucial 
to address these issues.

• The issue of low-accessibility of childcare 
should be addressed in a more systematic 
manner in the current draft of the Concept of 
family policies.

• Addressing the issue of labour market 
integration of mothers is crucial for higher 
involvement of men childcare, given the gender 
pay gap.

• Further monitoring and targeted support might 
be the first step to address the problem of 
school drop-out by Roma children, as well as 
acknowledging and addressing the fact that 
ethnic prejudice is at its heart.

What are the recent developments in provisions 
for decent work (e.g. minimum wage, 
reconciliation of work and private life, access to 
services) in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

• Economic growth brought rapid wage increases 
in 2017 (by 6.8% between autumn 2016 and 
2017, while inflation stood at 2.5%), with the 
highest increase in service industries. In some 
regions, high demand low-skilled jobs (such as 
bus drivers) offer higher wages than positions in 
public schools and at universities.

• The Government slightly increased support for 
households with children. The support is aimed 
only at households with at least one parent 
employed. The increase is very limited, so it 
will not make a significant impact on the overall 
financial situation of low-income households:

• Increase of child tax credit (in-work child 
benefit) by 150 CZK (approx. €5.5) per child 
per month. 

• Increase of qualification threshold for child 
benefit and a monthly increase by 300 CZK 
(approx. €11) per child for households with 
at least one parent employed. This benefit 
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was previously mean-tested, so these 
changes further complicate an already 
complex system of benefits.

• A separate minimum wage scheme for people 
with disabilities was annulled in 2017.

• 2016/2017 was a pre-election year. It gave rise 
to expectations of legislative changes which 
would significantly improve the situation in 
the areas of housing and over-indebtedness. 
Unfortunately very few proposals were 
approved. 

• After several years of preparation, the Social 
Housing Act was finalised and approved by 
the Government, but did not pass through 
Parliament.

• Amendment of the Act on Bankruptcy and 
Settlement (Insolvency Act) which would 
simplify the insolvency procedure and open 
it to larger number of indebted (particularly 
low-income debtors), was approved by 
the Government, but did not pass through 
Parliament.

• Amendment of the Act on Court Executors 
and Execution (Enforcement Procedure) 
limited executors’ fees, but did not introduced 
measures aimed at reducing the number of 
executions per person (local jurisdiction of 
executors, increased responsibility of creditors).

• Finally, the first complex data on the level of 
over-indebtedness in the Czech Republic were 
published in 2017. According to these data, 
in 2016 one in ten Czech citizens lived in an 
over-indebted household18 (i.e. they were facing 
property and wage seizure). The problems 
of over-indebtedness are more concentrated 
in post-industrial regions with higher 
unemployment rates, reaching between 18-33% 
in many places.

18  http://mapaexekuci.cz

RECOMMENDATIONS

• With a high level of employment and a low level 
of relative poverty in the Czech Republic, there 
is limited political attention paid to groups of 
people who find themselves slightly above the 
poverty level. This includes families that do not 
qualify for the minimum income scheme but 
struggle to meet everyday expenses, particularly 
as housing cost are rapidly increasing. 
• There is an urgent need for social and 

affordable housing, particularly in the larger 
cities and industrial centres.

• Although the minimum wage has been 
increasing, it is crucial to continue this 
process in following years. 

• With more data on the level of over-
indebtedness, it is essential to introduce policy 
measures that will ease the insolvency process, 
particularly for low-income households, and 
reduce the cost of existing seizures. 

• Furthermore, it is necessary to increase the 
amount of so-called “unseizable minimum”, the 
amount which cannot be seized from the wage 
of those that are over-indebted. The amount 
is deduced from the living minimum within the 
minimum income scheme, which has not been 
re-valued for five years. These people often do 
not qualify for social benefits as their income is 
assessed before wage seizure. Consequently, 
they can fall into poverty, a situation which is 
neither traced nor addressed by any institutions.

This country study has been developed by 
SOLIDAR member organisation Multicultural Center 
Prague: Michal Trčka, Hedvika Janečková, Marek 
Čaněk; co-author from SPOT – Center for Social 
Affairs: Lucie Trlifajová (author of Developments 
of Social Protection Systems); co-authors from 
Consortium of Migrant Assisting NGOs in the 
Czech Republic: Masha Volynsky, Anna Dumont. 
Responsible in the SOLIDAR Secretariat: Aurora 
Mantas, Eva-Maria Schneider. Proof reading by 
Matilda Bradshaw.



TOGETHER FOR SOCIAL EUROPE COUNTRY STUDIES DECEMBER 2017

Country Studies

45

ESTONIASOCIAL PROGRESS WATCH 2017

born there. More could be done to respond to the 
specific problems faced by victims of discrimination 
in taking even the first step to access justice. The 
major challenge is to create the inclusive conditions 
for all residents to participate, trust, and interact 
with each other in democratic life. While long-term 
residents are secure in their status and enfranchised 
in local elections, they face more restrictive 
opportunities to participate in national public life or 
to become Estonian citizens in comparison to nearly 
all other developed democracies.

Are there specific integration policies 
implemented in your countries at the 
national, regional, and local levels? Which 
categories of third country nationals are 
they addressing (e.g. refugees, beneficiaries 
of family reunification, economic migrants, 
unaccompanied migrant minors)? 

The strategic objectives of the Estonian integration 
policy and the means to achieve them for the period 
2014-2020 are set out in the sectoral development 
plan “Lõimuv Eesti 2020”. This document will 
continue and further develop the strategic trends 
and activities launched by the previous “Eesti 
lõimumiskava 2008-2013” and the national 
programme “Integratsioon Eesti ühiskonnas 2000-
2007”.

“Lõimuv Eesti 2020” supports societal 
multiculturalism and the values needed to preserve 
it. It is guided by the Constitution of the Republic 
of Estonia, according to which the State of Estonia 
is responsible for ensuring the preservation of the 
Estonian nation, language and culture as well as 
everyone’s right to their own nationality.

The overall objective of the activities set out in the 
development plan is a socially coherent Estonian 
society, in which people of different linguistic and 
cultural backgrounds actively participate in social 
life and share democratic values. Treating the 
integration policy as wide-ranging and a society-

ESTONIA
1. INTEGRATION OF THIRD COUNTRY 
NATIONALS

1.1 Tools/programmes implemented for the 
labour market integration of third country 
nationals

Overview of the situation 2016:

Non-EU citizens benefit from slightly more targeted 
support when pursuing jobs and training in Estonia, 
which has boosted the country’s Migrant Integration 
Policy Index (MIPEX) score by one point since 2012. 
Targeted support has continuously improved over 
the years, culminating in December 2014 with the 
new Strategy of Integration and Social Cohesion 
in Estonia, “Lõimuv Eesti 2020”. Looking further 
back to 2007, Estonia has made the greatest 
progress by adopting the basic protections against 
discrimination required by the EU under the 2009 
Equal Treatment Law. The 2015 amendments to 
the Citizenship Act (to be assessed in the next 
MIPEX) took an important step towards reducing 
statelessness among non-citizens, but they also 
missed an opportunity to include new immigrants 
and their children.

Challenges identified by the European 
Commission:

MIPEX 2015 results indicate that Estonia’s 
integration policies lead the Baltic States and 
Central Europe, ranking 22nd out of 38 countries, 
just above the Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania 
and several points ahead of Latvia and Lithuania. 
Estonia’s policies can be seen as halfway 
favourable, with clear strengths and weaknesses 
for immigrants to fully participate in different areas 
of public life. Estonia’s ambitious employment and 
education policies are trying to respond to the 
specific needs of both newcomers and those that 
have settled for a long time in the EU but were not 
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wide process was also emphasised in previous 
development plans but, until now, the main target 
group for integration policy has mostly been the 
Russian-speaking, permanent residents of Estonia. 
EU membership, the free movement of workers 
and the internationalisation of education boost both 
immigration and emigration. The growing need 
to compete with the high-quality workforces of 
other countries, as well as the harmonizing impact 
of EU regulations on migration and integration 
policies, has led to greater emphasis being put on 
the adaptation and integration of new immigrants. 
In addition to the aforementioned target groups, 
people from Estonia who have been abroad for a 
long time are a focus as they are also in need of 
support and attention when returning.

How are EU funds for asylum, migration, and 
integration (AMIF) allocated in your countries? 
Which categories of third country nationals are 
they addressing (e.g. refugees, beneficiaries 
of family reunification, economic migrants, 
unaccompanied migrant minors)?

The Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund 
(AMIF) is implemented on the basis of the National 
Multiannual Programme (MAP). The MAP was 
conducted on the basis of the AMIF National 
Programme Basic Guidelines for 2014-2020. AMIF 
will support activities aimed at: (1) strengthening 
and developing the Common European Asylum 
System; (2) developing, monitoring and evaluating 
national asylum policies and procedures; (3) 
developing and implementing services for 
supporting adaptation and integration; (4) 
organising return procedures and sectoral capacity 
building.

AMIF target groups:

• people with refugee or subsidiary protection 
status within the meaning of Directive 2011/95/
EU;

• people applying for international protection and 
who have not yet received a final decision;

• people with a temporary protection status within 
the meaning of Directive 2001/55/EC;

• people who are or have been displaced or 
transferred from one of the Member States;

• third country nationals who are legal residents 
of a Member State or are legally entitled to 
reside in a Member State;

• third country nationals who have not yet 
received a final negative decision on their 
application to stay in a Member State, have 
legal residence and/or have become eligible for 
international protection in a Member State and 
who may decide to use voluntary returns;

• third country nationals who are entitled to stay 
in a Member State, have legal residence and/
or are covered by the International Protection 
Directive 2011/95/EU or temporary protection 
within the meaning of Directive 2001/55/  EC and 
who have decided to use voluntary return;

• third country nationals staying in a Member 
State who no longer meet the conditions for 
entry and/or the conditions to stay in a Member 
State, including third country nationals whose 
deportation has been postponed.

Are NGOs involved with national and 
local authorities in the development and 
implementation of integration programmes? 
In particular, are NGOs consulted on the 
allocation of EU Funds for integration 
programmes (e.g. AMIF)?

The Ministry of the Interior is responsible for the 
involvement of partners in the preparation of the 
national programme. Partnerships include ministries 
and state agencies in relevant fields, as well as non-
profit and international organisations.

In order to create a MAP, the Ministry of the Interior 
called together a working group to identify national 
needs and objectives for the NGOs’ objectives and 
eligible activities. Critically, it should be noted that 
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the working group consisted of representatives 
of only state agencies, i.e. relevant ministries and 
the Police and Border Guard Board. On the basis 
of proposals delivered by the working group, 
the Ministry of the Interior drafted a national 
programme, which it published on its website in 
June 2013. All active organisations in the field were 
able to submit their opinions and suggestions. The 
draft legislation was also sent to major non-profit 
and international organisations via email. Proposals 
were submitted to the Ministry of the Interior, whose 
replies were published on the website. Partners 
are also involved in the implementation of the 
programme.

Due to the fact that there are few non-profit 
organisations active in this sector, those involved 
in the development of the programme were often 
beneficiaries of AMIF. Therefore, it is important 
to avoid conflicts of interest and ensure equal 
opportunities for all participants in the non-profit 
sector when applying for grants. The key to this 
is openness and transparency during the entire 
process.

1.2. Discrimination and intercultural 
coexistence

Overview of the situation1 2016:

Estonia was one of the last countries to implement 
EU anti-discrimination law when it introduced the 
basic protections required by the EU under the 2009 
Equal Treatment Law. Now Estonian residents enjoy 
a basic but relatively weak access to justice in cases 
of racial, ethnic or religious discrimination. The 
protections are weaker in Estonia and Latvia than 
in 32 other countries around the globe, including 
all other EU Member States. Ranking 34th, Estonia 
only scores above countries without dedicated laws 

1 Source: http://www.mipex.eu/estonia

to fight discrimination (e.g. Israel, Japan, China, 
and Turkey). Now that standards are in place they 
may be strengthened over time. Indeed, when 
anti-discrimination laws change in countries, it is 
generally for the better. Central European countries, 
such as Estonia, are making great progress.

Challenges identified by the European 
Commission:

Estonian integration policies lead the Baltics 
and Central Europe, ranking 22nd out of 38, 
just above the Czech Republic, Hungary and 
Romania and several points ahead of Latvia 
and Lithuania. Estonia’s policies can be seen 
as halfway favourable, with clear strengths and 
weaknesses for immigrants to fully participate in 
different areas of public life. Estonia’s ambitious 
employment and education policies are trying to 
respond to the specific needs of both newcomers 
and those that have settled for a long time in the 
EU but were not born there. More could be done 
to respond to the specific problems victims of 
discrimination have in taking even the first step 
to access justice. The major challenge now is to 
create the inclusive conditions for all residents 
to participate, trust and interact with each other 
in democratic life. While long-term residents are 
secure in their status and enfranchised in local 
elections, they face more restrictive opportunities 
to participate in national public life or to become 
Estonian citizens in comparison to nearly all other 
developed democracies. The increasing use of data 
such as MIPEX and Estonia’s Integration Monitoring 
can help to design new policies and reach out to the 
non-EU citizens who could benefit.

Are there movements/campaigns/initiatives 
in your country in favour or against the 
integration of third country nationals? What is 
your evaluation of them? 

Supporting integration in Estonia and operating 
in the area are the Integration Foundation, the 
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International Organisation for Migration (IOM) in 
Estonia and the United Nations Refugee Agency 
(UNHCR) North Europe agency, all of which are 
established by the State. Among non-governmental 
organisations, the following associations play 
an important role: the NGO Estonian Refugee 
Council; the ASBL Johannes Mihkelsoni Keskus; 
the Estonian Human Rights Centre; and the 
International House, which was established 
by ASBL Ethical Links. Certainly, this list is not 
exhaustive as there are several local associations. 
Those listed here are associations with a national 
influence and reputation.

Similar to other EU countries in the context of the 
migration crisis, immigration movements in Estonia 
have also emerged. According to the Security 
Police’s 2016 annual report, the only anti-refugee 
group visible on the streets was Soldiers of Odin. 
This is an example of self-defence, modelled 
after a similar movement of the same name in 
Finland, which sought to patrol the streets for local 
protection. The activities of the group have raised 
questions from the very beginning; it was originally 
formed to tackle alleged ‘dark-skinned peace 
breakers’, while the group leader’s own criminal 
record includes robberies, thefts, drunk driving, 
debt collecting and even killing. The movement 
patrolled the streets and visited events on a number 
of occasions, during which no conflicts arose. 
However, hatred against refugees continue and 
some protests against immigration take place. 
The People’s Unity Party, which cooperates with 
the Soldiers of Odin, is led by the former Foreign 
Minister and Member of the European Parliament, 
Kristiina Ojuland. It is a supportive community that is 
not influential politically and is neither represented 
at the same level in the municipality nor at the state 
level. The Soldiers of Odin have approximately 
60 permanent members, but it is thought that 
its total membership is around 1,600 and it also 
has a closed group on Facebook. In general, this 
movement’s activity has decreased.

In addition, there are several groups which protest 
against immigrants that are solely online and focus 
on social media.

EI IMMIGRATSIOONILE (EI) (NO TO 
IMMIGRATION (NO)) is a group founded in 2015 
which aims to prevent mass immigration into 
Estonia. NO is part of the international movement 
for the International Stop Immigration Society (ISIS), 
which claims the goal of “protecting Europe as a 
whole against immigration and immigrants”.
NO also wants to be represented in Parliament. To 
this end, a political programme has been formulated 
which: 1) encourages people to stand up for their 
land; 2) argues that the present political leadership 
does not stand against the invasion of foreign-
cultured individuals; 3) highlights which politicians it 
believes should be supported.

The group’s manifesto argues that “the multicultural 
community has proved its failure everywhere. Even 
Frau Merkel said in 2010 that multiculturalism ‘has 
failed everywhere because immigrants themselves 
do not want to associate with society’.” They have 
set themselves the goal of creating the widest 
possible social network and creating a positive 
reputation in the eyes of the public.

NO is essentially a closed Facebook group with 
2,640 members and which posts approximately 
two messages per day. Ironically, many members 
of the group are Estonians living abroad, mainly as 
economic refugees in Finland. 

A second Estonian groups that has a closed 
Facebook account is “EI PAGULASMASSIDELE” 
(“NO TO REFUGEE MASSES”), which was founded 
about three years ago. It has about 21,300 members 
and posts about nine messages per day. The group 
does not describe its identity in its overview, but 
administrators have banned hateful, violent comments 
on its page. All unsuitable views are liable to deletion. 
This group’s membership has varied political positions 
and outlooks on life, so it cannot be considered a 
group with a clear political programme or agenda.
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to go to court or to the Labour Dispute Committee. 
However, the Commissioner cannot make recourse 
to the court alone.

In addition to the work of the Commissioner, there 
are various programmes and activities aimed at 
young people, such as awareness-raising courses, 
teaching materials and student exchanges, which 
are important measures. Several documentary 
series made by the Integration Foundation have 
also proved to be a wise investment because they 
help to portray the people behind the stereotypes 
(immigrants, people with disabilities, unemployed 
people, strangers etc.) and, in turn, make different 
issues more understandable to society. 

2. DEVELOPMENTS IN SOCIAL PROTECTION 
SYSTEMS

2.1 Adequate income support in your country 
as a basis for social protection over the life-
span of a person to fight poverty and ensure 
active inclusion

MINIMUM INCOME

Overview of the situation2 2016:

Benefits under the Minimum Income Scheme are 
low but have increased recently. The Subsistence 
Benefit Scheme provides a top-up to household 
income so that it reaches a certain threshold 
after paying for housing costs. It is intended to 
guarantee families or single people a certain 
minimum subsistence level. The threshold level 
was raised in 2016 from €90 to €130 for the 
first person and for each child in a household. It 
remained unchanged in 2017.

2 Source: http://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/2017-
european-semester-country-report-estonia-en.pdf

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

Estonian legislation (the Constitution, the Gender 
Equality Act and the Equal Treatment Act) ensures 
equal rights and opportunities for all. Compliance 
with the requirements of the Gender Equality Act 
and Equal Treatment Act have been monitored by 
an independent and impartial official, the Gender 
Equality and Equal Treatment Commissioner. The 
Commissioner monitors both the public and private 
sectors.

Anyone who suspects that he or she has been 
discriminated against on the basis of sex, 
nationality, race, colour, religion, beliefs, age, 
disability, or sexual orientation may complain to the 
Commissioner. The Office of the Commissioner 
will also receive requests for assistance if a 
person considers they  have been treated unfairly 
as a result of his or her parenting or family 
responsibilities, or because they are  a member of 
a trade union. The Commissioner’s role is to advise 
and assist complainants. Among other things, he 
or she will assist in the preparation of a statement 
or action by a court or a labour dispute committee. 
The Commissioner may start an investigation into 
a suspected discrimination case, leading to a legal 
assessment or to the provision of his or her opinion. 
The Commissioner may also initiate an investigation 
under his or her own initiative, even without a formal 
complaint being filed.

The institution of the Commissioner has been 
fully activated but it is clear that in some cases 
its powers remain limited. The Commissioner has 
the right to start an investigation under his or her 
own initiative or on the basis of an appeal, which 
leads to an opinion on whether there has been 
discrimination. The opinion of the Commissioner 
is not legally binding on the parties involved in the 
dispute. However, evidence is gathered during the 
course of the proceedings and the opinion gives the 
applicant information as to whether there is a reason 
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for calculating subsistence benefit is the net income 
of a person living alone, or the net income of all the 
members of a family for the previous month, along 
with the cost of living in the current month and the 
subsistence level.

The methodology for calculating the subsistence 
level has not been described in law and the actual 
subsistence level depends on political decisions 
and does not take increases in the cost of living and 
the cost of components of the minimum means of 
subsistence into account.

Thus, the current subsistence level is substantially 
lower than it would be if the current costs of 
the components were used to determine the 
subsistence level. Therefore, the subsistence 
level does not provide sufficient income to cover 
minimum food costs and other essential goods and 
services. Families with children that have difficulties 
in coping are in a somewhat better position because 
they have the right to receive a need-based family 
allowance in addition to the subsistence benefit. 

To sum up, the methodology of the minimum 
means of subsistence, which should be used as a 
basis for establishing a subsistence level, needs 
to be updated. If the value of cost components 
derived from the updated methodology of the 
minimum means of subsistence is used to adopt the 
subsistence level, this will help improve the ability of 
people in need to cope and reduce the number of 
people living in absolute poverty. 

UNEMPLOYMENT BENEFIT SCHEMES

Overview of the situation4 2016:

Estonia has one of the best performing labour 
markets in the EU. Activity and employment rates 
are above the EU average and rising. At the same 
time, the unemployment rate (including the long-

4 Source: http://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/2017-
european-semester-country-report-estonia-en.pdf

Challenges identified by the European 
Commission3:

In 2015, the at risk of poverty or social exclusion 
(AROPE) rate in Estonia stood at 24.2%, down from 
26% in 2014 but still slightly above the EU average. 
The severe material deprivation rate declined from 
6.2% to 4.5%, which is significantly below the 
EU average. The AROPE rate is particularly high 
for people living on benefits. It is 54.8% for the 
unemployed (one of the highest figures in the EU 
in 2015) and 39.8% for retired people over the age 
of 65 (also among the highest in the EU in 2015). 
However, the rate of in-work poverty (10.3% for 
those aged 18-64) is also above the EU average. 
The poverty reducing effect of social transfers fell 
sharply between 2010 and 2015 from over 36% in 
2010 to just 22% in 2015, one of the lowest figures 
in the EU.

Is there a minimum income scheme in your 
country? If yes, is the level of minimum income 
adequate in your opinion? Where do you see 
gaps and possibilities for improvement?

The subsistence level is established by the Estonian 
Parliament (Riigikogu) in the state budget. It is 
based on the minimum consumption costs for food, 
clothing and footwear and the other goods and 
services required to meet essential needs.

In 2017, the subsistence level for a person living 
alone or for the first family member is €130 per 
month. The subsistence level for each minor family 
member is also €130 per month. The subsistence 
level of the second and every other adult member of 
the family is €104 per month.

Subsistence benefit is financial aid from the State to 
people in need and is paid by the local government. 
It is paid when all other measures to reduce poverty 
and need have proved to be insufficient. The basis 

3 Source: http://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/2017-
european-semester-country-report-estonia-en.pdf
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term and youth unemployment rate), as well as the 
number of people not in education, employment 
or training (NEET) is below the EU average and 
continues to decrease. For highly-skilled workers, 
unemployment was as low as 5.3% in Q3-2016. 

The main challenges stem from a decline in the 
working-age population, which is mostly due to 
natural change. Negative net migration has been 
a contributing factor over the past decade but has 
now reversed. This is likely due to rising wages, 
reduced employment opportunities in Finland, and 
more employment opportunities at home. In 2016, 
13.6% of employers in industry reported that a 
shortage of labour is constraining their business. 
Reflecting the tightening labour supply, strong wage 
pressures have built up.

Challenges identified by the European 
Commission5:

The level of unemployment benefits are 
comparatively low in Estonia. These have two 
components: an earnings-related unemployment 
insurance benefit and a means-tested 
unemployment allowance, funded from the 
State budget. The levels of both benefits are 
comparatively low. The minimum levels of the 
unemployment insurance benefits and the 
unemployment allowance are set at 50% and 35% 
of the minimum wage, respectively. From 2017, the 
daily rate of unemployment allowance is €4.86, up 
from €4.41 in 2016. The rate for 31 days is €150.66, 
which is lower than the absolute poverty line.

What are the recent developments in your 
unemployment benefit schemes (e.g. decrease/
increase in coverage, limitation/extension 
of the duration of unemployment benefits)? 
Where do you see gaps in the system? 

5 Source: http://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/2017-
european-semester-country-report-estonia-en.pdf

In consideration of the relatively low level of 
unemployment in the country, more and more 
attention is being paid by the employment services 
on working people who need support in order 
to preserve their jobs or to prepare for finding a 
new job, and on employers who wants to develop 
existing employees. The Estonian Unemployment 
Insurance Fund provides national employment 
services and pays benefits and insurance 
indemnities. 

An unemployed person can receive benefits in 
two ways; an unemployment allowance or an 
unemployment insurance benefit.

A person is entitled to unemployment allowance 
if he or she: (1) is registered as unemployed; 
(2) earns a monthly income that is less than the 
unemployment allowance for 31 days (€150.66); (3) 
has been employed for at least 180 days during the 
year preceding the claim. 

A person is entitled to the unemployment insurance 
benefit if he or she: (1) has been registered as 
unemployed; (2) has submitted an application 
for unemployment insurance benefit; (3) has an 
unemployment insurance period of at least 12 
months during the three years prior to registering as 
unemployed; (4) has not left their last job under his 
or her own initiative or by a mutual agreement of the 
parties.

The amount of unemployment insurance benefit 
depends on the previous remuneration of the 
unemployed person and has both a maximum and 
minimum amount. The maximum is 50% and 40% of 
three times the average Estonian daily rate. In 2017, 
a maximum of €43.47 per day can be paid on the 
first day, then between €34.78 and €101.00 per day 
(gross amount).

An insured person is always guaranteed a minimum 
amount of compensation, or 50% of the minimum 
remuneration of one calendar day of the previous 
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calendar year. This is also the case if the amount 
of compensation calculated on the basis of the 
benefits received by the insured person is lower.

Unemployment insurance is financed by the 
unemployment insurance premiums of insured 
persons, i.e. employees and employers. The limit of 
unemployment insurance premiums is 0.5% to 2.8% 
of the remuneration paid to the employee and the 
employer’s unemployment insurance limit is 0.25% 
to 1.4% of the salary fund. Each year, the Council 
of Unemployment Insurance Funds, which includes 
representatives of social partners, proposes an 
unemployment insurance premium rate to the 
Government of the Republic.

The insurance system generally operates well, as 
unemployment insurance premiums have enabled 
the unemployment fund to accumulate significant 
reserves, to be used in the event of an economic 
downturn. However, this cannot be said about the 
unemployment benefit, which is just a bit higher 
than the minimum means of subsistence. Therefore, 
in order to improve the system, the unemployment 
benefit rate should be raised in the future. 

PENSIONS

Overview of the situation6 2016:

Recently, the rising activity rate among the elderly 
has helped to boost labour supply. However, as the 
Work Ability Reform aims to entice retirees back 
to the labour market (see below), the workforce 
is expected to grow faster than employment over 
the coming years. As a result, unemployment is 
projected to increase from about 6.8% in 2016 to 
above 8.0% in 2018.

In recent years, the employment rate of older people 
has increased substantially, reflecting the gradual 
rise of the statutory pension age. The previous 

6 Source: http://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/2017-
european-semester-country-report-estonia-en.pdf

government agreed to link the official retirement 
age to life expectancy as of 2027 and to abolish 
special pensions for members of the defence forces, 
prosecutors, police and border guard officials as 
well as retirement regimes for workers in arduous or 
hazardous jobs. The employment rate of workers in 
the 55-64 age group increased from 53.8% in 2010 
to 64.5% in 2015 and is now among the highest 
in the EU. Employment rates for older female 
workers are particularly high compared with the EU 
average. High employment rates of individuals past 
retirement age may also be motivated by financial 
reasons. There are some plans to raise pension 
adequacy.

Challenges identified by the European 
Commission7:

The at risk of poverty or social exclusion (AROPE) 
rate for the retired elderly (65+) has increased 
since 2010 and stood at 39.8% in 2015, one of the 
highest rates in the EU. Severe material deprivation 
for this group stood at 5.7% in 2015, down from 
6.7% in 2014 and slightly above the EU average 
of 5.1%. At 70%, the median replacement rate of 
old-age pensions is among the lowest in the EU. 
With rapid wage growth witnessed over the past 
decades, previous wage levels are no longer in 
line with current living standards, even if pensions 
are regularly indexed. On 19 January 2017, the 
Government gave guidance for drafting a legislative 
package on increasing the adequacy of the pension 
system. It agreed to raise support for the first 
pillar by making benefit levels only contingent on 
contribution periods from 2037 (and not on previous 
wage levels) and by changing the pension index 
(e.g. by basing it 100% on social security budget 
growth and on the number of pensioners from 
2023). Furthermore, from 2017 an additional annual 
allowance of €115 will be paid to pensioners who 
live alone.

7 Source: http://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/2017-
european-semester-country-report-estonia-en.pdf
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What are the recent developments in your 
pension system (e.g. increase/decrease of the 
retirement age, increase/decrease in coverage/
level of pensions)? Where do you see gaps in 
the system? 

Under the leadership of the Ministry of Social Affairs 
and with the help of stakeholders, the State has set 
out a renewal of the retirement pension system to 
ensure its viability for years to come.

According to forecasts, the population of Estonia 
will decrease from 1.31 million to 1.11 million by 
2060. The number of people aged 18-63 will reduce 
by 256,000 or 32%, but the number of people over 
the age of 63 will increase by 106,000, or 41%. The 
forecast for the ratio of employees to pensioners 
shows that, if over the last 20 years there has been 
an average of more than two employees per one 
retired person, by 2060 it will fall below 1.3. The 
life expectancy of people is growing and therefore 
the typical retirement period will grow unless the 
retirement age is raised.

The main proposals for amending the pension 
system agreed upon by the new Government are as 
follows:

• To make the pension more flexible from 2021: 
people can choose the  age at which they 
retire or partially retire and they can suspend 
the pension payment if required, without losing 
financially;

• To link retirement age to life expectancy from 
2027;

• Amend the national retirement pension formula 
from 2020: In the years 2020-2036, people 
would receive a pension fund, half of which is 
an insurance component and half of which is 
for the period of service. From the year 2037, 
they would only receive a part of the period 
of service. This means that the size of the 
pension would depend to a large extent on the 

time worked. The link to salary size would be 
maintained through the second pillar;

• Open the possibility of joining the second pillar 
for people born between 1970 and 1982.

In the case of those currently saving for a pension, 
earnings will continue to be taken into account in 
the pension formula. The planned changes in the 
pension formula only concern the future collection 
of the insurance component. As a result, most of 
the first pillar pensioners of today’s retirement age 
depend on salaries because pensions that have 
already accumulated and future salary-dependent 
insurance components will continue to be taken into 
account in the pension formula.

In 2017, four involvement events have been held 
to discuss the pension reform with representatives 
from the Estonian Cooperation Council, the 
Estonian Employers’ Confederation, the Estonian 
Trade Union Confederation and the Estonian 
Employees’ Unions’ Confederation (TALO). The 
submitting of the draft legislation is planned for the 
first quarter of 2018 at the latest.

INDEBTEDNESS OF HOUSEHOLDS

Overview of the situation8 2016:

Income inequality has increased and is one of the 
highest in the EU, while recent poverty indicators 
show mixed trends. The ratio of incomes of the 
richest 20% of households to that of the poorest 
20% rose from 5:4 in 2012 to 6:2 in 2015, and is 
now the seventh highest in the EU. The key driver 
appears to be high wage dispersion as a result of 
strong income growth among the highly skilled. In 
absolute terms, the incomes of the poorest 10% 
of households have lagged behind the growth 
in median incomes. A contributing factor is that 
benefits (particularly pensions and unemployment 
benefits) are not keeping pace with the growth in 

8 Source: http://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/2017-
european-semester-country-report-estonia-en.pdf
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market incomes. This has also resulted in a gradual 
increase of the AROPE rate from 15.8% in 2010 
to 21.6% in 2015, which is 4.3pps above the EU 
average.

What are recent developments in the level of 
household indebtedness? Do you know about 
reasons for these developments? Are there 
policies in your country to target this problem? 
What are your recommendations to improve the 
situation?

According to the absolute poverty indicator, the 
poor are those whose equivalent disposable income 
is below the absolute poverty line or the minimum 
means of subsistence. The absolute poverty line 
represents the financial cost of meeting minimum 
needs. The basis for calculating the absolute 
poverty line is the minimum household spending 
at current prices. In 2015, the absolute poverty line 
was €201 per month per consumer.
According to the relative poverty indicator, the poor 
are those whose equivalent disposable income 
is less than 60% of the median equivalent of the 
national income of the population. In 2016, a person 
lived in relative poverty if their monthly equivalent 
disposable income was below €468 (€432 in 2015). 
In 2016, the poorest and the richest fifth of the 
population differed by a ratio of 1:5.8.
Since 2015, the relative poverty of children and 
young people, as well as middle-aged people, has 
decreased, while that of the elderly has increased. 
In 2016, 41.8% of 65 year olds lived in relative 
poverty (40.2% in 2015). In 2016, 16.5% under 18 
years old were living in relative poverty, two percent 
fewer than the previous year.
In 2016, the population’s income increased and 
income inequality remained at the previous year’s 
level.
Transfers (state benefits and pensions) helped to 
prevent poverty, as 39.2% of the population lived 
in relative poverty in the absence of income. The 
share of people experiencing relative poverty has 
decreased over the last four years, reaching 21.1% 

in 2016 from the 21.8% in 2013.
Higher education is a prerequisite for poverty 
eradication. In 2016, the relative poverty rate of 
highly-educated people was 13% and the relative 
poverty rate of people with basic or lower education 
was 36.7%. In the case of highly educated people, 
the relative poverty rate was almost three times 
lower than that of people with basic or lower 
education.
It can be said that social exclusion and poverty 
have decreased somewhat in society. At the same 
time, the risk of exclusion does not endanger the 
full range of people and social groups. Permanently, 
older people, those who are unemployed, and those 
with lower levels of education are more likely to live 
in poverty.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

In June 2016, the Government of the Republic 
approved the Prosperity Development Plan, 
a sectoral development plan in the field of 
employment and social protection. This plan brings 
together the strategic objectives of labour policy, 
the social protection policy and the gender equality 
policy for the period from 2016 to 2023, giving an 
overview of the main objectives, policies and the 
problems associated with these policies.

The development plan was drafted due to the 
need to create a coherent strategic basis for policy 
development in the aforementioned areas while 
taking into account the needs of people, society 
and the economy, demographic and socioeconomic 
trends, international commitments and national 
capabilities.

Two general goals have been set for the 
implementation of a Welfare Development Plan:

1. High level of employment and a long and high-
quality working life;
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2. Social disparities and poverty reduction, gender 
equality and greater social inclusion.

3. In order to achieve the general goals, the 
Welfare Development Plan contains four sub-
goals:

4. Correspondence of workforce supply and 
demand ensures a high level of employment 
and high-quality working conditions that support 
long-term work participation;

5. People’s ability to cope economically has 
improved with the help of activating adequate 
and sustainable social protection;

6. People’s ability to live independently, live in 
the community and to participate in society is 
enhanced by effective legal protection and high-
quality personal assistance;

7. Women and men have equal rights, 
responsibilities, opportunities and 
responsibilities in all areas of social life.

2.2 Provisions for decent work in your country 
to guarantee that people can earn a living and 
avoid in-work poverty 

MINIMUM WAGE

Overview of the situation 2016:

In recent years, wages have increased at a rapid 
pace in Estonia. In 2015, the average salary 
increased by 6%. Wage growth has mostly been 
driven by an increase in real compensation 
per employee and has not yet been backed 
up by commensurate productivity growth. As a 
consequence, real unit labour costs grew by 6% in 
2015, the highest rate observed among EU Member 
States. Wage growth appears to have been driven 
by labour market tightening, especially as Estonia’s 
working-age population is shrinking swiftly. However, 
Estonia is currently implementing a number of far-
reaching reforms to stabilise its total labour supply. 
This is expected to contribute to keeping excessive 
wage growth under control in the years to come. 

Income convergence towards the higher wage 
levels in Finland and Sweden also plays a role.

Challenges identified by the European 
Commission9:

Minimum wages are increasing fast as well, 
outpacing overall wage growth over recent years. 
Due to large income disparities across the country, 
minimum wage increases can have a significant 
impact on wages in the poorest regions. However, 
overall the level of minimum wage and its coverage 
are still relatively low in Estonia. In 2016, the 
minimum wage stood at around 38% of the average 
wage, among the lowest levels in the EU. The 
minimum wage is set as part of annual bipartite 
agreements between social partners and is brought 
into effect by Government Decree.

Is there a minimum wage scheme in your 
country? If yes, is the level of minimum wage 
adequate in your opinion? Where do you see 
gaps and possibilities for improvement?

Since 2001, social partners have negotiated the 
minimum wage and agreed to it under an extended 
collective agreement. The tradition is that the 
Government will set minimum wage rates provided 
in the agreement between the social partners in 
later regulations. In recent years, the Estonian 
Central Federation of Trade Union and the Estonian 
Employers’ Confederation have agreed on a 
minimum wage for a two-year period. 

In 2017, the current hourly rate was €2.78 and the 
minimum monthly fee was €470 for full-time work at 
40 hours per week. A worker may not be paid lower 
than the minimum wage. In October 2017, social 
partners reached an agreement according to which 
the minimum wage will increase to €500 from the 
beginning of 2018 and the minimum hourly wage 
will be €2.97.

9 Source: http://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/2017-
european-semester-country-report-estonia-en.pdf
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The minimum wage has risen nearly two times 
faster than average wages in recent years which 
has reduced income inequalities and in 2018 it will 
be completely tax-free for the first time. An increase 
in the minimum wage also implies an increase in 
the amount of compensation linked to the minimum 
wage, such as parental benefits and parental leave 
remuneration.

Source: 
Statistical 
Office

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Minimum wage 
(gross wages 
and salaries 
excluding 
taxes)

278 290 320 355 390 430 470

Average 
gross wages 
(gross wages 
excluding 
taxes)

839 887 949 1005 1065 1146 1199*

Average 
retirement 
pension

305 313 327 345 366 386 403*

Relative 
poverty level 299 329 358 394 429 468

Reconciliation of work and private life

Overview of the situation10 2016:

Since 2016, the parental leave system has come 
under the Family Benefits Act, which consolidates 
all previous legislation on family benefits. The 
parental leave system in Estonia is generous 
compared to other countries, entitling parents up to 
18 months of leave at full wage replacement rates 
and giving them the right to return to their old job 
until their child’s third birthday. These long periods of 
parental leave, which are almost always fully taken 
up by women, contribute to gender pay gaps. The 
Ministry of Social Affairs has ordered an analysis 
of the system involving social partners and relevant 
stakeholders. In February 2017, the Government 
discussed the analysis along with proposals for 

10 Source: http://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/2017-
european-semester-country-report-estonia-en.pdf

making one part of the parental leave entitlement 
flexible and for dividing the other part between 
parents, on a non-transferable basis. It continued 
the discussions in March 2018. These proposals 
would support the participation of women in the 
labour market and the sharing of child-raising duties 
between parents.

Challenges identified by the European 
Commission11:

While Estonia has one of the highest employment 
rates of women across the EU, it also has the 
highest gender pay gap in the EU. Data from the 
Structure of Earnings survey show that between 
2010 and 2014, the unadjusted gender pay gap 
slightly increased from 27.7% to 28.1%. The high 
gap in wages between men and women is driven 
to a large extent by sectoral and occupational 
segregation. However, a large proportion of the 
difference in wages remains unexplained by 
observable factors. The Government is taking 
several actions to address this and additional 
measures are currently under discussion. 

What are recent developments in provisions for 
maternity and paternity leave in your country 
(e.g. increase/decrease in coverage/level and 
duration of benefits, improvements for paternity 
leave arrangements)? Where do you see gaps 
in the system of maternity/paternity benefits? 
Do you see gaps that make the reconciliation 
of work and private life more difficult in your 
country? What are your recommendations to 
improve the situation?

The State is improving the system of parental leave 
and benefits in order to promote reconciliation of 
work and family life and a more even sharing of 
child-raising duties among parents.

11 Source: http://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/2017-
european-semester-country-report-estonia-en.pdf
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The main purpose of parental benefit is to use state 
support to maintain the previous income of the 
parent and to support the reconciliation of work and 
family life.

At present, the laws governing parental leave 
and the accompanying financial support are not 
sufficiently flexible. Career pauses due to childcare 
duties still primarily affect women, thus contributing 
to inequalities in the labour market. The experience 
of other countries, however, has shown that the 
increased participation of fathers in childcare has a 
positive impact on female employment as well as on 
birth rates, and also contributes to the creation of a 
closer relationship between father and child.

Amendments to the system of parental leave 
and benefits were approved by the Government 
in March 2017. As the changes are voluminous 
and require multi-party agreements, as well as 
information technology developments, the changes 
are being implemented step-by-step.

The first package of amendments will reach the 
Estonian Parliament by the end of 2017. The major 
changes are listed below:
1. All aid and benefits are combined into a single 

parental leave benefit and allowance, some 
of which is reserved for the mother, some for 
the father and some for both of the parents to 
share. With this change fathers will receive one 
month’s individual entitlement, which would be 
added to the current parental benefit period. 
According to the plan, the father can use his 
individual right in one part or in separate parts 
during the period of parental leave. In the 
working relationship, the mother still has the 
opportunity to be on parental leave for up to 70 
days before the child’s expected birth, but work 
leave is covered only for the months before and 
after the child’s birth. The entire period of leave 
would be classified as parental leave.

2. Parental benefits can be used flexibly for the 
entire period of parental leave, of up to three 

years. Parental leave and reimbursement can 
be terminated if necessary and resumed at the 
appropriate time; parents can both take parental 
leave at the same time and the benefit is also 
fully maintained when earning an income at 
the same time. The total length of the parental 
leave will not change depending on the option 
chosen, but parents will be able to share 
parental benefits while on leave or, for example, 
when working part-time. 

3. Every parent in employment is entitled to paid 
childcare leave for a total of 10 working days for 
each child under the age of eight (for a total of 
20 working days for both parents). The amount 
of the child leave remuneration will be 50% of 
the average income for the previous calendar 
year. The Estonian National Social Insurance 
Board will calculate and pay the remuneration. 
The leave can be used in one part or in separate 
parts from the end of the parental benefit until 
the child reaches the age of eight (inclusive).

In Estonia, a universal family allowance scheme is 
in use which means that every child has the right 
to state support irrespective of his or her parents’ 
income. Universal family allowances are a means of 
preventing poverty and provide a significant support 
for children in poverty. In addition, children with 
disabilities or living in poverty, as well as those born 
into a substitute home service, are supported.

Family allowances have increased significantly over 
the past two years. In 2016, a total of €393 million 
was paid for various family allowances (including 
child allowance, childcare allowance, parental 
benefit, childbirth allowance etc.), which is 10% 
more than in 2015 and as much as 48% more than 
in 2014. The increase is due to an increase in child 
allowances and parental benefits, not a change in 
the number recipients of family allowances.

The most numerous recipients of child allowances 
(254,700 people at the end of 2016) meant that 
child support in 2016 totalled almost €167 million. 
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The number of people receiving parental benefits 
was much lower (31,100 in 2016), but the payment 
amounted to €199 million or 51% of the total 
family allowance budget. Total expenditure on 
social protection is still increasing. The European 
Integrated Social Protection System (ESSPROS), 
developed by Eurostat was used to calculate total 
expenditure. In 2014, social security expenditure 
was €2.99 billion, an increase of 6% (€178.5 
million) compared to the previous year. Expenditure 
incurred amounted to 15.1% of GDP in 2014, which 
is slightly higher than the previous year (14.9% 
in 2013), but much less than at the peak of social 
protection expenditures (18.8% in 2009). In the EU, 
on average, total expenditure on social protection 
was 28.7% of GDP in 2014. Social protection 
expenditure per capita in Estonia was €2,273 in 
2014, which is almost 3.5 times lower than the EU 
average (€7,905 per inhabitant).

Non-discriminatory universal access to quality 
and affordable care, social, health, education 
and lifelong learning and basic financial 
services (e.g. access to a bank account)

Overview of the situation12 2016:

Implementation of the Social Welfare Act, which 
governs the new minimum standards for social 
services provision, has begun. The possibility of 
centralised monitoring of local level services (for 
example by the Social Insurance Board) is currently 
being discussed, with possible implementation as of 
2018. The 2016-2020 action plan for the 2016-2023 
Welfare Development Plan contains measures to 
make social services more effective. Accessibility 
to social services has already been increased 
by ESF-funded projects that set joint provision of 
services between municipalities as a precondition 
for participation.

12 Source: http://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/2017-
european-semester-country-report-estonia-en.pdf

Challenges identified by the European 
Commission13:

Performance in basic skills remains among the 
highest in the EU and worldwide. The 2015 OECD 
Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) shows that among EU countries, Estonia 
has the lowest proportion of low achievers in 
mathematics (11%) and science (9%) and the 
second lowest in reading (11%). However, the 
proportion has slightly increased in all three tested 
subjects since 2012. Gender gaps and the impact of 
socioeconomic status on performance are among 
the lowest in the EU, indicating that the education 
system is equitable at this level. The average 
scores obtained by Estonian students are some 
of the highest in the world, and the share of high 
performing students increased in reading (11%) and 
science (13.5%). These show the high quality of 
the Estonian basic education system. However, the 
gap between Estonian and Russian middle schools 
remains important.

Life expectancy, healthy life expectancy, preventable 
mortality and mortality from cardiovascular 
disease and cancer in Estonia are worse than the 
EU average. Associated health problems impact 
adversely on the ability to work, on the productivity 
of the population and on economic growth. Lifestyle 
factors are a major cause of these health problems. 
In response, Estonia’s 2009-2020 National Health 
Plan puts major emphasis on health promotion and 
disease prevention.

What are recent developments in the access 
to services in your country? Where do you 
see gaps (e.g. groups of people excluded 
from access to services, certain services not 
available in some regions etc.)? What are your 
recommendations to improve the situation?

13 Source: http://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/2017-
european-semester-country-report-estonia-en.pdf
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Estonia’s biggest shortcomings in access to 
services are regional. The distance from the capital 
or other larger centres significantly affects the 
availability and quality of services. At the same 
time, vulnerable groups (people with special 
needs, the elderly and the unemployed) are clearly 
disadvantaged in peripheral locations. Since the 
settlement system of the country is predominantly 
sparse, the public sector’s economic ability to 
provide services and their profitability in the case of 
private services, is significantly worse in peripheral 
areas than in urban areas. As the same trend 
affects public transport, the physical distance to 
the service also adds to the relative distance and 
quality of services. This applies to medical care, 
which is concentrated in some centres that serve 
the whole country, as well as to educational hobbies 
for example, which are predominantly available in 
county centres.

In recent years, the administrative-territorial reform 
of local governments has been prepared and was 
completed in October 2017 by local government 
council elections. In the course of the reform, 
smaller municipalities have been merged into 
units with a minimum size of 5,000 inhabitants, 
with a desirable size of 11,000 inhabitants. Thus, 
the number of municipalities after the reform has 
decreased from 215 (in 2013) to 79. This should 
create the conditions for a more equitable access 
to services, as the administrative capacity and 
financial capacity of the government units grow. 
However, this also means that services are only 
provided at certain centres. The hierarchy of service 
centres should come from the National County 
Plans, the process of which was drawn up in parallel 
with the administrative-territorial reform.
The concept of county planning service centres is 
based on the research carried out by the Centre for 
Applied Social Sciences of the University of Tartu 
(UT CASS), which analysed the spatial locations 
and accessibility of private and public services. 
A study carried out at the request of the Ministry 
of Interior in 2015 and proposals based on the 

establishment of a hierarchical network of service 
centres in Estonia were designed to integrate the 
most important approaches to private and public 
services into county plans.
Confirmation of the hierarchy of service centres 
as part of a county plan is a first step towards the 
harmonisation of the availability and quality of 
services in Estonian territory, taking into account 
socio-economic trends.
The definition of service centres was not assigned 
to maintain services where they are currently 
available. Given the predictable decline and the 
aging of the population in most of the territory of 
Estonia, as well as the addition of alternative ways 
of access (e-services, home-delivery services etc.), 
the network of services is planned in such a way 
that the availability of services will be sufficiently 
well received by the inhabitants of Estonia due to 
changing economic opportunities and expediency 
within the country.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

The research by UT CASS brings out a several 
proposals, including:

1. For national services or services contractually 
(in part) financed by the State, in order to ensure 
the sustainability of exceptional service centres 
in the sense of the customer base, to consider 
the application of the so-called regional policy 
top-up scheme to the service provider in order 
to ensure adequate access to the service in 
Estonia;

2. The possibility of imposing additional 
obligations on universal service providers (post 
etc.) in ensuring access to the service;

3. Linking the national regional policy of 
investment support with the convergence of the 
network of service centres, where the hierarchy 
level of the centre with a list of services is the 
basis for the eligibility of investment support for 
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the corresponding service; and, in the sense of 
the customer base, marginal and exceptional 
centres are subject to additional measures (e.g. 
to lower self-financing);

4. The development of a distance pay model, 
which partly compensates for costs incurred by 
the increased mobility of peripheral people (in 
terms of target groups or costs). The primary 
prerequisite is the definition of “remote areas”;

5. The development of a monitoring system for the 
accessibility of services by localities.

However, there is currently no political decision 
on which policy recommendations are being 
implemented and, at present, no new county plans 
are in place.

This country study has been developed by 
SOLIDAR member Johannes Mihkelsoni Keskus, 
Estonia. Responsible in the SOLIDAR Secretariat: 
Aurora Mantas, Eva-Maria Schneider. Proof reading 
by Matilda Bradshaw.
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FRANCESOCIAL PROGRESS WATCH 2017

related to migrants are based on 2016 laws, with a 
personalised pathway of “republican integration”. 
There are no more resources than there were 
last year to develop specific policies related to 
associations. One of the most important actors are 
the associations in the fields of popular education 
and social work. In September 2017, the French 
Government decided to cut off “contrats aidés” 
(specific contracts for employment in the fields 
of social work and popular education that were 
tax exempt for employers). These “contrats aidés” 
provided strong support to programmes for specific 
target groups. The decision sends a bad signal to 
those committed to specific programmes, some of 
which were in the field of migration.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

In terms of recommendations, even if it is not 
characteristic for France to have specific policies 
in the field of access to employment, if it wants 
to move towards allowing migrants access to 
the labour market it must develop incentives for 
employers, and ensure that a differentiation is made 
between employers within the social economy and 
regular employers.
A personalised pathway of integration is 
implemented in France. The inclusion of migrants 
into the regular social system is possible but 
the situation of more vulnerable people such as 
illegal migrants, applicants for the right to asylum, 
discriminated people (such as Roma people) is 
much more difficult and possibilities for social 
support are limited or not easy to implement.
Many forms of social support can be provided by 
social services for people who are in a situation 
that is compatible with the framework of French 
social policies (such as language courses, medical 
support etc.). However, the standard forms of 
social care cannot be implemented for those who 
do not satisfy the conditions required for social 
programmes (such as access to healthcare, access 

FRANCE
1. INTEGRATION OF THIRD COUNTRY 
NATIONALS

1.1 Tools/programmes implemented for the 
labour market integration of third country 
nationals

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

In France integration policies are enshrined in law 
and highly organised; and mostly implemented by 
the State, the French office for immigration and 
integration, national and local NGO. They cover 
the reception and integration of newcomers (about 
100,000 per year) through:
• Teaching of French language, values and 

customs
• Assistance to find employment
• Support for specific target groups (women, the 

elderly, refugees)
• Follow-up on migrant worker shelters.
However the administrative procedures are very 
slow and the vocational training has limited access. 
French language courses are not always adapted 
and accessible to all migrants. As a result migrants 
have limited access to the labour market and have 
difficulties in acquiring long-term residence. Asylum 
seekers who are not granted refugee status have 
very few rights (e.g. no right to work, which affects 
many other rights).

What are important developments since 
last year’s SPW report on specific policies/
programmes implemented for labour market 
integration of third country nationals in your 
country by the national, regional and local 
level? Please update your recommendations 
accordingly.

There have been no new developments since 
the last SPW report because all French policies 
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to housing, social inclusion by economic activities 
etc.). These people become stuck in a situation of 
false hope; they become invisible and more and 
more marginalised (for example living in squats or 
slums etc.).
It is essential today to advocate that policy makers 
simplify the access to rights by lifting barriers 
that limit the social inclusion of people in acute 
poverty, especially administrative barriers related to 
documentation.

1.2. Discrimination and intercultural 
coexistence

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

The integration of refugees and migrants is subject 
of political manipulation. Parties such as the Front 
National make it one of the main elements of their 
campaigns, of course.  In certain cities run by the 
extreme right there are municipal notices aimed 
to scare residents about the arrival of new people. 
The fear of the foreigner, especially of Muslims, is 
used by the far-right party. The “classical” parties 
are surfing this wave, sometimes with a discourse 
which closely resembles that of the extreme right. It 
is a strategy to try to win citizens’ voices in the next 
presidential and legislative elections in March and 
May/June 2017. Few political parties make clear 
the need to welcome residents from third countries 
to Europe. On the other hand, French civil society 
mobilises to take practical steps: the reception 
of refugees by associations, the construction of 
schools in refugee camps (like Calais). At the 
political level, their influence is weak. Even human 
rights movements are barely heard or listened to.

A general sense of mistrust vis-à-vis foreigners 
and refugees is felt at the national level, although 
fortunately local initiatives show that the exclusion is 
not necessarily the choice of the majority. However, 
numerous Croatian CSOs are examples of good 
practice in the integration of third country nationals 

through direct support for migrants (especially 
refugees), sensitisation of the local population 
through campaigns and educations, and the 
establishment of a welcoming society.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• Associations working in the field need to be 
enabled to do more, by giving them the concrete 
means of interacting with the population. 
Intercultural coexistence cannot be promoted 
with short-term measures alone. We must act 
for the long term. Doing this requires human 
resources and material means, including 
financial means.

• Joint work between formal and non-formal 
education systems is essential. Too often there 
are isolated and unorganised initiatives at the 
national level.

• Of course if there is no economic recovery, the 
reception of foreigners, especially refugees is 
difficult. Employment and decent work are still 
the only gateway to social inclusion for many 
people.

• Training and cross-sector cooperation 
between all social actors in the broad sense 
are essential: social workers, police officers, 
teachers, families, facilitators, etc.

What is the level of involvement of NGOs on 
specific programmes/campaigns/initiatives 
in partnership with institutions to fight 
discrimination and to promote intercultural 
coexistence in your country? Please update 
your recommendations accordingly.

There are different perceptions of reality. It is not 
possible to speak of a genuine partnership between 
NGOs and institutions to fight discrimination and 
to promote intercultural coexistence in France. In 
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relation to the previous paragraph, a partnership 
is possible under the framework of the legal 
situation of migrants, with a small range of policies. 
Yet when referring to marginalised populations, 
or beyond the scope of “legality”, the position of 
NGOs and institutions is characterised more by 
confrontation than partnership. For example, when 
there are numerous refugees living on the street, 
the authorities do not want to provide them with a 
decent, basic standard of living for fear that it will 
provide an incentive for other migrants to come 
to France because it offers a better life. However, 
NGOs consider it their role to provide a decent, 
basic situation for migrants and their families. In fact, 
they are in a kind of paralysis akin to institutions that 
do not wish to involve themselves in being more 
welcoming to migrants for fear of the reaction of the 
most right-wing sectors of society.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

In terms of recommendations, a clear national 
policy on how to deal with both legal and illegal 
migrants is needed. After that, local agreements 
with municipalities in the framework of regions 
between NGOs and institutions are needed in order 
to present a coherent response from civil society.

Hosting migrants still presents a significant difficulty 
in France. There is a tangible gap between the 
discourse and concrete actions of European and 
national institutions.

The issue of welcoming others, such as foreigners, 
remains complex and created ideological and 
political rifts during the electoral period which ended 
recently in France. Some parties used the issue to 
frighten and reinforce the fears of French nationals 
and legal residents against the most vulnerable 
people (for example, fears of losing employment, of 
declining social status etc.). Interlinkages between 
migration and terrorism were also used as an 

electoral argument for parties from the far right.
Faced with this political situation, which either 
stops or limits the potential for institutional action, 
associations or groups of associations have 
developed concrete local initiatives which show 
another face of France.

It is necessary to support these kinds of initiatives. 
Standard education organisations can be involved by:

• Monitoring stakeholders (verbalise and analyse 
experience, understand issues and complex 
situations);

• Providing training courses for the local 
population to facilitate the hosting of 
migrants (intercultural education, social local 
development);

• Opening current, mainstream local education 
projects to migrants (leisure activities, training 
courses, festive events etc.).

2. DEVELOPMENTS IN SOCIAL PROTECTION 
SYSTEMS

2.1 Adequate income support in your country 
as a basis for social protection over the life-
span of a person to fight poverty and ensure 
active inclusion

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

The “Revenu de solidarité active” (RSA) aims to 
provide a minimum level of income for unemployed 
people or those with a very low income (RSA base), 
or to supplement the incomes of the “working poor” 
(RSA activity, merged with the employment bonus in 
2016). The main principles of the RSA are:

• Minimum income paid by the Department, via 
the Family Allowance Fund

• Social support through a single contact person 
(social worker, local insertion facilitator etc.), 
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appointed by the County Council, as part of a 
partnership orientation process.

Due to budgetary constraints faced by local 
communities in particular departments, IDPs 
have faced restrictions for some years that have 
forced them to change their integration priorities, 
including emphasis on actions favouring the return 
to sustainable employment, at the expense of action 
addressing more fundamental issues and removing 
obstacles to employment (health, confidence, 
recovery, etc.).

The merger in 2009 of the ASSEDIC 
(unemployment compensation body) and ANPE 
(monitoring body and accompanying Jobseeker) 
into a single body was intended to streamline the 
system by not segmenting things. This change has 
not proved efficient given the real lack of resources 
allocated to the monitoring, which does not provide 
real support, particularly for those living far away 
from urban centres. New projects have been 
launched to try to resolve this issue, in particular by 
offering an enhanced course. This solution is not 
without problems, because there is real difficulty in 
coordinating the integration programmes carried 
out by local authorities (including the Departmental 
Council), with the intervention of the employment 
centre. While real efforts are made in the territories 
to encourage this consistency, relatively few national 
projects and decisions remain productive and well-
coordinated.

On the guidelines relating to financing, there has 
been little change so far (duration, level, etc.). 2017 
is an election year (presidential and legislative) 
which will probably mean there will be different 
approaches to coaching and compensation for job 
seekers (restriction of rights, etc.), linked to political 
considerations regarding unemployment and its 
compensation (some advocate support, others 
will establish a universal minimum income, or a 
convergence with the northern European model of 
flexicurity).

Retirement remains a major issue in France triggers 
complex and often heated debate over attempts 
to achieve the right balance. The reform of the 
retirement age for those in arduous work appears 
too complex to implement.

What are the recent developments in social 
protection schemes (e.g. minimum income, 
pension system and unemployment benefit) 
in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

The French system seems to be designed to make 
life more difficult for unemployed people. There is 
a suspicion that people without a genuine need 
are benefiting from the social system and a debate 
about reducing the number of months a person is 
eligible for unemployment benefit and on controlling 
the efficiency of job seeking. The rationale of 
institutions is that people need to search harder 
for jobs and thereby reduce the length of time they 
require unemployment benefit.

In general, the labour market becomes tougher for 
unemployed people every day. In some sectors, 
the weekly duration of jobs is less than average. In 
addition, many people receive the minimum wage 
yet work fewer hours, which increases the number 
of people categorised as “poor workers”.

Regarding pensions, the French Government is 
proposing that pensioners should share more of 
their “benefits”; a proposal has been adopted to 
increase taxes for pensioners. On average, each 
pension will be reduced by between €50 and 
€100 from 1 January 2018. The age at which a 
person can claim a pension is going to increase 
progressively from 62 to 65.

Some political parties and trade unions have 
submitted a Declaration asking the Government not 
to discriminate between old and young workers, nor 
between unemployed people and people with jobs, 



FRANCESOCIAL PROGRESS WATCH 2017

TOGETHER FOR SOCIAL EUROPE COUNTRY STUDIES DECEMBER 2017

Country Studies

65

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

To tackle this, education associations and social 
economy actors in general will have to defend a 
global approach to education and social support, 
to defend the dignity of people and avoid a 
differentiation of situations based on different 
problematics. Such social support involves a global 
approach to difficulties and a belief in the capacities 
of people to deal with their problems. It is a more 
efficient foundation upon which to build social 
adapted projects with vulnerable people. 

2.2 Provisions for decent work in your country 
to guarantee that people can earn a living and 
avoid in-work poverty 

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

There is a minimum wage (SMIC) in France, as well 
as opportunities for social benefits (RSA, AAH1). 
Owing to economic reality and the high cost of living 
in France (including housing) as well as the absence 
of a real revaluation policy, the situation of the 
working poor remain problematic, with significant 
debt.  Some politicians are now proposing the 
implementation of a universal basic income to limit 
precariousness, especially among young people 
who are not always covered by public policies (e.g. 
No RSA for the under 25s).

Unemployment remains a major problem in France. 
The number of unemployed has declined slightly 
over recent years. Supporting job seekers and 
tackling the problem raises many challenges. The 
merger in 2009 of the unemployment compensation 
body and the monitoring body and accompanying 
Jobseeker into a single body (Pôle Emploi) 
was intended to streamline the system by not 

1  Revenu de solidarité active; L’allocation aux adultes 
handicapés

and to have a policy that does not undermine social 
policies that have been in place since 1945.

The RSA remains the main means for social 
inclusion in France and the best way towards 
sustainable employment.

Politic debates during electoral campaigns in recent 
months have questioned the main goal of French 
social policies aimed at the most vulnerable people. 

Internships are again in question and some 
candidates in favour of a liberal economic system 
have used this debate to promote the concept of 
individual initiative and entrepreneurship in order to 
access a job.

Financial support for the most vulnerable people in 
the society is increasingly questioned. For example, 
the French Government decided in August 2017 to 
reduce the budget for housing, a decision that has 
an impact in particular on students.

Another debate took place during the electoral 
campaign on the need for a universal minimum 
income. This debate opened discussion on the 
question of the nature of work and decent work in 
society, activities of social utility. The candidate who 
promoted this measure lost sharply but the debate 
is still ongoing.

In this context, local authorities have seen their 
income decreasing and are having to make 
priorities to meet the budget reductions imposed 
by the Government. Social support will be part of 
these reductions and lot of local authorities will 
focus on programmes aimed at increasing access 
to employment and drop plans for social inclusion 
programmes related to culture, health etc.
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• The primary objective should focus on building 
appropriate and sustainable solutions, fostering 
the inclusion of habitants and therefore the 
need to work consistently on the different areas 
(economic development and employment, living 
and finally social cohesion). This approach must 
take into account the need to ensure access 
to rights. We must however note that the task 
is complex and requires a coherent response, 
not merely an accumulation of measures and 
actions, or a duplication of effort.

• There are real concerns about the budget 
guidelines for future years which are likely to 
shift the focus to financing required skills, at 
the expense of support for the most vulnerable 
through special measures (household budget 
management, housing support, etc.).

What are the recent developments in provisions 
for decent work (e.g. minimum wage, 
reconciliation of work and private life, access to 
services) in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

There have been no developments on provisions 
for decent work since the last SWP report. The 
minimum wage still exists yet numerous workers 
work less that the average working week of 35 to 39 
hours. Access to services are the responsibility of 
municipalities. This means they vary across rich and 
poor municipalities. For example, last November a 
working single mother was told her child was being 
refused access to her school restaurant because 
the municipality could not support the provision of 
the restaurant to all children. The woman took her 
case to the administrative court which said everyone 
has a right to benefit from such a service. The court 
result led some municipalities saying that they will 
stop school restaurants because they do not have 
the resources to welcome all children.

segmenting things. This change has not proved 
efficient given the real lack of resources allocated to 
the monitoring, which does not provide real support, 
particularly for those living far away from urban 
centres.

New projects have been launched to try to resolve 
this issue, in particular by offering an enhanced 
course. This solution is not without problems, 
because there is real difficulty in coordinating 
the integration programmes carried out by local 
authorities (including the Departmental Council), 
with the intervention of the employment centre. 
While real efforts are made in the territories to 
encourage this consistency, relatively few projects 
and decisions regularly brought by the National 
Directorate of Pôle Emploi remain productive and 
well-coordinated.

Access to rights (care, minimum income, etc.) is 
complex for the most vulnerable or most socially 
excluded. This lack of access can also be intensified 
by movement and mobility difficulties. Local and 
inter-municipal (EPCI) authorities, which are 
gradually taking more responsibility in the social 
field, work on this issue in many territories, in order 
to strengthen and/or create programmes to improve 
access to rights. These often innovative initiatives 
(bus services, one-stop shop, house services, etc.) 
are encouraged, while the Departmental or inter-
communal authorities need to implement schemes 
to enhance the accessibility of services to the 
public.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• There is an urgent need to improve access 
to rights  since many people are not aware 
of their rights to claim benefits, because 
various reasons: bureaucracy burdens, lack 
of knowledge on how to apply for benefits, 
distance to services facilities, etc.
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RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

One recommendation would be to start a genuine 
discussion on the provision of decent work 
that goes beyond social partners to include the 
views of NGOs that work with civil society family 
associations, as well as social workers etc.

This country study has been developed by 
SOLIDAR members La Ligue de L’Enseignement 
and CEMEA, France. Responsible in the SOLIDAR 
Secretariat: Aurora Mantas, Eva-Maria Schneider. 
Proof reading by Matilda Bradshaw.
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GERMANYSOCIAL PROGRESS WATCH 2017

• The existing willingness of companies to 
employ refugees has to be supported by work-
related language courses and the reduction of 
bureaucratic obstacles.

What are important developments since 
last year’s SPW report on specific policies/
programmes implemented for labour market 
integration of third country nationals in 
your country by the national, regional 
and local level? Please update last year’s 
recommendations accordingly.

In 2016, the Integration Act was adopted, which 
exclusively covers vocational training and 
predominantly impacts the target group under 
the age of 25. In order to protect refugees who 
start training programmes in Germany, last year 
the Federal Government launched the “3 + 2” 
regulation under the Integration Act. According to 
this rule, refugees who have a training contract 
are beneficiaries of a five year process, regardless 
of their origin and status of asylum. This includes 
completing a three year training period plus two 
years of work in the learned profession.

In July 2016, the job-related promotion of German 
language was introduced as a new federal 
regulation (§ 45a AufenthG). It aims to provide 
language support during integration courses in 
order to improve prospects for people with a migrant 
background in the labour market through a closer 
integration of language learning with vocational 
training, employment or active labour market 
policies. The implementation is the responsibility 
of the Federal Office for Migration and Refugees 
(BAMF – Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge).

From January 2016 until the end of 2020, nationals 
from Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, 
Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia can easily 
obtain a residence permit for employment purposes 
(§ 26 (2) BeschV).
With the entry into force of the Integration Act 2016 

GERMANY
1. INTEGRATION OF THIRD COUNTRY 
NATIONALS

1.1 Tools/programmes implemented for the 
labour market integration of third country 
nationals

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

According to estimates about 500,000 refugees will 
potentially be available on the labour market in the 
coming year (2017).

However, the federal law on integration only allows 
asylum seekers with a good prospect of residence 
access to vocational training and the labour market. 
The basic precondition for taking up any sort of job 
is that the refugee’s status has been determined. 
Until someone has been properly registered, several 
weeks or months can pass. This is followed by the 
time it takes for their applications to be processed.

It is necessary to create fast and effective means of 
assessing qualifications and to reduce bureaucratic 
obstacles. In most countries, there is no system 
of vocational training directly comparable with the 
German system, meaning there are not directly 
compatible degrees. This situation often implies that 
refugees can only be employed in low-threshold 
jobs. The German Employment Office has only 
offered temporary and unspecific language courses 
as vocational training thus far.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• There should be implemented a fast and 
effective qualification system to register existing 
degrees and, if necessary, complement them 
with fast track vocational training, tailored 
to existing skills. Pragmatic and individual 
solutions are necessary.
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(§ 12a AufenthG), a residence regulation for people 
entitled to asylum, recognised refugees, subsidiary 
beneficiaries and individual status groups with a 
residence permit for humanitarian reasons was 
introduced, in order to promote the “sustainable 
integration into the living conditions of the Federal 
Republic of Germany”. The residence assignment 
has been criticised as “counterproductive for 
integration” by CSOs and NGOs, which claim that 
the relocation of migrants to structurally weak 
areas can undermine the chances of successful 
integration into the labour market.

Since January 2016, those entitled to protection and 
humanitarian residence permits have been eligible 
to apply for subsidy schemes under the Federal 
Training Assistance Act (BAföG). Those entitled 
to a “tolerance permit” must have legally resided 
in Germany for at least 15 months (Section 8 (2a) 
BAföG). Asylum seekers are not entitled to BAföG (§ 
2 (1) AsylbLG in conjunction with § 22 (1) SGB XII).

Programmes for the integration of third country 
nationals in the labour market

In addition to the rules on access to the labour 
market, the Integration Law introduced in mid-2016 
created the “refugee integration measures” with 
100,000 job opportunities (§ 5a AsylbLG). The 
programme builds on existing job opportunities (§ 
5 AsylbLG) and fulfils a double function: “Firstly, 
refugees should be introduced to the German 
labour market in a low-threshold manner before the 
end of their asylum procedure and gain insights 
into the professional and social life in Germany. On 
the other hand, (...) employment is created in and 
outside reception facilities in order to give refugees 
the opportunity to contribute to the common good”.

However, these measures should not replace 
potential gainful employment. Those seeking 
protection from safe countries of origin cannot take 
part (§ 5a (1) sentence 2 AsylbLG). If the work 
can be carried out by state, municipal or non-profit 

organisations, the participants receive an additional 
expense allowance of €0.80 per hour. Those 
seeking protection can be required to participate; 
in the case of non-participation, the entitlement to 
social benefits pursuant to the AsylbLG (§ 5a (3) 
AsylbLG) ceases to apply. The measures started 
on 1 August 2016. By the middle of January 2017, 
the Federal Office had approved 13,000 places 
within the framework of FIM, of which about 68% 
are measures that take place outside the facilities. 
At the same time, 12,466 places were available 
in ongoing measures. By the end of March 2017, 
around 25,000 jobs had been requested, according 
to press reports.

FIM is viewed critically from different angles. The 
creation of additional employment opportunities is 
welcome, but not their obligatory character.

There are two new or optimised federal 
programmes, which were launched in the second 
half of 2017 for the integration of third country 
nationals into the labour market: KomBer and 
KompAS 3.0.

KompAS 3.0 has been further developed as a 
comprehensive course and includes a general 
integration course in addition to competence 
assessment, early activation and language 
acquisition. Bidders need both approvals - AZAV BA 
and IK approval from BAMF. Target groups are:

• Recognised refugees, asylum seekers and 
those with access to the labour market;

• Family reunification applicants;
• Asylum seekers with a good prospect of 

residency - a BAMF certification or an obligation 
of the competent body under the Asylum 
Seekers Benefits Act must be available to 
participate in the integration course;

• EU citizens as well as unemployed persons 
with a migration background, who permanently 
reside in Germany.
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The integration course is 700 hours long and is 
carried out five days a week. The section related to 
§ 45 SGB III must comprise of at least 200 hours, 
up to a maximum of 400 hours. It should be aligned 
with the integration course and the requirements of 
the target group. Both measures must begin at the 
same time:

• The contractor has the freedom to design the 
section related to § 45 SGB III and to decide 
how it is combined with the integration course, 
providing they take the relevant framework 
conditions into account;

• The course assignment is carried out 
exclusively by a job centre or Employment 
Agency, taking into account the language skills 
of the participant;

• The contents of the modules related to §45 SGB 
III are intended to promote the application of 
the German language, in particular with regard 
to the requirements of the employment and 
training market.

KomBer is also designed as a comprehensive 
course, with a proportion of modules related to § 45 
SGB III, including operational testing in combination 
with a professional language course according 
to the German Language Promotion Regulation 
(DeuFöV). Refugees, migrants and EU citizens are 
entitled to the following conditions:

• The integration course cannot be taught directly 
in education or work;

• The course must meet occupational German 
language support requirements;

• The course must meet the requirements of the 
DeuFöV;

• Participants must fulfil the hourly quota of the 
integration course (if participating in module 
B1);

• Participants must not have participated in a 
comparable activity (e.g., KompAS).

KomBer offers a range of different combinations of 
professional language courses with modules related 
to §45 SGB III Abs.1 S.1 No. 1, 2:

• Language module B1 and §45 SGB II: 
Introduction to the training and employment 
market;

• Language module (basis) B2 and §45 SGB III: 
Introduction to the training and employment 
market;

• Language module B1 and §45 SGB III: 
Knowledge transfer in the commercial / 
technical area;

• Language module (basis) B2 and §45 SGB 
III: Knowledge transfer in the commercial / 
technical area.

The proportion of time related to §45 SGB III is five 
or 10 hours in the first four weeks, then 10 or 15 
hours. The proportion of the professional language 
course is 400 teaching units in total, 25 lessons per 
week in the first four weeks, and then 15-20 lessons 
per week thereafter. The duration of the overall 
programme is 24 weeks (6 months).

The aim of the participants is to obtain a language 
certificate at level B1 or B2 as well as to be 
introduced to or integrated into the labour market 
through transferring professional knowledge 
into employment, subject to social insurance 
contributions, training or further education.

1.2. Discrimination and intercultural 
coexistence

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

In Germany there has been a high level of 
commitment by civil society, which now needs 
to be maintained under difficult conditions of 
discrimination. Populist and racist statements 
are currently encouraged and strengthened due 
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to the raise of xenophobic social movements. In 
addition to populist agitation, xenophobic tensions 
are escalating, being reflected in attacks on 
refugee homes. Therefore, CSOs and NGOs are 
increasingly supportive of implementing welcoming 
initiatives and integration means for third country 
nationals.

Unequal systems and special rules should be 
avoided and integrative legislative initiatives should 
be taken with the aim of advancing equal treatment 
and equal rights and actively creating exchange and 
transparent communication.

What is the level of involvement of NGOs on 
specific programmes/campaigns/initiatives 
in partnership with institutions to fight 
discrimination and to promote intercultural 
coexistence in your country? Please update 
last year’s recommendations accordingly.

Participation in such initiatives is in high demand 
across the country. Below are three examples of 
specific programmes at the federal level:

Federal programme “Living Democracy!”

The federal programme “Living Democracy!” 
supports initiatives, associations and citizens 
throughout Germany who are committed to 
multifaceted, non-violent and democratic 
cooperation and against hostility. In 2017, up to 
€104.5 million of funding was allocated to this 
programme. In comparison to 2016, funding has 
more than doubled. About a quarter of these funds 
are intended to flow into the 250 local “Partnerships 
for Democracy” nationwide. Over €10 million 
is earmarked for the 16 nationwide democracy 
centres to further expand mobile counselling, victim 
assistance and exit counselling. In addition, the 
federal programme will be further developed and 
expanded with new topics.

Youth Migration Services

The youth migration services are part of the YOUTH 
STRENGTH initiative. The Federal Ministry for 
Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth 
(BMFSFJ) is working with this initiative throughout 
Germany to improve the integration of young 
people. Model projects in 2016 and 2017 were 
aimed at expanding the target group of migrants in 
general to young refugees. Since July 2017, they 
have aimed to create opportunities for locals and 
refugees to meet each other under the project “JMD 
in the neighbourhood”.

Special programme Federal Volunteer Service 
with refugee reference

Article 5 of the Asylum Procedure Acceleration 
Act, which came into force on 24 October 2015, 
supplements the Federal Voluntary Service Act with 
Section 18 – a Federal Volunteer Service (BFD) with 
refugee status. Under it, opportunities for refugee 
volunteers living in Germany were extended as 
part of the Federal Voluntary Service. The special 
programme started on 1 December 2015 and will 
run until 31 December 2018. Up to 10,000 refugee-
related placements can be made each year. 
Volunteer placements under the special programme 
must have a connection to refugee assistance, 
either by employing refugees or refugees providing 
a service.

The UN Social Pact Committee examines 
Germany in the State Report Procedure for the 
2018 UN Social Pact - Opportunities for NGOs 
to participate in the process

The UN Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (UN Social Covenant, UN Covenant on 
Economic and Social and Cultural Rights) was 
ratified by Germany in 1966 and its implementation 
is being examined in periodic review procedures. 
The demands for gender equality, a comprehensive 
prohibition of discrimination and the right of peoples 
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Recent developments show an increase in poverty 
among the elderly. The reasons for this are cuts 
in the pension system and larger gaps in the 
employment histories of the affected people. The 
combination of both these factors means that 
poverty among the elderly will continue to increase.

In sum, the most significant problem is that 
the widespread over-simplification of benefit 
procedures is not appropriate for the multitude of 
individual needs.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• There should be more tailored options 
according to the individual’s needs. 

• The abolition of the different sanction system for 
under 25-year olds.

• There should be strengthened efforts to 
integrate long-term unemployed people. This 
requires appropriate funds.

• There should be more transparent statistics 
regarding the different groups of unemployed 
people (long-term, youth…).

• The reasons for poverty among the elderly 
have to be eliminated, particularly through 
better wages (in comparison to the average 
wage) a determined stance against the low-
wage sector, and better protection in the 
case of unemployment, self-employment or 
homemaking.

• Improvements in pensions are necessary, while 
further cuts in the general level of pensions have 
to be avoided and better protection in case of 
lower income is needed.

• The remaining differences between the systems 
of East and West have to be abolished.

What are the recent developments in social 
protection schemes (e.g. minimum income, 
pension system and unemployment benefit) 
in your country? Please update last year’s 
recommendations accordingly.

to self-determination are listed. 
The State Report Procedure is the review 
methodology used to monitor the implementation of 
the Convention. The 6th State Report was adopted 
by the Cabinet on 9 December 2016 and an English 
version was submitted to the Committee on 22 
February 2017. This began the new reporting cycle 
of the state reporting procedure. In order to assess 
the extent to which Germany actually implements 
its human rights obligations under the UN Social 
Compact in laws and in practice, the Committee not 
only takes into account the submitted government 
report. Civil society, especially NGOs, can also 
submit reports (so-called parallel or alternative 
reports), which give the Committee a different 
perspective and assessment.

2. DEVELOPMENTS IN SOCIAL PROTECTION 
SYSTEMS

2.1 Adequate income support in your country 
as a basis for social protection over the life-
span of a person to fight poverty and ensure 
active inclusion

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

There is a basic benefits system (“Grundsicherung”) 
for unemployed people and a basic benefit system 
for the elderly and people who are have a lower 
ability to achieve income or no ability to achieve 
income. There is also a system of cost-of-living aid 
(“Sozialhilfe”) as the lowest safety net.

Although the labour market shows general 
mobility, there are deficits in the integration of 
long-term unemployed people. This group is no 
longer included in the regular unemployment 
insurance system but receives the basic benefits 
(“Grundsicherung”) for the unemployed. 
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Increase in the rates of basic security
At the beginning of 2017, a legislative procedure 
instigated at the end of 2016 resulted in an increase 
of the rates of basic security for job-seekers (SGB 
II) and social assistance under SGB XII. The most 
significant increase applied to the regular benefits 
for children aged seven to 14, which was raised by 
€21. For all other groups, the rates increased by 
€3 to €5. The benefits under the Asylum Seekers 
Benefits Act were not adjusted.

2.2 Provisions for decent work in your country 
to guarantee that people can earn a living and 
avoid in-work poverty

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

There’s a minimum wage by law and sector-specific 
minimum wages, which are being increased to 
€8.84 from 1 January 2017. There is no reliable 
empirical data on the impact of the minimum wage 
on the number of people below the poverty line. The 
minimum wage does not apply to people who have 
been unemployed for a longer period of time, people 
in vocational training and people in obligatory 
internships.

Access to public services by third country nationals 
is only granted once the residence permit or the 
refugee status is accepted and assigned.

Children living in group residential centres seem 
to be disadvantaged to access child day care (6 % 
of the children according to statistics). Normally, 
the staff working in those facilities do not meet the 
requirements and skills needed to perform their 
job function (language barriers, deficits in funding, 
overcrowded facilities). Among them, directors are 
not able to protect and take care of the needs and 
rightful entitlements of children.

Law for the regulation of claims of foreign people in 
basic security for jobseekers according to the SGB 
II and in social assistance after the SGB XII
The main objective of the amendment, which 
entered into force at the end of December 2016, is 
to exclude certain (generally non-working) groups 
of EU citizens from regular subsistence benefits 
under SGB II and XII. At the same time, stricter 
reporting obligations for social service providers 
to the immigration authorities and immigration 
authorities to the family fund should lead to more 
statements about the loss or non-existence of the 
right to free movement and to the denial of child 
benefits. Instead of the regular livelihoods under 
the SGB II or XII, access to so-called “bridging 
benefits” under SGB XII was introduced. These are 
drastically limited in duration and amount: they are 
well below the physical subsistence level and are for 
a maximum of one month a year over two years. For 
the first time, the Act completely excludes all social 
and health services for certain groups of people 
living in Germany.

PENSION REFORM 2017

In 2017, there were three reforms to the pension 
system:

1. The Pension Transfer Act aims to bring about 
full alignment of pensions in East and West 
Germany. From 1 July 2024, a uniform current 
pension value will apply in Germany;

2. The Occupational Pensions Strengthening 
Act is intended to achieve a more extensive 
spread of occupational pensions through 
targeted measures in labour, social and tax 
law, especially in small and medium-sized 
enterprises and for low-wage earners;

3. The Act to Improve Pensions for Disability 
Benefits (EM Performance Improvement Act) 
provides benefits for those who, for health 
reasons, can no longer or only partially work.
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Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• The existing exceptions regarding the 
application of the minimum wage have to be 
abolished.

• The minimum wage has to be continuously 
adapted due to increases in costs of living.

• Protective status should be ensured and 
provided according to the individual’s needs.

• Access to all regular services should be 
ensured and provided even in the case of a 
“tolerated” status.

• The rightful entitlements and needs of children, 
including refugee and non-refugee children, 
should be guaranteed and protected.

What are the recent developments in provisions 
for decent work (e.g. minimum wage, 
reconciliation of work and private life, access to 
services) in your country? Please update last 
year’s recommendations accordingly.

MINIMUM WAGE

Since 1 January 2015, there has been a statutory 
minimum wage in Germany. On 1 January 2017, it 
rose for the first time from €8.50 to €8.84 per hour. 
This corresponds to an increase of around €55 per 
month. Many industry minimum wages also rose on 
1 January or during the course of 2017.

RECONCILIATION OF WORK AND PRIVATE LIFE

The Federal Government supports the expansion 
of U3 (early childhood medical examination) child 
care with financial aid to the Federal States. In 
recent years, the Federal Government has invested 
in the expansion and quality of day care for children. 
Since 2015, it has provided the Federal States with 
€845 million a year for operating costs. In 2017 and 
2018, this support will increase by €100 million. This 
represents a total of €6.26 billion in operating grants 
from 2009 to 2018. The liberated funds from the 

elimination of care funding of around €2 billion will 
be made available to the regions from 2016 to 2018 
for the promotion of childcare. As of 2017, the fourth 
investment programme will create up to 100,000 
additional places in day care.

Under the law for the better compatibility of family, 
care and occupation, which came into force on 1 
January 2015, regulations of the care time law and 
the family care time law were interlinked and further 
developed. An allowance in case of inability to work 
in the short-term was supplemented by the option 
of a long-term care allowance. If a claim is made 
for family care, partial leave from work for up to 24 
months is allowed with a minimum weekly working 
time of 15 hours. In addition, since 1 January 2015, 
there has been the possibility to claim an allowance 
for the non-domestic care of minor dependent 
relatives in need of care and an attendance 
allowance for people in the last phase of life. For the 
periods of work leave, the employees can claim an 
interest-free loan.

Official figures on the use of work leave are not 
available, as there is no requirement to register it. 
The Federal Ministry for Families, Senior Citizens, 
Women and Youth therefore commissioned a survey 
of the population in 2016 in order to provide insight 
into the use of leave under the Long-Term Care Act 
and the Family Care Time Act. Based on the results, 
the Federal Government assumes that approx. 
70,000 people took care leave, family care leave, 
and leave of absence for dependent relatives or for 
accompanying a child between 1 January 2015 and 
August 2016, when the survey ended. During this 
period, 556 applications were submitted and 478 
were granted for an interest-free loan for work leave.

This country study has been developed by 
SOLIDAR member Internationaler Bund, Germany. 
Responsible in the SOLIDAR Secretariat: Aurora 
Mantas, Eva-Maria Schneider. Proof reading by 
Matilda Bradshaw.
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Following a deep and prolonged depression in 
which the real GDP fell by 26%, the Greek economy 
has made progress in restoring stability in the 
course of 2016, but a full recovery will take time. 

The depression has pushed many people into 
poverty and income inequality has increased. Tax 
and benefit reforms have materially improved the 
budget position, but the burden of adjustment 
has been uneven and public debt is still very high. 
Unemployment, especially among the young, is very 
high (25%) and most unemployed remain without a 
job for a long period of time.

The Greek Government is trying to implement 
policies and programmes to reduce unemployment 
either by funding businesses or by hiring people 
in the public sector for short periods. The majority 
of these programmes and policies do not exclude 
third country nationals. If third country nationals 
stay legally in Greece and acquire the proper 
documents, they can be hired under these 
programmes or apply to fund their own business. 
The usual case is that it is not always clear enough 
to third country nationals that they can apply to 
join a programme. Refugees and asylum seekers 
specifically often lack the basic documents to apply.

During 2016 there have been some important 
steps to solve these kinds of problems. The Greek 
Government introduced a law (4375/2016) which 
overruled a previous one that forbid third country 
nationals being employed unless it could be proven 
that they did not take a job that could have been 
taken by a European. The new law also recognised 
the eligibility of refugees and beneficiaries of 
international protection to enrol for OAED training 
programmes on the same terms and conditions that 
apply to Greek nationals, providing they have a valid 
residence permit (Article 70 of Law 4375/2016).

Another obstacle was the difficulty for refugees 
or asylum seekers to get an insurance number 
(AMKA). AMKA is the unique number a person 

GREECE
1. INTEGRATION OF THIRD COUNTRY 
NATIONALS

1.1 Tools/programmes implemented for the 
labour market integration of third country 
nationals

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

There is no official policy at present at the national, 
regional or local level to address the emerging issue 
of thousands of refugees and migrants stranded in 
Greece.  Greece was caught unprepared to accept 
such large numbers of refugees, mainly due to the 
economic crisis, which hit around one third of the 
Greek population. The fact that in the summer of 
2015 there was no difference between the legal 
status of refugees and migrants made integration 
more difficult. The procedures implemented so far 
have aimed to provide adequate social services 
and to protect the basic human rights of refugees 
and migrants, namely: safe accommodation, proper 
food provision, access to medical services, legal 
services in order to clarify their legal status, psycho-
social support, etc.

Generally speaking this is considered the so called 
“pre-integration period”, meaning that the integration 
procedure is going to be adapted in order to absorb 
the reactions of local communities and populations, 
who see refugees and migrants sometimes 
better treated and protected from poverty and its 
consequences than themselves.

What are important developments since 
last year on specific policies/programmes 
implemented for labour market integration 
of third country nationals in your country by 
the national, regional and local level? Please 
provide your recommendations. 
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needs in order to gain access to the public health 
system (except for emergencies). AMKA is 
mandatory to become employed. There have been 
periods during 2016 when a refugee or asylum 
seeker could get an insurance number easily, and 
periods during which they could not. On national 
level, it is clear that every refugee or asylum seeker 
can apply for and get an AMKA by law. However, 
there were many cases when public employees 
cited another law or a public guide in order to refuse 
an AMKA to refugees or asylum seekers. This 
meant that at a regional and local level there was 
something to be done in order to avoid the bending 
of bureaucracy. That role was undertaken by NGOs 
and the public sector as well as by municipalities. 
Refugees and asylum seekers that had been denied 
an AMKA were accompanied by social workers or 
lawyers to assist them in getting one. In addition, 
the municipality of Thessaloniki started designing 
Refugee Support Centres, (there are similar Citizen 
Support Centres in Greece) to help refugees in 
these kinds of cases.

There were also some initiatives whereby websites 
were created to enable refugees to find jobs or 
become connected with labour market, but there 
are no data available about their efficiency.

Mostly refugees and asylum seekers have found 
jobs as translators for refugee-aid programmes, or 
they have been employed in manual jobs by local 
businesses. The job offers for refugees at local level 
has been important.

Last but not least there were some specific 
programmes regionally for funding businesses to 
hire refugees in the tourist sector.

The “Supporting the Employment of Immigrants in 
Halkidiki” programme is implemented in the region 
of Halkidiki and was co-funded by the European 
Social Fund. 

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

The major obstacle for refugees is language. Very 
few speak Greek and most of them are unwilling 
to learn because a majority do not plan to stay 
in Greece but intend to move to other European 
countries. There must be some awareness raising 
amongst refugees that some will eventually stay in 
Greece, according to the EU refugee strategy.

The Greek labour market is not multilingual or 
multicultural. Special workshops could be organised 
to prepare businesses to welcome refugees. 
The need for measures to help the labour market 
become more open to other cultures is not only 
a result of the refugee crisis. Due to the recent 
economic crisis in Greece, Greek businesses are 
obliged to export their products and services in 
order to stay in business. In time they will need 
employees who know other countries’ cultural and 
social systems.

Another serious challenge that must be faced is 
finding a way to chart the vocational profiles of 
refugees and to identify ways in which they can 
become certified. Most refugees have skills but it is 
hard to prove them to prospective employers and 
most people left their certificates at home. Special 
certification programmes should be designed along 
with educational-vocational programmes to help 
refugees acquire or improve their skills sets.

A hopeful solution for self-employment is social 
entrepreneurship, a model of business that has 
some advantages (especially on matters of taxation) 
and should be adopted by refugees in order to start 
their own business. In contrast to common belief, 
social entrepreneurship is not a panacea; it is a hard 
option in an economy that has become broken due 
to a variety of problems. However, it has proven to 
be a very useful tool.
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Overall the Greek economy must be improved in 
order to absorb the new human resources and for 
new businesses to succeed. The unemployment 
rate is expected to continue be around 25% and 
with the official inclusion of refugees to the main 
population of Greece, this rate is going to rise.

1.2. Discrimination and intercultural 
coexistence

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

Some NGOs started a public campaign in favour of 
migration in order to make the population friendlier 
and more open to the refugees. However, due to the 
economic difficulties that many people in Greece 
face, migrants are seen as a threat, since they can 
benefit from services which are limited for a large 
swathe of the population. We have to keep in mind 
that the state has so far spoken of pre-integration 
procedures and measures.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• The only way to get out of these overlapping 
humanitarian crises - the economic and social 
crisis facing Greek society combined with the 
refugee crisis - is for the Greek government 
to implement a large scale development 
programme with the assistance and follow-up of 
the EU.

• At the same time Greek citizens must be willing 
to change from the current the model of living 
on resources that belong not to them, but to the 
next generations, or borrowing by the banks.

• The Greek state must respect the work and 
trust the skills of Greek citizens and help them 
to improve those in order to achieve greater 
development and wealth.

What is the level of involvement of NGOs on 
specific programmes/campaigns/initiatives 
in partnership with institutions to fight 
discrimination and to promote intercultural 
coexistence in your country? Please provide 
your recommendations. 

NGOs have been highly involved in the fight against 
violations of human rights and discrimination during 
the refugee crisis. Most of the programmes are 
directly implemented by NGOs or in coordination 
with them. In 2016, when refugees were 
arriving to Greece in large numbers, most of the 
programmes focused on covering basic needs 
such accommodation, food and non-food items, 
psychosocial and legal support etc. Yet that does 
not mean they did not include awareness raising 
actions and other activities in order to support 
integration between refugees and the national 
population.

A lot of events to bring both sides together and start 
getting know each other’s habits and lifestyle took 
place during the year such as:

• “Cuisines of people”1: a multicultural event were 
the citizens of Thessaloniki had the opportunity 
to meet people from refugee centres and 
shelters;

• ΅Refugees in Epirus: Looking for ways to 
integrate and educate them”2: the event was co-
organised by the Hellenic Open University and 
the University of Ioannina within the framework 
of the Provision of Refugee Education and 
Support Scheme, an initiative to respond to 
the educational and integration needs of the 
refugees in Greece;

• “ARSIS celebrates Christmas”3 a Christmas 
event for the children of all nations;

1  http://www.cnn.gr/eidhseis/tag/39169/koyzines-ton-laon
2  http://arsis.gr/i-arsis-simmetechi-stin-imerida-prosfiges-
stin-ipiro-anazitontas-dromous-gia-tin-entaxi-ke-tin-ekpedefsi-tous/
3  http://arsis.gr/i-arsis-giortazi-ta-christougenna-sto-we/
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• An open conference4 on the protection of 
minority refugees;

• The right of access to justice as a non-
negotiable principle”5, an open discussion for 
the rights of everyone to justice;

• Theatre for children “La petite prince”6 in order 
to collect Non-Food Items for refugee children;

• A toy construction workshop for the refugee 
camp in Thessaloniki. Parents and children from 
the refugee camp at the port, as well as from 
rest of the city, were invited to play and make 
“Games of the World”7. The Department of 
Educational Programmes of the State Museum 
of Contemporary Art and the Museum of 
Photography of Thessaloniki in collaboration 
with the Social Policy and Solidarity Services 
of the Municipality of Thessaloniki, the Aristotle 
University of Thessaloniki and ARSIS joined 
forces with the Self-help Promotion Programme 
of the Psychology Department of the Aristotle 
University of Thessaloniki to organise this 
workshop.

With each of the different awareness raising actions 
and campaigns, Greek NGOs support the idea 
that refugees should be provided with all the help 
they need to enable them to live with decency 
with the national population. By moving refugees 
from camps to accommodation models such as 
departments or guest houses within the cities, the 
two populations can have daily contact and see that 
there are no differences between them that would 
prevent them living together and respecting each 
other’s cultural characteristics.

A great example of this is the Shelter for Families of 
Asylum Seekers in Toumpa, with the collaboration of 
the Municipality of Thessaloniki, the NGOs ARSIS 
and the Hellenic Council for Refugees. At first, local 
people protested against the establishment of the 

4  http://arsis.gr/deltio-tipou-imerida-me-thema-prostasia-
ton-anilikon-prosfigon/
5  http://arsis.gr/prosklisi-se-dimosia-sizitisi/
6  http://arsis.gr/deltio-tipou-pediki-parastasi-o-mikros-
prigkipas/
7  http://arsis.gr/pechnidia-tou-kosmou-gia-olo-ton-kosmo/

Shelter but in time, having seen that the refugee 
families there caused no problems, they welcomed 
them and were the first to provide support by giving 
extra food and old clothes.

2. DEVELOPMENTS IN SOCIAL PROTECTION 
SYSTEMS

2.1 Adequate income support in your country 
as a basis for social protection over the life-
span of a person to fight poverty and ensure 
active inclusion

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

The recession has cut the size of the Greek 
economy by around a quarter, the largest 
contraction of an advanced economy since 
the 1950s. Developments of a country-wide 
GMI are therefore incomplete. As agreed in the 
Supplemental Memorandum of Understanding of 
16.06.2016, the implementation of the nationwide 
rollout of the guaranteed minimum income scheme 
is still under way. It is currently foreseen that 
the authorities will make full preparations for a 
nationwide GMI rollout starting on 1 January 2017.

The introduction of capital controls in July 2015 
within the banking system has made access by 
Greek depositors to their own money and capital 
very difficult, which leads to problems in covering 
their (daily) needs. As the whole economy still faces 
a lack of sustainable growth, enterprises are still 
hesitant to hire people and increase wages. This 
has of course a negative influence on minimum 
wages and minimum income development.

There have been no significant changes in 
unemployment benefits over the last two years. 
The basic allowance continues to be an amount 
of €360.00 for a single unmarried man rising to 
€420.00 for a family with two children, nominally 
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inequalities and combat poverty, which should 
be accompanied by a new architectural design 
for the insurance system, with a separation of 
insurance from welfare benefits. 

• There should be an intervention in the financial 
system to revise the framework for bankruptcy 
and allow for the reorganisation of indebted 
enterprises and improve the protection 
framework for heavily indebted households. At 
the same time the loan portfolio of banks will 
need to be improved.

• What are the recent developments in social 
protection schemes (e.g. minimum income, 
pension system and unemployment benefit) 
in your country? Please provide your 
recommendations.

While the minimum salary has been stable during 
2016 (€586.08 gross salary per month) there 
were some changes related to income tax and to 
insurance/retirement fees. Every employed person 
has to pay these fees in order to be insured, to have 
access to the Greek health system and to claim 
a pension after they reach the age of 67, having 
worked for at least 35 years. The changes basically 
lowered the amount of taxable income of everyone 
for the coming years and automatically raised their 
taxes. This decreased income after tax, especially 
that of the retired.

As mentioned above, to have access to the pension 
system in Greece people have to be a certain age 
and usually to have been employed for at least 
35 years. Of course, there are many exceptions 
and the age limits or the employment years differ 
between cases. However, in general it is not always 
easy to retire. There are a lot of people, especially 
women, who have had to stop working in order to 
raise their children and, therefore, do not have the 
minimum employed years to acquire even a reduced 
pension. There are cases in which people who have 
been employed for 15 years and have paid their 

70% of the basic salary. The level of unemployment 
in Greece still is the highest in the Eurozone at 
23.9%, so an increase in the employment rate 
would significantly reduce the pressures on the 
unemployment benefit system.

The aim from the beginning of 2017, backed by the 
legal framework, is for there to be just one pension 
fund, where all the employees have to be registered 
and covered. Currently there are two main funds, 
one for the self-employed and another one for the 
employers. This is a huge change in the pension 
system of Greece, whose main characteristic was 
that many similar categories of employees used 
to have separate pension funds with enormous 
differences concerning the initial age of  retirement, 
the contributions  paid and also the amount of 
pension, many times not fairly calculated or shared.

The problem of this procedure – of unifying all the 
pension funds - is that the true aim of this plan is 
not to create scale economies and share fairly 
the burden of the retirement system among all the 
actors, state, employees and employers, but rather 
to reduce the contribution of the state to the pension 
system, leaving the whole system without resources. 
Also there were no efforts to cover the economic 
(funding) gap of the different funds as they were 
integrated in the new system.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• Interventions in the labour market in order to 
enable all available mechanisms of Active 
Labour Market Policies (training, grants, 
and social work) are needed, together with 
measures to combat the persistent very 
high unemployment rates and the further 
deregulation of labour and product markets.

• Several initiatives need to be implemented at 
the political and social level to make changes 
in social protection policies in order to reduce 
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an employee for a business is close to 141% of the 
amount of the employees’ net salary. The Labour 
Inspection Office has set a huge fine for uninsured 
employees (€10,000) but still, because fines on 
businesses are rare, many consider it a risk worth 
taking. It is calculated that only 10% of unemployed 
people get unemployment benefits.

2.2 Provisions for decent work in your country 
to guarantee that people can earn a living and 
avoid in-work poverty
 
Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

Officially and legally a minimum wage scheme 
does exist, but Greece is the only EU Member 
State where the nominal gross minimum wage fell 
in 2015 compared with 2008, to €684 from €794, a 
decline of 14%. Greeks have lost one third of their 
purchasing power and one quarter of their income, 
while in 2014, 95% of them said they had difficulties 
getting by and 15% lived in extreme poverty in 2015.

A research made by a Greek NGO showed that 
in 2015, 15% of Greeks lived in extreme poverty, 
when in 2011 the number was 8.9% and in 2009 did 
not exceed 2. The extreme poverty line in Greece 
ranges from €182 per month for a single person 
in semi-urban or rural areas living in a privately 
own home, to €905 per month for a couple with 
two children living in Athens and paying rent or a 
mortgage. The overall conclusion from the research 
can be summarised in one number: 1,647,703 
Greek citizens, or 15% of the population, were living 
below the extreme poverty line in 2015.

Due to the economic crisis there is no longer 
term strategic plan for the protection of maternity/
paternity in order to absorb the negative social 
consequences, especially for Greek families. 
Traditionally a huge bond of love and support exists 
between family members and also between the 
old and new generations. So, there does exist a 

retirement fees but have not been eligible for any 
pension. This has been changed with the new law 
(4387/2016). According to this law, there will be a 
minimum pension of €195.90 for those who have 
been employed for 15 years.

In most cases, a person has to wait for a few months 
in order for their pension rights to be confirmed 
and to start getting paid. Since they have already 
stopped their jobs that leaves them without an 
income for a period. This period is quite difficult for 
those who have no savings or a family to support 
them until they start getting their pension, which is 
at least back dated. 

It is important to mention that the pension system in 
Greece refers to Greek citizens. There is no forecast 
for third country nationals who pay insurance/
retirement fees but who will eventually not be 
recognised as Greek citizens or will leave and go 
back to their country or to live in another country.

The changes to the insurance/retirement fees 
mentioned above were greater for the self-
employed. Until 2016 they paid a standard amount 
(in most cases €2,942 per year) of insurance fees 
regardless to their income or profits. Under the 
new law, the insurance fees paid by self-employed 
people are based on their profits, which benefits 
only those with quite low profits. Even now they 
must pay a minimum amount of €2,325 per year. 
This means that most have to pay more than they 
did before which is leading to those on quite low 
incomes having to close their businesses.

As for unemployment benefits, they are very low at 
€360 per month for only a year. Unfortunately, it is 
hard for someone to get the unemployment benefit, 
since they have to work continuously for more than 
one and a half years to be eligible. Usually someone 
does not work for such a long period or they do not 
work officially (‘black labour’). Businesses continue 
to employ people without insurance in order to 
avoid insurance/retirement fees. The total cost of 
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kind of strong shield to protect the most vulnerable 
persons, e.g. young people without job, elderly 
people without pension, long term unemployed, etc.

There is a big demand from the majority poor 
population for health services and pressure on the 
public health system. Everyone officially classed 
as poor (with a salary or unemployed living on or 
below the poverty line) by the local Municipality is 
entitled to free access to hospital care, but it is not 
easy to find the appropriate doctors or services. 
Furthermore, they have to pay an ever increasing 
contribution to the purchase of drugs, treatments, 
etc. The situation has become increasingly worse, 
especially for vulnerable groups in the Greek 
population (unemployed, pensioners, etc.).

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• There are possibilities to increase the minimum 
wage by undertaking and implementing policies 
to increase the country’s, such as:  changes 
in the model of productivity and services 
markets; through incentives to enterprises; 
further liberalisation of closed professions; and 
strengthening the export sector by removing 
bureaucratic obstacles.

• The adoption of a fair tax system would provide 
incentives to work and invest, while working for 
a fair distribution of income and wealth would 
also be an important measure in this direction. 

• Measures for the introduction of evaluation in 
education, retraining of teachers, upgrading 
of preschool education, the redesign of the 
educational process and content in secondary 
education, the expansion  of all-day primary 
schools, rationalisation of the number of 
places  in higher education and, of course, 
an evaluation mechanism, autonomy and 
accountability of higher education.

• Reform of the public health system by 
enhancing primary healthcare and ensuring a 
better interface with secondary care, merging 
low occupancy hospitals, introduction of 
new technologies to improve the efficiency 
of hospitals, introduction of continuous 
assessment practices, promote transparency 
in procurement, activation mechanisms for 
increasing the use of generic medicines, 
general use of protocols and electronic medical 
records, limit the number of admissions to 
medical schools.

• The only way to move forward and overcome 
the social, economic and also political crisis 
is to implement initiatives to strengthen the 
Greek economy with a significant competitive 
advantage, at the European and global 
level, such as tourism, the primary sector, 
manufacturing, energy, transport, information 
technology, agriculture and others.

What are the recent developments in provisions 
for decent work (e.g. minimum wage, 
reconciliation of work and private life, access to 
services) in your country? Please provide your 
recommendations. 

Although Greek Employment Law is quite strict 
for ‘black labour’, extra working hours, etc. and 
there are huge fines for breaking the law on 
these matters, in reality the laws do not have a 
proper control system. This means they lead to a 
more bureaucratic system and to a host of time-
consuming liabilities for businesses with no results. 
It is considered normal, especially in the private 
sector, to work overtime and not to be paid for it. By 
law, an employee should work 40 hours per week 
(or eight hours per day) but this is not usually the 
case. This leads to an imbalance between work and 
private life.
In general, the labour market exerts pressure 
for more flexible forms of labour and the Greek 
Government seems to adopt these ideas as a 
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solution for the reduction of unemployment rates. 
Yet more flexible forms of labour might violate basic 
working rights. Minimum wages are still considered 
quite low at €586.08 (gross salary per month) and 
€510.60 for those who are under 25 years old, 
especially in light of the high taxation rates and the 
average cost of living in Greece.

In the public sector a lot of people are managing to 
get back some working rights. During recent years, 
following the Greek economic crisis and the First 
Economic Adjustment Programme for Greece, a lot 
of people were hired by the public sector with short 
contracts which denied them basic working rights, 
such as pregnancy leave etc. That changed in 2016 
when pregnant women who worked in the public 
sector were allowed to continue their contract after 
their pregnancy leave.

The majority of people in Greece have good access 
to public services such as schools, health services 
and access to the main government offices, with 
people who live in small villages having to visit a 
town or a city close to them by bus or car. Only 
people who live on smaller islands or in small 
mountains villages face true difficulties accessing 
basic public services, especially in winter when the 
weather makes transportation more difficult.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

Access to services is not the main problem, it is 
the quality of the services. Most of the hospitals, 
schools and the public sector in general are under-
staffed due to the lack of money. Especially in the 
cases of hospitals, there are departments that are 
have expensive equipment but no personnel to use 
it. That leads to people from smaller cities having to 
move to larger ones which have the right personnel 
and the necessary equipment to be treated or 
examined. Of course, the personnel in those cities 
struggle to serve the needs of all the cases and 

patients in their region, let alone those coming from 
another one.

The Greek Government seems to understand these 
problems and is trying to reinforce public services. 

This country study has been developed by 
SOLIDAR partner ARSIS, Greece. Responsible 
in the SOLIDAR Secretariat: Aurora Mantas, 
Eva-Maria Schneider. Proof reading by Matilda 
Bradshaw.
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be based on surveys and research and it should be 
implemented based on local action plans to fulfil 
local needs.

Self-reliance is a pre-condition for acquiring 
permanent residence in Hungary, which assumes 
appropriate income and housing. The beneficiaries 
of international protection and stateless persons are 
the most disadvantaged as they usually don’t have 
an income and/or housing, often lack qualifications 
or knowledge of the Hungarian language, and 
they need further assistance in order to access 
the labour market and education as well as social 
housing programmes.

What are important developments since 
last year’s SPW report on specific policies/
programmes implemented for labour market 
integration of third country nationals in your 
country by the national, regional and local 
level? Please update your recommendations 
accordingly.

Regarding the integration of third country nationals 
into the Hungarian labour market, there are NGO 
programmes and projects funded by AMIF within 
the framework of the three grants listed below:

1. The establishment and operation of 
development programmes and services 
for third country nationals that reflect the 
needs and requirements of the labour 
market. The development of special tools 
for vulnerable groups (especially those 
under international protection) that help the 
growth in eligibility for employment: 

• Development and operation of programmes that 
target the support of the entrepreneur activities 
of migrants.

• Development and operation of programmes that 
target easier accessibility to housing in order to help 
increase the independence and self-sufficiency of 
people under international protection.

HUNGARY
1. INTEGRATION OF THIRD COUNTRY 
NATIONALS

1.1 Tools/programmes implemented for the 
labour market integration of third country 
nationals

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

The Ministry declared in 2015 that in order 
to increase the efficiency of integration, the 
government intended to establish an Integration 
Strategy (developed by national resources) so as 
to develop and strengthen the integration of third 
country nationals on the national, regional and local 
level, by involving public administration, civil society 
and other stakeholders concerned.

Hungary intended to implement numerous activities 
directly targeting the integration of third country 
nationals in the fields of education, employment, 
housing, social/health services, and legal guidance 
as well as social and political engagement. 

However, the lack of knowledge of the Hungarian 
language and culture still hinders their integration 
into society, and needs to be strengthened. The 
third country nationals - particularly the beneficiaries 
of international protection - have the most difficulties 
with integration into the labour market, education 
and health system. There are services available 
for third country nationals but there is a need for 
additional, more need-driven services.

The consequences of the lack of Integration 
strategy are manifold. Migrants’ ability to exercise 
their rights within the respective (social, education 
etc.) support systems is hindered due to the lack 
of a National Integration Strategy which is needed 
to serve as a framework. The development and 
implementation of an Integration Strategy should 
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• The preparation of care institutions that belong 
to the framework of personal care in order for 
them to become fully eligible to accommodate 
third country nationals with special regard to the 
elderly, the mentally ill or to people otherwise 
vulnerable under international protection.

• The intercultural development and Hungarian 
language skill development of third country 
nationals studying in the Hungarian higher 
education system: the development and 
operation of programmes for their integration 
into the labour market.

• The supervision of programmes previously 
set up to ensure the language development of 
third country nationals; the development and 
operation of efficient programmes that comply 
with the needs of third country nationals. 

NGO projects operating within the framework 
of programmes and services that reflect the 
requirements of the labour market:

• The integration of people of African origin to the 
labour market – Foundation for Africa, Hungary 
(Afrikáért Alapítvány Magyarország)

• Skill development alternatives in the hope of 
market-eligible knowledge and of employment 
– Migrant Aid Hungary Association (Migráns 
Segítség Magyarország Egyesület)

• Skills On! (Artemisszió Alapítvány)
• Job for You! (Máltai Gondoskodás Nonprofit 

Korlátolt Felelősségű Társaság)
• Mighelp migrant career centre and labour 

market competition training – Migrant Aid 
Hungary Association (Migráns Segítség 
Magyarország Egyesület)

Development of special tools that help increase 
eligibility for employment for vulnerable groups, 
with special regard to people under international 
protection:

• Mentor Job – Refuge – Association for the Help of 
Migrants (Menedék – Migránsokat Segítő Egyesület)

The programmes targeting the support of the 
entrepreneur activities of migrants were the most 
successful with seven applications. However, only 
two were funded:

• Own Effort 3.0 – Self-employment service 
centre for migrants - Subjective Values 
Foundation (Szubjektív Érétékek Alapítvány)

• Helping migrants to become self-employed 
– Future Wheel Non for Profit Foundation 
(Jövőjerék Közhasznú Alapítvány)

Development and operation of programmes that 
target easier accessibility to housing in order to 
help to increase the independence of people under 
international protection:

•  Helping people under international protection 
to access their own housing – Budapest 
Municipality 

• No further – Complex housing integration pilot 
project – Kalunba Social Service Nonprofit Ltd. 
(Kalunba Szociális Szolgáltató Nonprofit Kft.)

• Housing for integration! – Baptist Integration 
Centre (Baptista Integrációs Közpon)

• Lutherans for refugees – The Hungarian 
Lutheran Church

The preparation of care institutions that belong to 
the framework of personal care in order to become 
fully eligible to accommodate third country nationals 
with special regard to the elderly, the mentally ill or 
to people otherwise vulnerable under international 
protection:

• Kindergartens and schools for integration - the 
Refuge, an Association for the Help of Migrants 
(Menedék – Migránsokat Segítő Egyesület) 

• Accommodating Budapest: The improvement 
of the equal rights of migrants – International 
Migration Organisation

• ImmigroFeszt: cities for integration hosting 
festivals – IDResearch Research and 
Development Ltd. (IDResearch Kutatási és 
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Képzési Korlátolt Felelősségű Társaság)
• The development of the institution of the 

Hungarian Lutheran Church – Hungarian 
Lutheran Church

• Migrants in the city: the development of local 
integration services in Budapest - IOM

The intercultural development and Hungarian 
language skill development of third country 
nationals studying in the Hungarian higher 
education system; the development and operation 
of programmes for their integration into the labour 
market:

• Labour market and integration services for 
migrants studying in higher education – Future 
Wheel Non-for-profit Foundation

• Training and internship programme for the 
support of knowledge-based migration – 
Subjective Values Foundation

The supervision of programmes previously set 
up to ensure the language development of third 
country nationals; the development and operation of 
efficient programmes that comply with the needs of 
third country nationals:

- Come, let’s speak Hungarian! 
- Science Language School, Economy and Supplier 
Ltd. (Tudomány Nyelviskola Kereskedelmi és 
Szolgáltató Korlátolt Felelősségű Társaság) 
- Growing together: open to tandem 
- University of Miskolc 
- Hungarian Language Skills – Kalunba Social 
Service Non-profit Ltd.

With regard to governmental policy measures 
and programmes, there were some unfavourable 
changes. Integration aid on the basis of an 
integration agreement is no longer provided. 
However, the refugee authority continues to 
provide aid already awarded if the requirements for 
eligibility remain satisfied. This particular type of 
aid was available to refugees and people admitted 

for subsidiary protection. The refugee authority 
will continue to make the aid available under 
the integration contract, as well as any related 
assistance via the family assistance service. With 
a view to facilitating the implementation of the 
integration contract, the family assistance service 
appoints a social worker to provide assistance in 
accordance with the integration contract for the 
social inclusion of the refugee or person admitted 
for subsidiary protection during the term of the 
integration contract. 

This year, there has been a change to the 
conditions governing the Hungarian labour 
market that also affects third country nationals. 
Because of the economic boost and the significant 
amount of emigration of the skilled work force 
to Western Europe, certain sectors (such as the 
economic, catering and home utility sectors and the 
construction industry) are suffering a great shortage 
of labour among those with specific vocational 
education. As a result, third country nationals with 
special vocational education have less difficulty 
finding employment in Hungary. This was also 
reinforced by one of the most significant Hungarian 
migration aid organisations, the Refuge - An 
Association for the Help of Migrants, which mainly 
helps refugee workers access the construction and 
catering industries. It says it can provide jobs to 
almost everyone who requests its assistance and 
that it was never easier to find employment as a 
refugee in Hungary, despite the general anti-migrant 
and anti-refugee attitudes in society. A kitchen or 
factory worker who has been trained can easily 
acquire the vocabulary necessary to do his/her job. 

However, in response to the large the number of 
refugees (protected people and other third country 
nationals) wishing to settle in the country, the 
Government has started to urge Hungarians living 
as citizens in bad conditions outside its borders 
in neighbouring countries (mostly in the Ukraine) 
to move back to Hungary and it has also started 
offering employment to non-Hungarian Ukrainian 
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workers. The Government’s reasoning for the above 
strategy is that it can support the immigration of 
people who are “easer to integrate culturally”, 
whereas it cannot support the immigration of 
refugees and migrants from different cultures. This 
also applies to seasonal, agricultural workers where 
there is a shortage of labour in terms of workers 
with vocational skills. In addition, the Government 
launched a media campaign in Ukraine to invite 
citizens to come work in Hungary. It spent 82 million 
HUF on the communications strategy, billboards, 
commercials and radio advertisements from the 
National Employment Fund. 

The development of a national integration strategy 
for third country nationals is still to be carried out. 
AMIF’s 2017-2018 work programme for Hungary 
explains that “in order to increase the efficiency 
of integration, it is necessary for Hungary to 
create its Integration Strategy for the purpose 
of the development and strengthening of the 
integration of third country nationals on national, 
regional and local levels with the inclusion of 
public administration bodies, NGOs and other 
organisations concerned. In order to carry out 
the Strategy, it is important to separate the 
funding for the fulfilment of all the tasks, instead 
of collecting smaller resources. In the 2014-2020 
period, Hungary set out goals for the execution 
of activities that directly target the integration of 
third country nationals in the fields of education, 
labour market inclusion, employment, housing, 
social and healthcare provision and social and 
political inclusion. Integration is a two-way process. 
Therefore, it is important to us to help create a 
society that is open towards third country nationals 
and to establish a dialogue between cultures.” 

The following targets and tenders were set out for 
funding for this and next year:

• the development of statistic systems pertaining 
to foreign nationals living in Hungary in order 
to better identify a system of means, as well as 

the development of the statistics systems and 
methods of governmental bodies;

• the development and expansion of the 
capacities of central, regional and local 
administration and supply systems for the 
integration of third country nationals;

• the systematic education and skills development 
of experts who engage with third country 
nationals on either an occasional or regular 
basis;

• the improvement of the protection of 
unaccompanied minors and young adults 
who are under international protection in 
after-care, as well as the improvement of their 
social integration and their ability to become 
independent with the capacity development of 
the institutions involved;

• the language-oriented and intercultural 
education of third country nationals studying 
in the Hungarian higher education system: the 
development and operation of programmes to 
help them enter the labour market;

• the development of programmes targeting the 
integration of migrant children in kindergarten 
and school; the creation, development and 
sustainment of teaching methods and teaching 
materials in accordance with the culture of 
migrant students;

• the supervision of programmes previously 
set up to ensure the language development 
of third country nationals; the development 
and operation of programmes capable of 
providing efficient language skill development 
in accordance with the needs of third country 
nationals;

• the development and operation of programmes 
that aim to improve accessibility to housing 
for third country nationals in order for them to 
become more independent and self-sufficient;

• the preparation of care institutions that belong 
to the framework of personal care in order to 
become fully eligible to accommodate third 
country nationals with special regard to the 
elderly, the mentally ill or to people otherwise 
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A National Integration Strategy should finally be 
created in cooperation with the most important 
NGOs, from which action plans with concrete 
measures can be deduced both on state and local 
levels.

The equal access to social, education and 
employment utilities has to be ensured for third 
country nationals, especially for refugees and 
protected people, to help their integration. This 
should include reintroducing social allowances 
and integration support for refugees and protected 
people.

The funding of NGOs helping the integration of 
third country nationals must be expanded from the 
resources of the AMIF; their political stigmatisation 
for receiving foreign funds should be stopped and 
the relating law repealed.

1.2. Discrimination and intercultural 
coexistence

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

Being on the other end of such an oppressive 
and overwhelmingly powerful governmental 
communication (the public media, for example, 
which is available all over the country, is basically 
the government’s communication channel), the 
democratic opposition is simply unable to effectively 
put across its views when the majority of society 
is already of the same opinion as the government. 
Apathy and political passivity became widespread in 
Hungarian society, especially regarding voters who 
are discontent with the government. This apathy 
puts a greater onus on the activity of civil society 
organisations in terms of positive messages and 
actions; however, these organisations do not have 
adequate capacity for spreading and imbedding 
positive attitudes due to both financial and 
organisational limitations. Expecting fundamental 

vulnerable under international protection;
• measures to establish and sustain an inclusive 

environment for third country nationals.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

The integration of third country nationals in 
Hungary is heavily impeded by the atmosphere 
of hatred, which has resulted from the anti-
migrant communications campaign of the State. 
The negative communication on the part of the 
State, or by certain politicians and the media, 
has to be stopped as soon and as definitely 
as possible. Instead it is necessary to launch a 
positive campaign to raise general awareness in 
order to change the opinion of the public majority 
in a positive direction, in cooperation with NGOs 
working on the field whose knowledge and help is 
of key importance. UNHCR Chief, Filippo Grandi’s 
words indicate how severe the situation is: 

“The situation for asylum seekers in Hungary, which 
was already of deep concern to UNHCR, has 
only gotten worse since the new law introducing 
mandatory detention for asylum seekers came into 
effect. Given the worsening situation of asylum 
seekers in Hungary, I urge States to suspend any 
Dublin transfer of asylum seekers to this country until 
the Hungarian authorities bring their practices and 
policies in line with European and international law.”

The Hungarian Government has to accept and carry 
out the decision of the European Court of Justice, 
in which they rejected the Hungarian and Slovakian 
Governments’ charge against the completion of the 
EU’s allocation mechanism. However, the Hungarian 
Government has announced that it will not carry out 
the decision. The Hungarian Asylum Law will also 
have to undergo amendments because it has been 
heavily criticised by human rights organisations, 
the UNHCR and national NGOs due to its harsh 
violation of the Dublin regulation and the Geneva 
Convention.
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NGOs involved in the cooperation with state or 
municipality institutions. Those that are do so on 
a lower level and with less frequency. The reason 
is that there are fewer and fewer campaigns and 
projects targeting this issue and there is less and 
less willingness on the part of state institutions 
to cooperate with NGOs, especially with ones 
that are politically independent. In the meantime, 
furthermore, a general anti-migrant attitude 
has spread throughout the State because of 
governmental media campaigns. The cooperation 
between NGOs and state and local institutions is 
further hindered by the stigmatisation of foreign-
funded independent organisations, such as those 
funded by George Soros’s Open Society Fund. 
These organisations are under constant, public 
attack and are stigmatised as “Soros agents”. A 
new law has also been adopted that would oblige 
organisations to display the name of the foreign 
funder if they receive over a certain amount of 
funding from them. Co-operation with these 
organisations has gradually ceased mostly on the 
part of the State, and on occasion on the part of 
municipalities as well.

There are several recent examples of how a 
long history of co-operation has ceased upon 
the initiative of a state institution, especially 
with independent NGOs, or in some cases, with 
organisations that happen to be critical of the 
Government. 

A showcase example is the Helsinki Commission, 
which has been one of the most prominent, 
independent human rights organisations in Hungary 
for 28 years. This year, the Office of Immigration and 
Nationality broke cooperation with the Commission 
that had been ongoing since 1998. According to the 
main elements of the cooperation, the Commission 
was ensured entrance to and the monitoring of 
refugee camps, guarded refugee accommodations 
and community centres. In just two and a half years 
between January 2015 and the termination of the 
contract, they made monitoring visits and follow-up 

changes in society from these organisations, 
therefore, is both unwise and uncalled for. Their 
activity, furthermore, is made even more difficult by 
having to work in an atmosphere where the majority 
isn’t in favour of integration and the acceptance of 
foreigners.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• Rejecting the current government stance that 
is based on a disbelief in the possibility of 
successful integration and therefore excludes 
developing an integration strategy for refugees 
altogether.

• Counter-arguments of the messages of the 
current anti-migrant government communication 
should be at the foundation of such an 
integration strategy.

• There is an urgent need to help those NGOs 
and charity organisations as well as civic 
movements whose purpose is to realise 
integration either through education, language 
classes, adult education, or job seeking. 

• There should be changes in the areas of the 
fight against discrimination, education, social 
housing, employment, healthcare, and the 
cultural sector. Special importance should be 
given to the treatment of minors, prioritising their 
interests above all. 

• It is also necessary to educate migrants 
and refugees on their rights as well as their 
obligations.

What is the level of involvement of NGOs on 
specific programmes/campaigns/initiatives 
in partnership with institutions to fight 
discrimination and to promote intercultural 
coexistence in your country? Please update 
your recommendations accordingly.

When it comes to the fight against discrimination 
and the peaceful co-existence of various cultures 
in Hungary, the short answer is that there are fewer 
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reports on 21 occasions. They never once received 
a formal notice that they had violated the contract 
in any way. The termination of the cooperation, the 
Commission says, is just an excuse. 

The tripartite contract among the National Police 
Headquarters (ORFK), the UNHCR and the Helsinki 
Commission, which was signed in 2006, was 
recently terminated by the police. The aim of the 
agreement was to help potential asylum seekers 
gain access to the country’s territory and to asylum 
procedure. It also guaranteed a possibility for human 
rights activists to join border control delegations, to 
contact people kept at the borders and to offer them 
legal representation. The Helsinki Commission, 
acting on behalf of the UNCHR, was granted access 
to anonymous documentations and provided 
feedback to the authorities. The termination of the 
contract was explained by changing legislation that 
rendered that asylum seekers can no longer reside 
in police guarded accommodations. According to 
the NGO, the changes in legislation do not affect 
the tripartite agreement. Another contract with 
ORFK that guaranteed the organisation access to 
and the monitoring of activities in border control 
lockups in order to make sure that the rights of 
prisoners were fully respected was also terminated. 
The Commission’s members gave legal advice and 
offered legal help in these lockups on a regular 
basis. Between 2015 and 2016, the organisation 
provided high-level, expert legal assistance to 
655 foreign prisoners in these border control 
accommodations. The reasoning for the termination 
of this particular contract was the change in the 
relating legal environment, which the organisation 
also sees as an excuse.

The most important authority in Hungary trusted 
with managing the cases of third country nationals is 
the Office of Immigration and Nationality; there are 
two religious organisations among the organisation 
it co-operates with, The Calvinist Mission Centre, 
the Refugee Mission and Baptist Charity Service.

There are projects financed by AMIF’s Hungarian 
funds as well, targeting intercultural coexistence. 
These projects target the development and 
operation of programmes that inspire intercultural 
dialogue. The aim of these measures is to support 
programmes, roundtables within the frameworks 
into which third country nationals and Hungarian 
citizens can directly or indirectly make contact and 
get to know each other and their respective cultures, 
thus helping to further understanding and the 
acceptance of each other. 

The programmes are:

• Intercultural education for the employees 
working at the Office’s regional directorates 
(The Office of Immigration and Nationality);

• Knowledge – Skill – Attitude: training of 
pedagogues and kindergarten teachers (Refuge 
– Association for the Help of Migrants);

• Colorus Festival 3.0 movie festival (Budapest 
Film – Distributor and Cinema Operation LTD.);

• Culture Centre of our Home (Migrant Help 
Hungary Association);

• Accommodating city and local municipality 
(Migrant Help Hungary Association);

• ImmigroFest in cooperation with the 
Univerrsity of Pécs (IDResearch Research and 
Development Ltd.);

• Intercultural training of migration-specialised 
experts for employees working in the fields of 
police or border control, NGOs, healthcare, 
education system and social areas (Artemisszió 
Foundation)

In 2016, a referendum was held in Hungary 
(the “quota referendum”) against the Hungarian 
allocation of migrants. The most prominent NGOs 
held a demonstration against ‘hate speech’ in front 
of the Hungarian Parliament. The referendum turned 
out to be invalid in the end.
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Every year, the State-owned Equal Treatment 
Authority participates in the events organised by 
NGOs on the Antiracism World Day, held on 21 
March, so that together they can jointly tackle the 
challenges of discrimination more efficiently.

The Hungarian Government is set to launch another 
national consultation about U.S. financier and 
philanthropist George Soros, paving the way for 
fresh attacks on the man portrayed as the public 
enemy before next year’s elections. The aim of 
the campaign is to investigate public views on the 
“Soros plan”. According to the Government, this 
plan aims to persuade Europe to accept a million 
migrants per year and tear down Hungary’s anti-
migrant border fences. A vast number of billboard 
posters illustrate their message, accompanied 
by an exclamation urging Hungarians “not to let 
Soros have the last laugh”. The Government has 
begun broadcasting advertisements on state-run 
Hungarian Television regarding “György Soros’s 
dangerous plan”. It is sending questionnaires on 
various topics by post to all of the approximately 
eight million adult citizens of Hungary. Respondents 
can return these questionnaires free of any 
postage fees. An example from the consultation 
questionnaire:  “György Soros wants to persuade 
Brussels to settle at least one million immigrants 
from Africa and the Middle East per year in the 
territory of the European Union, thus Hungary 
as well. On the basis of the Soros plan, Brussels 
should oblige all member states, thus Hungary as 
well, to pay all immigrants nine million forints in state 
assistance.”

The “Soros Plan” cited in the National Consultation 
questionnaire refers to measures that George 
Soros proposed to manage the European migrant 
crisis in some published articles (Financial Times, 
Bloomberg news etc.).  Question five of the National 
Consultation on the “Soros Plan” cited Amnesty 
International and the Helsinki Committee as 
examples of organisations supported by Soros “that 
assist immigration and defend immigrants who have 

committed unlawful acts”. One such organisation, 
for example, is cited to be the Helsinki Committee, 
which in connection with the prohibited crossing 
of the border barrier argued that “the application 
of serious legal consequences in connection to 
unlawful entry can be regarded as worrisome.” 

Another Soros financed organisation, Amnesty 
International, on several occasions demanded the 
release of Ahmed H., who attacked Hungarian 
policemen defending the border with rocks and 
was convicted for this reason. Amnesty would even 
have the Hungarian state pay compensation. Both 
the Hungarian Helsinki Committee and Amnesty 
International Hungary responded to their citation 
in this National Consultation questionnaire. The 
Hungarian Helsinki Committee wrote that they 
consider it to be outrageous that the Government 
accuses their organisation, which has been 
assisting asylum-seekers for decades, of wanting to 
absolve anybody whatsoever of criminal acts. They 
continue to believe that punishing refugees with 
imprisonment just because they have transgressed 
the border barrier is a disproportionate and 
excessive vehicle that is also inconsistent with the 
Geneva Convention. Amnesty International Hungary 
also refuted all accusations and protests that it has 
been included by name in the most recent National 
Consultation. 

There were a number of public opinion polls 
conducted, in which respondents were asked 
what they considered to be the biggest threat to 
Hungary. The answers prove that the Government’s 
propaganda is working and is effective: people are 
most afraid of the things the Government says they 
should be afraid of. 49% of respondents claimed 
they were afraid of migrants and only 6% claimed 
that there was nothing to fear from them. According 
to 32% of respondents, George Soros is a threat to 
Hungary and 17% said that foreign-funded NGOs 
also posed a threat. At the same time, it is also clear 
that respondents treat Brussels and the European 
Union differently: as the Government campaigns 
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specifically blame Brussels, one and a half times 
more people saw Brussels as a threat than the 
European Union. 

The highest judicial authority in Hungary (Curia) 
passed the initiation for a national referendum 
about repealing the law that stigmatises foreign-
funded NGOs, which means that the collection of 
signatures for a referendum can begin. 200,000 
valid signatures need to be collected in four months; 
this will end at the beginning of next year and if 
successful, the referendum would fall very close to 
the parliamentary elections of Hungary.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

The situation in Hungary in connection with the 
integration of third country nationals, discrimination, 
and intercultural coexistence contradictory is 
currently quite ambivalent. On the one hand, the 
projects funded by the AMIF are launched with the 
abovementioned objectives. On the other hand, 
the Government and the State continue to run a 
communications campaign and to bring about 
measures (unfortunately, with success) that aim for 
the opposite of these goals. Homophobia, anti-
migrant attitudes and racism are gradually growing. 
Furthermore, independent and prominent NGOs 
are under constant pressure if funded from abroad, 
thus undermining their credibility in the public 
eye. In addition, the fourth round of distribution 
of the AMIF funds, which was due in the second 
semester of this year, has been delayed. According 
to some sources, independent NGOs who formerly 
articulated criticism against the Government can 
now expect retaliations during the application 
process, as well as during the monitoring of already 
executed projects.

The low level of solidarity within society and the 
general weakness of the civilian sphere does not 
project a strong social opposition. Those critical 

of, or dissatisfied with, the Government have 
hopes for the General Elections in spring, as the 
various tools of civilian protest (legal, jurisdictive, 
communicational, contacts with the European 
Commission and the European Parliament) have by 
now all become exhausted. This even truer given 
that the allocation of resources for convincing the 
public are unbalanced and the civilian sphere does 
not have nearly as many resources as the State.

The European Parliament is about to hold another 
hearing on the situation in Hungary, the main topic 
of which will be the abovementioned “national 
consultation”.

However, it is important to keep aspiring for the 
conviction of the public and the articulation of 
individual opinions and counter-arguments through 
either authentic or professional awareness raising or 
through various means of protest. 

It is necessary to keep seeking a solution that will 
allow NGOs to keep working for the integration and 
acceptance of, and coexistence with, third country 
nationals, possibly from the funds of the AMIF. It 
is important to keep searching for State or local 
government institutions who are willing to efficiently 
cooperate in the field of integrating third country 
nationals. All opportunities must be exploited that 
come from the shortage of skilled workers and that 
give an opportunity for third country nationals to find 
employment which is the most useful route towards 
integration. These opportunities must be used for 
introducing new best practices, pointing out that the 
integration of third country nationals is not a burden, 
but a solution to acute labour market problems.
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2. DEVELOPMENTS IN SOCIAL PROTECTION 
SYSTEMS

2.1 Adequate income support in your country 
as a basis for social protection over the life-
span of a person to fight poverty and ensure 
active inclusion

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

In March 2015, the social welfare financial benefit 
system changed everywhere in Hungary. Many 
forms of social aid simply disappeared or changed, 
among them support to help families pay rent or 
utility bills, pay down debt, buy medicine, and raise 
children. Benevolence on the part of local officials 
is also an important factor as there is no longer an 
obligation to systematically provide assistance to 
the poor. It is scheduled to be discontinued after the 
introduction of compulsory child day care facilities 
from the age of three.

The system of regular welfare benefit has been 
changed, replacing it with a social aid to be 
received in the case of poor health, child-care 
aid, and employment-replacement aid. These will 
be distributed by regional offices instead of local 
notaries. The only compulsory element now is for 
each of Hungary’s local councils to operate its own 
social aid/support welfare system. Support paid to 
families with pre-schoolers will not survive the new 
system for long either.

The maximum duration of unemployment benefit is 
three months while the average time of job-seeking 
is 18 months. The actual duration of benefits can be 
less and it might not pertain to every unemployed 
person. An eligibility period of at least 360 days is 
required for such a benefit. The disbursement period 
is one tenth of this time. After this expires - or in 
case of ineligibility- applicants receive the so-called 
working age benefit, (the amount is one-third of 
net minimum wage). The main condition for this is 

cooperation with the employment centre. It can be 
lost if a month of registered employment is missing 
(e.g. through voluntary work) during a year.

In the last few years there have been no significant 
developments in the Hungarian pension system. 
The mandatory social insurance pension system 
was reformed in 2012. Early retirement pensions 
have been transformed into social benefits 
(“benefits prior to retirement age”). Pension benefits 
can only be awarded after reaching the standard 
retirement age. 

About 600,000 pensioners (25-30%) are living 
under the subsistence minimum level. This might 
be sustainable for the next 10-15 years from a 
financial point of view; however, due to demographic 
and emigration developments, problems will arise. 
The solution primarily is a better functioning labour 
market, more jobs and fair and higher incomes.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• The unitary system should be recovered by 
means of objective criteria without subjective 
elements, with the total amount funded by the 
state and not by municipalities with different 
financial situations. Furthermore, it is essential 
to increase the level of the different social 
support schemes.

• The unemployment benefit system should be 
linked to more effective active labour market 
policies than the “public work/employment” 
programme.

• It is essential to provide for a longer duration 
of the benefit - 12 months instead of three 
would be more adequate, as well as to support 
mobility/transport (changing cities for better 
job), replace the labour offices with efficient 
job-seeking agencies and ensure mentors for 
job-seekers.
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What are the recent developments in social 
protection schemes (e.g. minimum income, 
pension system and unemployment benefit) 
in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

This year is the first time that a so-called “pension 
premium” (a one-time pension-type sum) has been 
provided for pensioners. The pension premium 
was introduced by the former Government in 2009 
as an extension, and depends on reaching the 
GDP growth and fiscal deficit targets. If the extent 
of the GDP growth exceeds 3.5% and the state 
deficit does not exceed the planned deficit, then 
the pension premium will be distributed. This sum 
was maximized. Above this sum, a general increase 
of pensions is also distributed, provided that the 
planned actual inflation rate (increase in consumer 
prices) is exceeded by at least 1%. The growth in 
actual consumer prices was 2.4% compared to 
the planned 1.6% so it seems that there will be 
an increase in pensions, which will be paid in one 
sum by the beginning of next year. In the case of 
an average pensioner the extent of the increase 
is nearly as high as the maximum amount of the 
pension premium. 

On top of this, the Government also distributes 
a one-time benefit with no legally binding effect 
(but not independent of the general elections to 
be held next spring) in the form of the so-called 
Elisabeth vouchers, which was hitherto part of 
workers’ benefits. The voucher can be used for 
everyday shopping; its value is somewhat less than 
the maximum amount of the premium. These three 
types of benefits amount to 28% of the average 
pension sum.

Housing: The most well-known and most significant 
NGO for the poor and the homeless, The City is 
For ALL and Habitat for Humanity, published a co-
written analysis about the State’s housing budget 
expenditure. According to this analysis, in 2017 too 
much of the State’s expenses planned for housing 

targets were given to the operation of institutions 
and allowances that mostly benefit the housing of 
middle-class and higher class people with relatively 
good incomes. Compared to them, those affected 
by housing poverty are given fewer benefits, while 
a wide group of people do not receive any form of 
allowance at all from the Government. The state 
budget does not contain measures or resources for 
the elimination and prevention of homelessness, 
although both problems affect tens of thousands of 
people living in Hungary.

Based on a Parliamentary decision this year the 
moratorium on evictions would start earlier and 
last longer than in previous years: evictions were 
delayed until after the elections next April. The 
extension of the winter season moratorium has been 
approved but is not enough. Like in other European 
countries, there have been winter moratoriums in 
Hungary as well: the amended Enforcement Act 
extends the winter moratorium on evictions between 
1 December and 1 March 1 by two months overall, 
which has been in effect since 2005. By the 1 March 
2015, the Government terminated the country-wide 
home maintenance allowance, instead of increasing 
its amount, which would have greatly helped 
families in need.

The Government also eliminated the former 
obligatory debt relief allowance, which was 
provided to municipalities of larger towns, instead 
of extending it to the entire territory of the country. In 
parallel, the municipality of Budapest withdrew the 
budget resources of the city utilities. In the private 
rent sector, there is nothing to limit the increase of 
rental fees.  Furthermore, even municipalities can 
arbitrarily increase the rental fees of social housing. 

In just the past two years, 10,000 more people 
were added to the list of those who have useless 
addresses. The City is For All has requested 
information from the Interior Ministry about the 
number of people with problematic addresses, 
which exacerbates their uncertain living 
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circumstances or hinders their ability to receive 
much-needed social and other services. The 
situation has considerably worsened since 2015. 
Currently, there are 70,808 Hungarians without a 
valid permanent address. There are multiple and 
various factors for someone not having a valid 
address. Most often, someone’s address has been 
voided, which means that the landlord cancelled 
their residency at the old address and the person 
was unable to register elsewhere. Not having a valid 
address means that a person is essentially unable 
to partake in the civil rights that require an address 
(e.g. voting, social services, schools, health care) 
and due to that, children are in even greater danger. 
We have reported this concern to the Ministry of 
Human Capacities for a long time, but they do 
not seem to be able to develop a solution to the 
problem. 

There are serious problems in the social sector, 
especially related to childcare and nursing homes. 
More and more appalling cases are surfacing, 
many of which are brought to light by organisations 
working in this field. 

A report by the UN Convention against Torture and 
Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or 
Punishment (OPCAT) by the Commissioner for 
fundamental rights reinforces the above. According 
to OPCAT a nursery home in Pécel, for example, 
still lacks a sufficient number of showers and there 
are fewer operating restrooms than ever. A number 
of rooms is still overcrowded, soap and toilet paper 
had to be paid for, the intimate lounge and the 
accessibility of rooms and buildings continued to be 
no more than a dream. A majority of legal offences 
is the responsibility of the public authority, as it 
does not provide sufficient financial resources for 
establishing accessibility, for the reconstruction of 
the rooms or for the construction of new showers 
and restrooms. The situation did not improve 
following the post-supervision of the Commissioner; 
residents continue to live in poor conditions. 

In another institution, a special home for the 
physically and mentally disabled, news of severe 
abuse and exploitation came to light, including 
cases  of starvation, torture, abuse, and other 
serious crimes, all of which were confirmed by 
the Commissioner’s investigation. It found that 
the rights of the home’s residents were “violated 
unacceptably” and the reasons were, among others, 
the inadequacies of professional attendance and 
the deterioration of the facility. The director of the 
home, for example, lied about the use of force and 
coercion: iron cots were found in multiple rooms 
and several rooms were closed by barred doors. 
One resident was tied down with bed sheets to limit 
his movement. The ministry to which the operating 
organisation belongs tried to deny the above; 
however, they did admit the existence of serious 
conditions and prescribed a 30-point action plan. 

In Fót, another area close to Budapest, an institution 
that accommodated unaccompanied minor 
refugees and refugee children is to be shut down 
completely by the summer of 2016. The relocation 
facility was to be a detention and correctional 
institution in a nearby area, in which there would 
have been a separate wing prepared for the 
accommodated children. The Hungarian Helsinki 
Commission, a civil rights organisation, said that this 
measure was outrageous. Due to the scandal, the 
relocation to the detention facility was denied; a new 
place, however, is still to be found for the children.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

Many pensioner live on a pension that is below 
the poverty line. One-time pension corrections are 
merely a temporary improvement. A permanent 
and sustainable solution would be to increase small 
pensions so that they can reach the poverty line in 
the foreseeable future. On the other hand, because 
the upper limit of the pension contribution was 
eliminated, the amount of the associated pension 
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has no upper limit. This ignited a significant growth 
of imbalances; the disparity between the smallest 
and the largest pension is growing by the day. The 
solution could be, on the one hand, to set an upper 
limit again and, on the other hand, raise small 
pensions by more than the average rise.

Delaying evictions is not a solution, it is more 
important to prevent evictions. Instead of extending 
the deadline of evictions from March to April in 
order to look favourable for the General Elections, 
Parliament should have amended the law so that 
eviction would be prohibited. The problem with 
eviction is not so much that they might happen in 
cold weather, but that it makes people homeless. 
The solution is not a longer winter moratorium, 
but a year-long moratorium for evictions without 
accommodation. 

The budget resources for housing should be spent 
on those who struggle with housing difficulties and 
not on those who are wealthier. Debt management 
and housing allowances should be reset to a 
uniform, country wide level, as the number of homes 
in bad, health-threatening conditions is spreading 
and the number of rental debts, credit debts and 
utility debts are also significant. A minimum amount 
of benefit or income should also be provided to the 
unemployed who do not receive any unemployment 
allowances. In case of those who do not have a 
residential address, social low-rent houses or 
smaller, more humane homeless centres should 
be made accessible, where a residential address 
is acquirable, otherwise current social allowances 
remain inaccessible.

The institutional system for childcare, nursing 
homes, special homes for the disabled suffers from 
severe problems nationwide. This is largely due 
to the shortage of labour due to low salaries and 
deteriorating conditions. This calls for significant 
and radical measures and additional resources. 
A comprehensive examination should be carried 
out in order to reveal, sooth and solve breaches of 
fundamental rights and dire conditions.

2.2 Provisions for decent work in your country 
to guarantee that people can earn a living and 
avoid in-work poverty 

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

The slow increase in child care capacities for 
children below the age of three has continued, 
although at a slower pace. Recent official statistics 
show a 2.5 % overall increase in capacities in 
2014, most of which has been provided by public 
nurseries. Family day-care centres have also 
contributed by opening new places, and also by 
reallocating some of the existing capacities to 
accommodate children aged below three. Further 
plans have been announced to facilitate the 
expansion of child care facilities, mainly by making 
more room for co-financing of this service provision. 

A number of minor adjustments in the paid parental 
leave and tax credit system strengthen incentives to 
return to work and facilitate the take-up of parental 
leave by fathers, to reduce the financial burden 
of having a second or third child. Employment 
protection legislation has also been modified to 
strengthen the protection of employees on parental 
leave and to facilitate part time work.

To implement an EU Directive, Hungarian banks 
will introduce non-discriminatory bank accounts 
with basic features available to anyone from the 
European Union and the European Economic Area 
by the deadline of 15 October 2016. The “payment 
accounts with basic features” must be introduced 
transposing the European Union’s Payment 
Accounts Directive into national law. The consumers 
are entitled to have access to a payment account 
with basic features whatever their place of residence 
in the EU or their personal financial situation.

In 2015, the government significantly restricted 
access to in-home support services (to be able to 
stay in their own home and receive assistance and 
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help in their everyday lives, e.g. shopping, posting 
cheques, cleaning, hygiene or cooking) for senior 
citizens who newly requested it, because the 
threshold for means-tested benefits was doubled. 
According to the government’s reasoning, following 
the change the benefit will be provided to those 
whose family members or the local community 
cannot contribute and where there is need for 
external, professional assistance.

The standard of health care and the quality of the 
education system varies greatly from region to 
region, and depends on the level of development of 
regions and cities. It is a consequence of the sharp 
competition for a better standard of quality public 
welfare services which have increased inequality, 
and disintegrated society. 

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• Building more nurseries and kindergartens: 
The reasons for the imbalance between work 
and private life are that a significant number of 
workers are living in poverty or with a high risk of 
poverty and the general weakness of employees 
‘rights. 

• Further awareness-raising: Several experts 
suggest that awareness-raising activities for 
the promotion of men’s role in the family should 
be initiated. The awareness-raising initiatives 
should address traditional stereotypes regarding 
gender roles.

• Need for reform of the leave system. It was 
frequently suggested that making adjustments 
to the parental leave scheme may encourage 
fathers to take up parental leave. Employers 
should be motivated to invest in family-friendly 
practices at the workplace. This could take the 
form of financial initiatives or support in the form 
of advice and training, which is of particular 
importance to small and medium-sized 
enterprises, especially those that do not have 
human resources expertise. 

• There should be a national consensus among 
the social partners. In order to equip them with 
the necessary means for championing work–life 
balance issues, it was suggested to provide 
social partners with training and tools or even 
to create a fund which would finance projects 
carried out by the social partners.

• A further focus was placed on collective 
agreements. Experts recommended making 
achievements in favour of gender equality 
compulsory in collective agreements (positive 
actions) as they can be precursors in developing 
new innovative practices in the field of gender 
equality in the workplace. As a consequence, 
gender issues should be part of all social 
partner negotiations. 

What are the recent developments in provisions 
for decent work (e.g. minimum wage, 
reconciliation of work and private life, access to 
services) in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

The family tax allowance further increased in 
2017 which means an income tax allowance, the 
amount of which varies according to the number 
of children, leads to an increase in the net income 
of parents. In the case of a second child, the 
allowance is 50% higher than for the first child, and 
in case of a third child, the amount is tripled. The 
allowance is provided to parents with an income 
from employment; in cases where they have two or 
three children, the parents’ income must exceed 
the minimum wage in order to fully exploit the 
allowance. Those who earn the minimum wage, 
work part-time or are unemployed are exempt.

Meanwhile, the amount of the child benefit, which 
is universally provided in equal sums after every 
child (with the exception of children with long-
term sickness or disabilities), has not changed for 
years. While, due to its universality, child benefit 
is provided to every parent living in poverty, the 
family tax allowance is only available for families 
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belonging to the lower, middle or higher classes. 
What this communicates is that the State provides 
more support to wealthier families than to the poor, 
unemployed or deprived families.

Significant changes have happened in the labour 
market, which affect third country nationals. Due 
to economic recovery and growth, Hungary is 
struggling with a critical shortage of skilled workers. 
There is a shortage of semi-skilled and unskilled 
workers as well. Every third company expressed its 
wish to hire both unskilled and skilled workers. 53% 
of companies with over 250 employees complained 
about a shortage of skilled and unskilled workers. 
The shortage of skilled workers is especially acute 
for companies with fewer than 250 employees. Each 
year, the country’s labour supply is shortened by 
40,000 to 50,000 people.

In terms of labour market conditions, there has been 
a significant decline in new research conducted 
2017. Feedback on the availability of skilled 
workers shows a significant drop: three out of four 
respondents expressed dissatisfaction with the 
current conditions. This causes disruptions in the 
corporation’s life regarding production or services; 
in the long-run it can also affect investment plans for 
the future. The number of unfilled positions grew by 
50% in one year, while the number of employment 
seekers dropped by 19% compared to last year. The 
majority of unemployed people have no professional 
education; the highest qualification they might have is 
a secondary school certificate. They make up 42.5% 
of job seekers; 51.8% have secondary education and 
only 5.7% have a higher education. The shortage 
of skilled labour is perceptible in trade, catering, 
the construction industry, services and factories. 
The shortage is also significant in the case of low 
income jobs in public service sector, such as nurses 
or even experienced doctors in hospitals. There was 
a symbolic case when an entire hospital department 
was closed down after most of the nurses working 
there decided to leave and work for the nearby store 
of an international furniture company. 

After the crisis, the majority of skilled workers 
emigrated to Western Europe. This problem was 
further exacerbated in the recent past, when 
economic growth reached Hungary. This resulted 
in an unprecedented process: despite the State’s 
measures to raise the minimum wage employers 
in several sectors reacted by raising wages. The 
biggest hindrance that employers see in relation to 
economic growth is the shortage of skilled labour. 
Workers and trade unions recognised the possibility 
of raising wages and improving working conditions. 
The threat of protests and workers’ strikes reared its 
head at multiple multinational vehicle manufacture 
and trade companies, which ended with mutual 
agreements for the benefit of workers.

This is why the Government is encouraging the 
immigration of cross-border Hungarian nationals 
and why more and more non-Hungarian citizens 
of poorer neighbouring countries, such as 
Ukraine, also immigrate here for employment. 
The Government, however, still rejects general 
economic immigration; it only exempts the citizens 
of the neighbouring countries. However, NGOs that 
primarily focuses on refugees and the protected 
is also successful in helping those citizens find 
employment in Hungary.

The compulsory minimum wage and the minimum 
wage for skilled workers have both increased 
by 15-25% this year. The majority of Hungarian 
corporations are small enterprises, which typically 
operate on low wage rates. The increase in wages 
affects this sector the most. Larger companies 
typically employ workers for a wage higher than the 
minimum wage so the increase affects them to a 
lesser degree. According to a research study, 14% 
of full-time employees earn minimum wage. On the 
other hand, a part of small and medium enterprises 
exploited the increase in the minimum wage: they 
either increased working times or they modified full-
time jobs into part-time jobs. According to the study, 
the net income of these workers has increased by 
9% on average.
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In terms of Hungarian healthcare services, a rather 
unfavourable process is on the rise: on the one 
hand there is a private, relatively high-quality private 
health sector for the wealthy. On the other hand, 
there is a low-level, low-quality state healthcare 
sector for the lower middle class and the poor. Many 
of its services are only free on paper; in fact they 
are paid for by gratitude tips in return for cutting the 
waiting line or receiving other benefits. Despite all 
this, the concept of a free, state-financed healthcare 
system still exists on paper. The consequence 
is that again it is the poorer class that becomes 
disadvantaged against the wealthier class.

An expert study that questions taboos, entitled 
the Evaluation of the Efficiency of the Hungarian 
Healthcare System was carried out in 2017 on 
behalf of the National Healthcare Services Centre. 
According to this study, the outpatient capacity of 
privately funded providers exceeds that of the public-
financed providers and the number of those turning 
to private healthcare providers between the ages of 
20 and 65 is expected to exceed 65% this year.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

Instead of the family tax allowance, a long overdue 
and significant rise in the amount of child benefit 
is needed, as is the complete elimination of child 
poverty.

The shortage of skilled labour cannot be solved in 
the short run by the improvement of the vocational 
educational system; it requires a longer-term 
investment. This is the first time that a government 
has had to face the fact that ignoring the importance 
of investing in human resources and investing 
inadequately over time can result in creating great 
hindrances to economic growth. This is why it is 
important to invest in vocational education over 
time, and in many cases in skilled immigrants as 
well, and why it is important to regard refugees 

as an opportunity and not as a problem. It is 
also important to establish an attractive social, 
working, educational and healthcare environment 
which might be able to lure back those who have 
emigrated to Western Europe. Finally, this is why 
respective governments must support and carry 
out the measures laid out by the European Pillar of 
Social Rights.

With regard to the healthcare system, it is necessary 
to allocate additional budget in addition to the 
current one, even though healthcare workers have 
also been affected by the rise in wages and a lot of 
hospitals are being renovated and modernised. This, 
however, is not preventing doctors and nurses from 
finding a different occupation or from emigrating to 
Western Europe. The system of gratitude tipping has 
irrevocably been carved into the healthcare system 
for centuries. The solution is not only one of money 
but also of complex, professional measures which 
becomes more urgent by the day and requires the 
establishment of a social consensus and deeper 
State intervention than is the case now.

This country study has been developed by 
SOLIDAR member Foundation for the Promotion 
of Progressive Political Economy in Hungary 
– Transformation Institute. Responsible in the 
SOLIDAR Secretariat: Aurora Mantas, Eva-Maria 
Schneider. Proof reading by Matilda Bradshaw.
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government should invest more resources in 
combating the phenomenon of foreigners in 
undeclared work. As a first step, the Ministry of 
Labour should employ a greater number of labour 
inspectors to check if foreigners are employed 
under decent working conditions.

What are important developments since 
last year’s SPW report on specific policies/
programmes implemented for labour market 
integration of third country nationals in your 
country by the national, regional and local 
level? Please update your recommendations 
accordingly.

During 2017 there were some interesting 
achievements in terms of integration and labour 
rights for migrants: 

1. Appeals won at the court of Bergamo on: 
• Maternity allowance granted by the 

municipalities; 
• Family visa for cohabitants (partners) de 

facto.

2. Protocol for the realisation of volunteer 
activities finalised for the social integration 
of international protection seekers signed 
on 10 October 2017 by Cgil Cisl Uil Emilia 
Romagna, the Regional Government, ANCI, 
the muncipalities, the third sector and the 
social cooperative system. 

In April 2017 Italy adopted Law 46/2017 (the 
Minniti – Orlando Decree, D.L 12/2017) which 
establishes several new immigration and asylum 
control measures. It introduced a new article in 
the Consolidated Immigration Act that expands 
the criteria for assessing the risk of absconding 
to include repeated refusal to give fingerprints. 
It eliminates the possibility of a second appeal 
for a court decision that has rejected an asylum 
application, making such an appeal possible only 

ITALY
1. INTEGRATION OF THIRD COUNTRY 
NATIONALS

1.1 Tools/programmes implemented for the 
labour market integration of third country 
nationals

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

According to the “Statistical Dossier on Immigration, 
2015” the main characteristics of the situation 
facing refugees and third country nationals are: the 
progressive growth of the population; an increase 
in integration processes (citizenship, school 
enrolment, number of employees, etc.); increased 
difficulties in overcoming discrimination; difficulties 
in providing an adequate hospitality system.

Among the different integration initiatives around 
Italy, the SPRAR project, which is run by non-profit 
associations or social cooperatives, have two main 
objectives: provide assistance and protection, and 
foster the migrants’ integration process through the 
acquisition of autonomy and through a process of 
empowerment. This project includes hospitality of 
single and / or families in apartments or in collective 
centres, participation in sports and volunteer 
activities to promote integration in the local 
communities.

The Italian trade unions (CGIL, CISL and UIL) have 
always been very active in promoting the integration 
of migrants. The unions fight to ensure the equality 
of social and labour rights. In particular, unions have 
always asked the government to extend all social 
services and allowances (child allowances, social 
card, etc.) to third country nationals.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:
Decent work and employment. The Italian 
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through the Supreme Court. According to previous 
data, this decision will lead to 57% of asylum 
seekers being rejected and obliged to return to the 
countries from which they came, thereby risking 
their life. The Act simplifies asylum procedures by 
removing the courts’ obligation to hear an asylum 
seeker; the applicants’ testimony is now to be 
videotaped and the court has the option of deciding 
on whether or not it is necessary to conduct a full 
hearing. Lastly, the law allocates €13 million for the 
establishment of new detention centres.

All Italian organisations and trade unions 
campaigned against this new policy package, 
including the agreement with Libyan municipalities 
and the Serraj Government to stop migrants inside 
Libya, without a minimum level of guarantee for their 
human rights and their life. 

1.2. Discrimination and intercultural 
coexistence

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

The main Italian civil society campaign against all 
forms of racism, xenophobia and discrimination is 
“Italia Sono Anch’Io”. The campaign is promoted 
by 22 civil society organisations and aims to raise 
public awareness and ask political parties and the 
European institutions to carry out policies in favour 
of migrant rights. The campaign is based on a 
regional and local network. At the base of its policy 
initiatives (conference, signatures collecting) are 
ten requests to change Italian and European policy 
guidelines on immigration and asylum:

1. Ratification of the UN Convention of 
18/12/1990 “On the Rights of Migrant Workers 
and Members of Their Families”.

2. The right of migrants to vote in administrative 
and European elections.

3. The recognition of European citizenship.
4. To ensure the right to arrive in Europe legally.
5. Migration policies to actively promote the 

integration of foreigners into the labour market.

6. Ensure migrants’ personal freedoms and close 
the centres for identification and expulsion 
(CIE).

7. Migrants’ right to a dignified first assistance 
and hospitality.

8. To ensure migrants’ equal access to welfare 
systems.

9. To free the public debate of xenophobia and 
racism.

10. Protection of migrant children’s rights

Many representatives of non-profit associations, 
NGOs, unions, intellectuals and journalists have 
requested the closure of the Identification and 
Expulsion Centres (CIE). They are mandatory 
detention centres, in which migrants who are not 
entitled to stay in Italy await to be expelled from 
the country and to be compulsorily accompanied 
to the borders. Parliamentary and journalistic 
investigations have denounced the poor conditions, 
the inhumanity, and the failure to respect the human 
rights of third country nationals who live in CIE. It is 
well demonstrated that these centres do not reduce 
illegal immigration, but rather push migrants to 
desperate acts (suicide, escape).

What is the level of involvement of NGOs on 
specific programmes/campaigns/initiatives 
in partnership with institutions to fight 
discrimination and to promote intercultural 
coexistence in your country? Please update 
your recommendations accordingly.

At local level, migrants and asylum seeker 
integration is mainly entrusted by local authorities to 
third sector organisations (Auser, Arci etc.), which 
operate through projects that are self-funded or 
partially funded by the municipalities and European 
Social Funds. Since integration policies are local, 
the integration outcome is very different across the 
country. In many situations migrants continue to 
cooperate with voluntary organisations even after a 
commitment has been made by the local authorities.
All civil society organisations and trade unions 
supported the ‘ius soli’ bill that was approved in 
the lower chamber of the Italian Parliament on 
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13 October 2015. Having been blocked for two 
years by the Senate, it was submitted to the Italian 
Parliament during 2017. Under the bill, children 
of regular immigrants who are under the age of 
12, who were born on Italian soil and who have 
completed five years in the Italian school system, 
would be granted Italian citizenship. The move 
would affect some 800,000 children born in Italy. 
As things currently stand, they can only apply for 
citizenship when they turn 18, providing they have 
lived in the country since birth. The campaign for 
the approval of this bill divided all political parties 
as well as public opinion. In the end the proposal 
was inserted in the Senate agenda just a few 
days before 23 December when the final current 
legislative vote was due to be held. However, 
because only 116 of the 319 senators were present 
at the vote, it was deferred until 9 January 2018, 
by which time the legislative period had finished. 
Therefore, the bill remains a dream for thousands of 
foreigners who are already de facto Italian citizens. 

2. DEVELOPMENTS IN SOCIAL PROTECTION 
SYSTEMS

2.1 Adequate income support in your country 
as a basis for social protection over the life-
span of a person to fight poverty and ensure 
active inclusion

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

At the beginning of 2016, the Government launched 
a new national measure, the SIA (Active Inclusion 
Support):  all Italian citizens, EU citizens and third 
country nationals with a residence permit can apply 
for the SIA. But they must have minor children, or a 
disabled person, or a pregnant woman in the family 
and a yearly income below €3,000 to be eligible.

However, even for this latter initiative, resources 
are insufficient and although more money is to be 
allocated in 2017, data shows that with these limited 

resources not all people who live below the poverty 
line will be able to get income support.

On 15 July 2016, the Chamber of Deputies enacted, 
for the first time in Italy, an income support. Now 
this law must be approved by the Senate and, then 
the government will establish the implementing 
regulations. However, there are still several gaps 
and possibilities for improvement:

• The income support is limited to some 
social groups (mostly families with long-term 
unemployed). For example, young poor workers 
and third country nationals are excluded;

• In 2016-2017, the budget will amount to 1.6 
billion. The Alliance Against Poverty calculated 
that there is not enough funding and only 30% 
of people in extreme economic need will get 
income;

• The “Fund against poverty and social exclusion” 
is financed by the annual budget. That does not 
allow for long-term planning to tackle growing 
poverty.

In 2015, the coverage of the pre-existing 
unemployment insurance was extended and 
introduced the New Unemployment Insurance 
Scheme (NASPI). This unemployment scheme 
is calculated as a percentage of social security 
contributions paid over the last four years. It lasts up 
to 24 months (by 2017 it will last 18 months) for a 
monthly amount not exceeding €1,300. 

However, the calculation of NASPI leads to much 
lower monthly payments, mostly under the poverty 
line. Mainly for two reasons: it is paid for a number of 
weeks equal to half of the weeks of social security 
payments in the last four years; and, after the fourth 
month it declines by 3% per month.

There is no economic distinction is made between 
the social security system and the social pension 
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system. That means that the calculation of welfare 
spending makes both the pension system and the 
social services system look too expensive.

Currently there is an ongoing discussion between 
the Government and the unions. The unions are 
calling for investment of €2.5 billion to fund:

• increases in low income pensions;
• earlier retirement for workers in strenuous jobs;
• simplifying the reunification of pension 

contributions paid to different social security 
institutions;

• greater flexibility in the retirement age between 
62-70 years.

After many meetings, the Government has 
committed to increasing the lowest pensions (only 
the ones which are below €1,000) and to simplifying 
the reunification of pension contributions paid to 
different social security institutions.

What are the recent developments in social 
protection schemes (e.g. minimum income, 
pension system and unemployment benefit) 
in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

PENSIONS (*)

The EU Commission has welcomed the 
sustainability of the Italian pension system for some 
years now, but does not fail to point out that such 
a positive outlook is influenced by productivity and 
employment trends, particularly amongst youth. 
Recently, with the update of the 2017 Economic and 
Financial Document (DEF), the Italian Government 
highlighted the risks of rising pension expenditure 
over the next 20 years, pointing out that the 
objective of economic growth and the reduction 
of public debt relative to GDP is also linked to the 
demographic issue: an ageing population and falling 
birth rate. Nonetheless Cgil Cisl Uil believes that the 
financial sustainability of the social security system 

should not prejudice the social sustainability of 
the debt. It also believes that legislative measures 
in past years have considerably aggravated this, 
leading to the system becoming one of the most 
restrictive in Europe.

The 2017 Budget Law included many issues that 
formed part of the Pensions Agreement signed 
between Cgil Cisl Uil and the Government on 28 
September 2016. This included: the raising of the 
no tax band for retired people under the age of 75; 
the extension of support pensions by up to €1,000 
per month; “early retirement” with the identification 
of some disadvantaged cases; and easier access 
for the accumulation of contributions, amongst other 
measures. The Government finally allocated €7 
billion over three years for these measures.

Meetings between the Government and trade 
unions continued during the year in order to verify 
the implementation of the second phase of the 
DEF, which aims to provide: greater flexibility for 
accessing pensions in order to better balance 
life expectancy and work; answers to young 
people’s pensions in the future and for precarious 
work; plans to ensure the adequacy of future 
and existing pension systems; an enhancement 
of care work for social security purposes; the 
promotion of compulsory voluntary supplementary 
pension schemes; and the separation of welfare 
expenditure from social security. In September 
2017 Cgil Cisl Uil presented the Government with 
concrete proposals on how to tackle the different 
issues outlined in second phase of the report. The 
Government has proved to be unavailable so far, 
therefore mobilisation and local initiatives have been 
organised to support the proposals.

POVERTY1

The “Fund against poverty and social exclusion” 
was issued in Italy in 2016. This fund will provide 
financial support for the Inclusion Income (REI) 
from 2018. This represents an important innovative 
tool that combines minimum support for household 
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Due to the rigidity of contractual working schedules, 
women are often faced with an ultimatum: either 
work full time or not work at all. In fact, part-time 
and flexibility in working time are not widespread 
because they are not appreciated by entrepreneurs. 
The National Statistical Institute of pointed out that 
4 out of 10 women interrupt their work to look after 
their children.

Currently, women are entitled to a daily allowance 
up to 80% of salary for the entire period of the 
compulsory leave (five months) and a daily 
allowance up to 30% of salary for the entire period 
of optional leaves. However, the total length of 
maternity leave must not exceed ten months. The 
optional parental leave is used predominantly by 
women. It concerns one out of two working mothers. 
Only 6.9% of fathers use optional parental leave.

The Italian welfare state is based on three public 
pillars: the pension system, healthcare system, 
social and educational services. The latter are 
planned, managed and funded by municipalities, 
which, within their budgets, deliver social and 
educational services to citizens and third country 
nationals. 

Even today, there are no clear and transparent 
national criteria regarding quality of and access to 
social services throughout the country. This situation 
leads to territorially fragmented and unbalanced 
access to social services for citizens.

A negative aspect of Italian welfare is the imbalance 
in favour of economic support. The supply of public 
social services is insufficient and not homogeneous 
over the country. Nevertheless, the tendency is to 
give “monetary support”, directly to people in need 
which is often not based on an individual project 
aimed to overcome the user’s social discomfort.

incomes that face particular economic difficulties 
with social and employment services. The target 
should support all families in absolute poverty but, 
at the present, resources are only sufficient to cover 
a minority (about 38% or 1.8 million of 4.74 million 
people). Within the Alliance against Poverty in Italy, 
which has given a fundamental contribution to the 
introduction of the REI, Cgil Cisl Uil has asked 
to start the planned Multiannual Plan as soon as 
possible, gradually increasing the resources in the 
next Budget Law in order to boost economic support 
and to enhance services to inclusion.

2.2 Provisions for decent work in your country 
to guarantee that people can earn a living and 
avoid in-work poverty

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

In Italy, the minimum wage is not established by 
law, but historically through bargaining. It is fixed in 
the national labour contracts by category (industry, 
services and trade, etc.) between the employer 
and the union confederations. This minimum wage 
is a sort of so called “contractual” minimum wage. 
In each of the 400 national labour contracts, the 
amount of the minimum wage can be different. 
Indeed, in the Italian industrial relation system, the 
economic value of the minimum wage depends on 
the bargaining power and on the productivity of the 
sector.

However, only about 80% of workers are protected 
by a national contract, while the remaining 20% 
(especially atypical workers and small and workers 
in medium enterprises) are likely to have a salary 
lower than the contractual one. As in other European 
countries, in Italy unions have many difficulties in 
associating these workers and organising national 
contractual bargaining for them.

The employment rate of mothers with children under 
three years is among the lowest in Europe, at 54%. 
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the Italian General Confederation of Enterprises, 
Professions and Self-Employment and by continuing 
negotiations with the Italian Confederation of 
Manufacturing and Service Companies, as well as 
the cooperative sector.

Collective bargaining must be increasingly targeted 
to modernise contractual standards following 
the great transformation that the labour world is 
experiencing as a result of the impact of growing 
digitalisation and innovation. The fields of major 
emerging contractual innovations, adding to the 
negotiation of wage increases are: the subjective 
right to education; the enhancement of skills, 
apprenticeship and mechanisms to promote 
closer links between school and the labour market 
for young people; active policies; and a welfare 
system capable of providing personalised forms of 
protection based on need.

In Italy, however, there is an abnormal proliferation 
of the number of national contracts signed. This 
is not only due to the fragmentation of some sub-
sectors but, above all, to the huge increase in the 
number of contracts signed by barely representative 
or non-representative social partners. This is a 
dangerous and severe form of contractual dumping 
and is spreading particularly in the service, trade, 
building and highly-fragmented agriculture sectors. 
It presents an improper and serious risk of reducing 
wage and protection levels. This is happening while 
CGIL, CISL and UIL are involved in the negotiations 
with the craft associations to reduce collective 
contracts in the sector. This situation requires 
decisive actions in favour of rules to ensure that 
the social partners in charge of negotiating and 
signing wage and regulatory agreements genuinely 
represent the sector.

The second-tier of decentralised bargaining applies 
to a minority of companies and workers. It must be 
further spread, in addition to national bargaining, 
both directly and through forms of territorial 
bargaining in order to reach the widespread world 

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• To establish national levels of social services 
(LIVEAS) including quality, standard and 
distribution all over the country;

• To make an economic distinction between the 
security system (pensions) and the system of 
social and socio-educational services provided 
by municipalities;

• To invest a greater amount of resources in social 
services at the national, regional and local level;

• To establish the minimum income for families 
living in absolute poverty;

• To launch a National Plan for the active 
involvement of people with disabilities;

• To launch a National Plan for self-sufficient 
people and for people with disabilities;

• To launch a National Plan for the integration of 
immigrants.

What are the recent developments in provisions 
for decent work (e.g. minimum wage, 
reconciliation of work and private life, access to 
services) in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

COLLECTIVE BARGAINING SYSTEM

In Italy collective bargaining is the main tool for 
setting wages and the regulatory forms of labour 
protection. The harsh years of crisis (characterised 
by a mix of recession, deflation and stagnation of 
productivity) saw collective bargaining standing 
fast, especially in the manufacturing sectors, 
and creating some difficulties in the increasingly 
fragmented service sector. The non-renewal of 
the public employment contracts is still a severe 
problem.

In 2017, CGIL, CISL and UIL put forward proposals 
for reforming and modernising the contractual 
model by implementing the agreements reached 
with the SMEs confederation, the crafts sector and 
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of SMEs and micro-enterprises which constitute the 
majority of enterprises in Italy.

The tax incentive policies for company bargaining 
linked to performance bonuses have permitted 
the renewal of an increasing number of contracts 
along these lines, thus providing a constructive 
mechanism that needs to be further spread 
both at decentralised and at national levels. The 
technological and organisational changes taking 
place in the economy are based on workers’ 
stronger involvement, which should be turned 
into more structured and valued forms of direct 
participation.

Italy is still one of the countries recording the highest 
labour costs, which results from burdensome 
taxation mainly focused on the labour factor. 

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

There is a need to start shifting the burden of 
taxation systems away from the labour component 
and implementing stable measures and forms for 
reducing labour costs (starting with young people) 
with a view to raising real wages.

The pay differences between the various classes 
of workers are still widespread and, in some cases, 
are even increasing. In addition to the structured 
gender and demographic differences (the pay gap 
between young people and older workers is rising), 
there is the more recent problem of low wages. 
This is caused by the huge increase of involuntary 
part-time contracts (particularly widespread in the 
service sector) which are often based on fewer 
weekly working hours and which contribute to 
distorting the official unemployment rate. This 
new aspect of Italy’s labour market needs to be 
corrected with income support policies and targeted 
subsidies.

EDUCATION

The Italian trade unions deem it urgent to implement 
policies that genuinely ensure each individual’s 
full personal and professional self-fulfilment. In 
particular:

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

• to gradually increase the share of national 
wealth invested in knowledge to reach the 
OECD average;

• to allocate more resources to initial and 
continued training in order to ensure the key 
skills for active citizenship and lifelong learning;

• to monitor and ensure the quality of work-
based learning schemes and apprenticeship 
designed to obtain diplomas and qualifications 
by supporting training institutions and promoting 
the companies’ training abilities;

• to implement the integrated lifelong learning 
system envisaged by the current legislation 
and start an extraordinary plan to combat the 
illiteracy emergency problem, the relapse into 
illiteracy and the deterioration of basic skills so 
as to raise adults’ skill levels;

• to strengthen the policies for ensuring the right 
to study with a view to fighting against the 
exclusion from access to education caused by 
the families’ increasing impoverishment;

• to reach contractual arrangements to overcome 
the economic obstacles and time constraints 
hampering adults’ access to training;

• to enhance guidance services and capacity 
audits;

• to grant tax exemptions for the training costs 
borne by both individuals and companies;

• to adapt the education and training systems 
to the changes that digital innovation will bring 
about in society and in the labour market.

This country study has been developed by 
SOLIDAR members AUSER and CGIL, Italy. 
Responsible in the SOLIDAR Secretariat: Aurora 
Mantas, Eva-Maria Schneider. Proof reading by 
Matilda Bradshaw.
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THE NETHERLANDSSOCIAL PROGRESS WATCH 2017

still a relatively small group: 16,000 out of a total of 
239,000 refugees receive social assistance.1

Integration of third country nationals was an 
important topic in the strategy group session. Many 
efforts have been made to facilitate the integration 
of third country nationals into the labour market. Yet 
the route chosen by many government institutions 
is a formal one, with many rules and obligations. 
Furthermore, when a third country national becomes 
active as a volunteer in order to participate in Dutch 
society, fear for job losses for Dutch nationals is 
evident. 2

The Dutch umbrella of volunteering organisations 
(NOV), has invested in a number of projects to 
support the integration of third country nationals. 
With schemes such as ‘language buddies’, 
volunteers visiting at home and volunteering at 
sports clubs, third country nationals integrate much 
faster. A dual approach of what is expected of a 
third country national and what he or she wishes to 
contribute to society seems most effective. NGOs 
actively support and facilitate this. For example, the 
Refugee Talent Hub rejects the idea of refugees 
needing help. This approach is based on the 
concept that it is not the possibility of discrimination 
that is most harmful, but the assumption that those 
who have newly arrived are people in need. The 
following approach is much more effective: “Now 
you are here, what is it that you wish to contribute to 
society, and how can we support you?” The NGOs 
consulted all clearly underline this way of working. 
At the same time, it is important to realize a one size 
fits all approach will not work. The strategy group 
strongly recommends a differentiated approach. 
Third country nationals are a very diverse group with 
different levels of education. They are from various 
backgrounds, have different cultures and different 
capacities. This diversity should be reflected by a 
diverse range of solutions.
1  https://www.cbs.nl/nl-nl/nieuws/2017/35/meer-mensen-
in-de-bijstand
2  https://vng.nl/onderwerpenindex/asiel/asielbeleid-en-
integratie/nieuws/szw-stimuleert-vrijwilligerswerk-door-vluchtelingen

THE NETHERLANDS
1. INTEGRATION OF THIRD COUNTRY 
NATIONALS

1.1 Tools/programmes implemented for the 
labour market integration of third country 
nationals

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

The general outlines of Dutch integration policies 
have been developed by the national government. 
National agencies decide on the right of asylum, 
residence permits and the like. Basically there is no 
role for the regional level. Once the judicial status 
of third country nationals is clear, the local level 
comes into play. Municipalities execute the national 
policies and have freedom of action in doing so. 
This is a general characteristic of Dutch public 
administration, especially after the various reforms 
of recent years. National policies address refugees, 
beneficiaries of family reunification, economic 
migrants and unaccompanied migrant minors. At a 
local level municipalities are expected to target all 
these categories, but municipalities will prioritise 
based on local circumstances.

What are important developments since 
last year’s SPW report on specific policies/
programmes implemented for labour market 
integration of third country nationals in your 
country by the national, regional and local 
level? Please update your recommendations 
accordingly.

The latest available statistics (August 2017) show 
a decrease in the number of people with an EU 
background and an increase in the number of 
third country nationals requiring social assistance 
(mainly refugees who arrived in 2015 and 2016). 
Although the arrival of refugees has become visible 
in labour market and social assistance statistics it is 
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When it comes to the issue of replacement (of 
labour), we recommend a reduction in the number 
of barriers that exist. The idea is to get to know 
Dutch society and culture, to build a network and to 
participate. 3

It is important to participate from day one. In the 
past, it was not possible for immigrants to do 
volunteer work or to start Dutch lessons before they 
got a residence permit, which could take up to one 
and a half years. These policies changed last year. 
Local level government and civil society played a 
big role in this significant development. 

1.2. Discrimination and intercultural 
coexistence

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

Islamic fundamentalism is a factor. One of the 
developments that have contributed could also be 
the rise of social media, digitalisation etc. These 
trends made it easier to organise opposition and 
generate a large volume. Recent research indicates 
however that the majority of the population still 
supports asylum seekers.

Looking at NGO’s, we see many initiatives to 
promote integration. Examples are language 
lessons, programmes to meet refugees, buddy 
projects. One particularly effective programme 
recruits refugees as co-creators. Evidence available 
indicates integration works best when third country 
nationals are active citizens right from the start.

What is the level of involvement of NGOs on 
specific programmes/campaigns/initiatives 
in partnership with institutions to fight 
discrimination and to promote intercultural 
coexistence in your country? Please update 
your recommendations accordingly.
3  https://www.nov.nl/standpunten/asielzoekers-en-
vrijwilligerswerk

Fighting discrimination is a priority on a national 
level. In 2015 the National Action Programme 
Against Discrimination was launched. This 
programme aims to reduce discrimination, working 
together with civil society. A variety of measures and 
tools are used as part of the campaign: toolboxes 
have been created for schools and measures have 
been introduced to reduce discrimination and to 
improve diversity and inclusion during internships, 
in sports and in the labour market. The full list of 
measures (20 pages) can be found here:

https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/
publicaties/2017/03/23/overzicht-maatregelen-
uit-het-nationaal-actieprogramma-tegen-
discriminatie
https://www.zeteenstreepdoordiscriminatie.nl/

2. DEVELOPMENTS IN SOCIAL PROTECTION 
SYSTEMS

2.1 Adequate income support in your country 
as a basis for social protection over the life-
span of a person to fight poverty and ensure 
active inclusion

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

The minimum income scheme in The Netherlands 
is not adequate for all the population. The growing 
group of self-employed, Zelfstandigen Zonder 
Personeel (ZZP), are referred to as the new poor. 
The number of ZZP-ers keeps growing steadily, 
from 350,000 in 1998 to 800,000 in 2014 and over 
1,000,000 this year.  Although unemployment rates 
are dropping, many of the people leaving the benefit 
schemes start their own businesses, and not always 
because of their own choosing.

The new unemployment benefit scheme, 
implemented since July 2015, plans to give 
flexworkers an indefinite contract much faster 
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(compulsory after 24 months now instead of 36 
months), whilst at the same time making it easier 
for employers to end indefinite contracts. The 
new practice now arising is that flexworkers are 
more often limited to 24 month jobs. Employers 
face higher costs when they want to end indefinite 
contracts due to the fact that now all employees 
receive severance pay (transitie-vergoeding) when 
their contract ends. Before 2015, employees only 
received severance pay in a limited number of 
situations in which employees received a ‘transitie 
vergoeding.

The pension system evolves slower than society 
in general and the labour market in particular. The 
current economic circumstances and the effect on 
the assets pose challenges to the system. While 
the total household pension assets have increased 
to more than 212% of GDP, the pension funds 
face difficulties in maintaining the level of pension 
entitlements. A critical factor in this matter is the low 
or even negative interest rate. The coverage ratio of 
many pension funds is near or below the required 
105%. As a result, the non-indexation of pensions 
or even a shortage of pensions in upcoming years is 
foreseen by many funds.

What are the recent developments in social 
protection schemes (e.g. minimum income, 
pension system and unemployment benefit) 
in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

On 1 January 2015 the Participation Act 
(Participatiewet) was introduced. Anyone able to 
work who needs support on the labour market is 
affected by this act. It aims to achieve labour market 
participation for all. However, the Participation Act 
has not solved the mismatch on the labour market 
so far.

In July 2017, five municipalities were entitled 
to experiment with social assistance in order to 
test different approaches. Background: with the 

introduction of the Participation Act a return is 
expected from those receiving social assistance. 
The return is defined as ‘unpaid, useful for society, 
limited in time and scale’. Municipalities strived for 
the right to test alternative returns.4

The experiments aimed to test different returns for 
those receiving social assistance. However, some 
municipalities did not experiment with different 
returns, but instead with different procedures. One 
example is Senzer in Helmond. As Senzer controls 
both work and income, it is possible to create 
smoother procedures for social assistance and 
participation on the labour market. 

The strategy group states more freedom to act is 
required when it comes to employing people with a 
distance to the labour market. Even those who are 
willing to work often face unnecessary obstacles 
entering the market. All are in favour of investing 
more in experiments that aim to solve the mismatch 
in the labour market.

Elections for Parliament took place on 14 
March 2017. Negotiations for the new coalition 
Government were finalised on 10 October 2017. 
The coalition agreement (Regeerakkoord) for 2017-
2021 mentions a number of measures concerning 
social protection schemes, including:

• Indefinite contracts will be compulsory 
again after 36 months (reversing the earlier 
adjustment from 36 to 24 months once again);

• The gap between an indefinite contract and 
definite contracts will be reduced;

• An intention to provide indefinite contracts for a 
much larger group;

• A plan to reform pensions in 2020.

4  https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/actueel/nieuws/2017/07/03/
eerste-vijf-gemeenten-krijgen-toestemming-voor-
bijstandsexperimenten
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/bijstand/vraag-en-
antwoord/wat-is-de-tegenprestatie-in-de-bijstand
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2.2 Provisions for decent work in your country 
to guarantee that people can earn a living and 
avoid in-work poverty 
Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

The minimum wage is set at €1,524.60 gross per 
month 2016 for workers of 23 years and older. 
Combined with the possible benefits for personal 
circumstances (housing benefit, day care benefit, 
benefits for people with a chronic disease, etc.) the 
Dutch system is fairly balanced. Legislation is being 
prepared to improve minimum wages for young 
employees. The minimum wage will apply from 21 
years old and onwards, instead of the existing 23 
years and older. At the same time minimum wages 
for people aged 18 till 21 will rise too.

Day care benefits lower the costs for employees 
with young children (aged 0-4 years). The costs 
for formal day care would otherwise be (too) high. 
Without these benefits day care would cost about 
€7 per hour, per child. The day care benefits will be 
further improved in 2017.

Another development is the change in paternity 
leave. Paternity leave is due to increase from two to 
five working days in 2017. Paternity leave is taken 
directly after the birth of a child.
Obviously, paternity leave applies only for 
employees. The growing group of self-employed is 
not included in this scheme. Pregnant self-employed 
women can receive benefits. Unlike for employed 
women, these benefits are not higher than the gross 
minimum wage. So there are differences and gaps 
in the system that need to be addressed.

Limited access to debt counselling has been 
troublesome in the last few years. Research 
indicated that only 6% of those who qualified for 
debt counselling actually received a form of debt 
counselling. Municipalities are expected to consider 
the individual circumstances. However, there are 
quite a number of municipalities with generic criteria 

to refuse access to debt counselling. So people 
receive a simple ‘no’ without a solid, objective and 
individual screening. In 2012 the budgets for debt 
counselling were transferred from the national 
government to the municipalities. Again, this was 
accompanied by a budget reduction.

What are the recent developments in provisions 
for decent work (e.g. minimum wage, 
reconciliation of work and private life, access to 
services) in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

There have been changes concerning minimum 
youth income. The starting age for ‘adult’ minimum 
income has been lowered from 23 to 22 years. 
From July 2019 this will be further lowered to 21 
years of age. As part of the same process, the 
minimum wage for people aged 18, 19 and 20 will 
be increased.5

In the Netherlands approximately 15% of the 
working population is self-employed. Approximately 
900,000 households depend on self-employment 
for their main income. The average annual income 
for this group is €36,000 a year. The self-employed 
work harder, live longer and are happier, according 
to research by the Netherlands Organisation for 
applied scientific research TNO in 2016.

There has been a growth in the number of newly 
self-employed people capable of running their own 
businesses in recent years. A minority of the self-
employed (approximately 100,000 people) earn 
less than €20,000 annually. Within the category 
of self-employment there is a group that deserves 
special attention in terms of provisions, specific 
arrangements and/or legislation. The strategy 
group observes a challenge both amongst the 
employed and the self-employed. While policy 
makers perceive a need to draw a firm line between 
these two groups, in the longer term there are a 
lot of hybrid situations. Most of these situations 
5  https://www.khn.nl/nieuwsberichten/2017/05/nieuwe-
minimumloonregels-per-1-juli-2017



THE NETHERLANDSSOCIAL PROGRESS WATCH 2017

TOGETHER FOR SOCIAL EUROPE COUNTRY STUDIES DECEMBER 2017

Country Studies

110

actually received assistance. In June 2016, a critical 
report was published. Under Debt Assistance, self-
help and the self-reliance of debtors is assumed. 
The report points out that those with serious debt 
issues cannot always be expected to resolve their 
debt issues themselves. The Dutch Government 
now acknowledge this and intend to invest in 
additional measures.7

One of these measures is designed to improve the 
Debt Assistance service and access to it:8

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

The strategy group met on 10 October 2017. 
Representatives from volunteer organisations 
and migrant organisations attended, along with 
independent professionals. Although they came 
from a variety of backgrounds they agreed on a 
number of issues:

• The need to differentiate between peoples’ 
circumstances. Backgrounds differ; an 
individual’s challenge may relate to integration 
of third country nationals or to distance to the 
labour market, for example. Therefore, the 
routes towards developing an individual’s talents 
will differ;

• The need for a call for leadership. As politicians 
ask civil society and individuals to take more 
responsibility and the Government takes a step 
back, new leadership is required, both in politics 
and society;

• That the emerging ‘network society’ requires 
alliances and joint responsibility to face today’s 
challenges.

7  https://nos.nl/artikel/2104395-schuldhulpverlening-schiet-
tekort-volgens-ombudsman.html
8  http://www.binnenlandsbestuur.nl/sociaal/nieuws/
onderzoek-en-wetswijziging-voor-betere-schuldhulp.9541014.lynkx

can be seen in households. Where participation 
in labour should have priority for all involved in 
society, the nature of the employment contract 
should have lower impact on the way policy making 
is organised. For those who earn least, whether 
they are self-employed, in flexwork or on a payroll, 
it is almost impossible to avoid in-work poverty. 
This is partly because these people become 
caught up in legal issues and that concern labour 
unions and representations of employees. The 
challenge is particularly great for a small part of the 
self-employed category that do not have employees 
(SEWE/ZZP). In part, this is because they are not 
entitled to become part of collective arrangements 
and, even if they did, the price of the associated 
insurances is far too high. Therefore, although this 
specific group is expected to insure themselves 
against the risk of inability to work them simply are 
not able to.

Insurance rates are so high (equivalent to, or above, 
expenses for housing mortgages or rents) that 
many ZZP-ers choose not to insure themselves 
against this risk. We strongly recommend that a 
basic insurance for ZZP-ers that face a long-term 
inability to work is introduced. If it were, access to 
insurances would be available for all.

Paternity leave has increased and is set to further 
increase under the newly elected Government. 
This will improve the equal participation of women 
in the workforce, which is a big challenge in the 
Netherlands, where as much as 60% of women are 
currently not able to sustain themselves financially.

Concerning self-employed women, a court ruling 
states that they have a right to social assistance 
during maternity leave.6

In 2015 and 2016, the strategy group indicated that 
the Debt Assistance service was not functioning 
as it should. Only a fraction of those entitled to it 

6  https://www.volkskrant.nl/economie/rechter-tussen-2004-
en-2008-bevallen-zzp-ers-hebben-10-jaar-later-alsnog-recht-op-zw
angerschapsuitkering~a4508417/
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One example of such an initiative is by DSV, a home 
for the elderly in Katwijk. Third country nationals 
are housed in an empty part of a home for the 
elderly and are simultaniously trained as nurses. In 
doing so, a single project solves issues related to 
integration, housing, education and to the labour 
market. This project is also an example of great 
leadership because the director of the institution 
had to introduce a highly innovative project within a 
very traditional environment.9

• The need to ‘de-politise’ both labour market and 
migrant topics. The strategy group observed 
that both the will and the pragmatism required to 
solve the matters in hand are present in society.

9  https://www.zorgvisie.nl/vluchtelingen-verzorgen-
ouderen-in-verpleeghuis-dsv/;

This country study has been developed by 
SOLIDAR member HUMANITAS, Netherlands. 
Responsible in the SOLIDAR Secretariat: Aurora 
Mantas, Eva-Maria Schneider. Proof reading by 
Matilda Bradshaw.
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• Inability to verify working conditions for domestic 
workers by the Labour Inspection.

What are important developments since 
last year’s SPW report on specific policies/
programmes implemented for labour market 
integration of third country nationals in your 
country by the national, regional and local 
level? Please update your recommendations 
accordingly.

Since last year, the national, regional nor local 
institutions in Romania have implemented new 
policies and programmes for labour market 
integration of third country nationals. As we know 
from previous laws, a refugee whose asylum 
application has been accepted will be treated the 
same as Romanian citizens. He or she can also 
benefit from financial aid of 540 Lei per month for 
six months which may be extended for another 
three months. In addition, it is possible to obtain 
partial rental costs for a maximum of six months 
providing that the person actively participates in the 
integration programme organised by the General 
Inspectorate for Immigration.

In 2017 the Inter-ministerial Committee National 
Refugee Integration Coalition, which was set up in 
2015 following a decision by the Prime Minister, was 
reactivated. The Committee, which is headed by the 
Deputy Prime Minister, is made up of representatives 
of all institutions with responsibilities in the field of 
integration of migrants (Ministries, the Association of 
Romanian Communes, the Association of Romanian 
Towns, the Association of Romanian Municipalities, 
and the National Union of County Councils in 
Romania). Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 
active in the field are permanently invited to the 
Committee and participate in two Working Groups. 
The work of the Committee is limited, for now, to 
the integration of refugees relocated from Italy and 
Greece (just over 700 refugees have been relocated 
to Romania to date). 
In the first stage, NGOs identified barriers 

ROMANIA
1. INTEGRATION OF THIRD COUNTRY 
NATIONALS

1.1 Tools/programmes implemented for the 
labour market integration of third country 
nationals

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

Every four years Romania adopts a National 
Strategy for Immigration. According to this Strategy 
and national legislation, third country nationals, 
refugees, beneficiaries of family reunification and 
unaccompanied migrant minors are subject to 
specific national policies, implemented on the 
national level by the General Inspectorate for 
Immigration (GII), a structure belonging to the 
Ministry of the Interior, with the involvement of 
specialised NGOs. The policies have improved 
every year and the European directives have been 
transposed into Romanian legislation, lessening the 
administrative burden.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

Some examples of legislative provisions hindering 
the integration of migrants are:

• Limitations on access to the employment, 
education and vocational training of persons 
without documents to prove their level of 
education – diplomas, certificates but also 
transcripts (most citizens with legal residence 
and refugees are in this situation);

• Limitations on the right to practice certain 
occupations, even graduates who have 
conducted studies in Romania (only foreigners 
married to a Romanian citizen can practice 
certain professions, such as medical doctors 
and only Romanian citizens can become 
certified, authorised and SWORN translators);
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encountered by refugees when trying to integrate 
into Romanian society and presented them to the 
public institution responsible in the field. These 
will be discussed in Working Groups to identify 
the most appropriate solutions. They include: the 
harmonisation of national legislation on migration 
(for example, national legislation distinguishes 
between refugees and beneficiaries of international 
protection even though they should benefit from 
the same rights); improving the system of collecting 
statistical data on people with international 
protection (on access to health, education, the 
labour market, social services, etc.); developing 
a methodology for recognising qualifications 
for people who cannot document their level of 
education; access to social housing; developing 
special programmes to integrate refugees into the 
labour market; and improving access to Romanian 
language classes.

1.2. Discrimination and intercultural 
coexistence

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

When speaking about immigration, public opinion 
switched from favourable to unfavourable in 
less than six months. At the beginning of 2016, 
very prominent opinion leaders expressed their 
xenophobic convictions without any sanctions 
from public institutions, and the public discourse 
is becoming the biggest challenge for the refugee 
crisis. The campaigns initiated by NGOs were small, 
underfunded and inefficient. 

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• Access to employment, education and 
vocational training for people who cannot 
document their level of education (most citizens 
with legal residence and refugees are in this 
situation);

• Permission to practice all professions for third 
country nationals and refugees, including 
graduates in Romania;

• Elimination of the condition to pay a salary equal 
to the average wage for third country nationals 
staying for work purposes;

• Elimination of the condition to pay a salary equal 
to four times the average wage for the highly 
skilled (blue card);

• Introducing the possibility of checking 
online whether the employer has registered 
an individual employment contract or its 
termination;

• Introducing the possibility of checking the 
working conditions of domestic workers by the 
Labour Inspection;

• Adopting special measures for the certification 
of studies for foreigners who cannot prove their 
level of education, in the cases provided for 
by art. 11 (11) of the Government Ordinance 
no. 44/2004 regarding the social integration 
of foreigners who were granted a form of 
protection or a right to stay in Romania.

What is the level of involvement of NGOs on 
specific programmes/campaigns/initiatives 
in partnership with institutions to fight 
discrimination and to promote intercultural 
coexistence in your country? Please update 
your recommendations accordingly.

Local initiatives to promote multiculturalism are 
organised by NGOs on a regular basis. Active 
Random has launched a Facebook page called 
Welcome, Refugees! However, there are no visible 
campaigns to combat discrimination and promote 
multiculturalism.

No measures have been taken to address the 
problems identified last year, which remain valid.
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2. DEVELOPMENTS IN SOCIAL PROTECTION 
SYSTEMS

2.1 Adequate income support in your country 
as a basis for social protection over the life-
span of a person to fight poverty and ensure 
active inclusion

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

In May 2016 the Romanian Government increased 
the statutory minimum wage to 1,250 Lei (€277). 
However, Romania has the eighth highest labour 
taxation rate in the European Union although the 
average gross wage in the country is the second-
lowest in the EU. For each €1 net that an employee 
in Romania gets at the end of the month, the 
employer must spend €1.76. The €0.76 difference 
goes to the state as social security tax and income 
tax.

Less than a quarter of the contracts recorded are 
for salaries higher than the average wage, and their 
percentage/proportion has been slightly decreasing 
in recent years - from 13% (783,282) in 2014 to 
12% (731,457) in 2016. However, according to the 
infographic, contracts on the minimum wage rate 
tripled from 2011 to 2015 - while in 2011 only 8% 
of contracts were based on the minimum wage, in 
2015 the percentage had risen to 27%. In absolute 
numbers, this means an increase from 444,110 
contracts based on the minimum wage in 2011, 
to 1,571,363 in 2015. According to the law, it is 
forbidden to pay a salary below the legal limit but 
certain practices such as registering contracts for 
part time instead of full time allow the employers to 
hire a person with a contract below the minimum 
wage.

According to the National Employment Agency, 
in May 2016, 410,509 unemployed persons (i.e. a 
4.61% unemployment rate, an extremely low rate) 
were registered. The same agency states that the 

downward trend in the unemployment rate among 
both men and women is continuing.

However, the unemployment rate is not an accurate 
indicator of Romanian labour market dynamics. In 
the first place, the calculation methodology of the 
unemployment rate in Romania differs from ILO 
methodology. The grim reality is that more than 40% 
of the active population who could work is currently 
unemployed and this rate has an upward trend.

Regarding the amount of the monthly allowance 
for the unemployed, the law provides that it is set 
differently according the contribution period, as 
follows: 75% of the ISR (ISR = 500 Lei / €112.3) for 
people who have contributed for at least one year; 
ISR 75% of the value plus an amount calculated by 
applying - to the average gross monthly basic salary 
for the last 12 months of the contribution period 
- a percentage to vary according to the length of 
employment: 3% for persons with a contribution of 
at least three years; 5% for persons with a period 
of at least five years; 7% for individuals having less 
than ten years; 10% for people with a period of at 
least 20 years.

The retirement age in Romania is 65 for men and 63 
for women and there are no recent developments on 
this. The minimum contribution period is 15 years, 
while the complete length of contribution is 35 
years, regardless of gender. 2016 has brought some 
important legislative changes, such as: a general 
increase in pensions by 5% in terms of money and 
a new calculation method which increases the 
amount received for partial anticipated pensions 
(not an incentive for increasing seniors’ employment 
rate).

The relatively low employment rate of the elderly 
population in Romania can be attributed to a 
multitude of factors related to both national 
policies and social perceptions of this segment 
of the population. Promoting a higher degree 
of employment among the older population will 
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require therefore a changing of social attitudes 
(which is very difficult and requires a lot of 
time), a review of current laws and regulations, 
changes in companies’ human resources policies, 
organisational changes in the physical environment 
at work and implementation of policies on lifelong 
learning for seniors. All of these actions are foreseen 
in the 2015-2020 National Strategy for promoting 
active aging and protection of the elderly, which is 
currently unfolding.

What are the recent developments in social 
protection schemes (e.g. minimum income, 
pension system and unemployment benefit) 
in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

In February 2017 the Romanian Government 
increased the gross minimum income by 16%. 
This means that the minimum income for a full 
time work programme of 166 hours on average per 
month amounted 1,450 Lei, or 8.735 Lei per hour. 
For a salary like this, employers pay 1,783 Lei per 
month, including common social contributions, and 
the employee receives an income of 1,065 Lei per 
month.

Under an Emergency Ordinance in August 2017, 
the Romanian Government announced that it will 
increase the indemnity for people with disabilities, 
starting on 1 January 2018. The most important 
change to Law number 448/2006 is that the level 
of support given to people with disabilities will be 
based on the social benchmark and not on the 
consumer price index. The social benchmark is 500 
Lei per month for 2017.

The amount of protection for unemployed people is 
determined by their level of contribution (the period 
of time when he or she legally worked and the 
period in which he or she made State contributions): 
It is determined by the following criteria:

• 75% of the social benchmark for people with at 
least one year of contribution 

• 75% of the social benchmark plus a sum 
that is calculated by applying a differentiated 
percentage of shares, depending on the 
contribution period:

• 3% for people with a minimum of three 
years contribution

• 5% for people with a minimum of five 
years contribution

• 7% for people with a minimum of ten 
years contribution

• 10% for people with a minimum of 
twenty years contribution

In November, the Romanian Government adopted 
another Emergency Ordinance under which the 
minimum indemnity for raising a child will increase 
from 1,233 Lei to 1,250 Lei per month from 1 
January 2018. In order to assure this increase, the 
indemnity will be based on the social benchmark. 
This Ordinance also includes an increase of the 
minimum pension from 520 Lei to 640 Lei per 
month and an increase of pension points1 from 
1,000 Lei to 1,100 Lei starting from 1 July 2018. 
These measures come with a percentage reduction 
of payments to Pillar two pensions, from 5.1% to 
3.75%, without affecting the current nominal value. 

In October 2016 the Romanian Parliament 
introduced a new Law (nr. 196/2016) which 
establishes a minimum inclusion income in order to 
prevent and control the poverty and the risk of social 
exclusion. The law will be legalised on 1 April 2019, 
except from article 95 which will be legalised on 1 
February 2019. The minimum inclusion income is 
the total amount of financial aid which is established 

1  Romania has introduced a point system that calculates 
benefits based on contributions made throughout the entire working 
life rather than taking only the last few years into account. Pension 
points are calculated as the ratio of the individual’s monthly gross 
wages and other compensation to the national average for that year. 
The employee’s pension is determined by multiplying the pension 
points with the pension point value, which is determined each year in 
the social security budget law.



ROMANIASOCIAL PROGRESS WATCH 2017

TOGETHER FOR SOCIAL EUROPE COUNTRY STUDIES DECEMBER 2017

Country Studies

116

obligation to calculate and transfer it to the State 
if there are at least 50 employees and if no more 
than 4% of the total workforce is disabled.

• Income tax will decrease from 16% to 10%. 
The Ordinance stipulates the reduction of the 
tax quota from 16% to 10% for incomes from 
independent activities, wages and incomes 
assimilated to salaries, investments, and 
pensions, incomes from agriculture, forestry 
and fisheries, prizes and from other sources.  
Incomes for which the Fiscal Code provides 
different rates are excluded. Although social 
contributions and tax are apparently decreasing 
as a percentage, in cases where employers 
choose to increase employees’ wages as a 
result of passing social contributions onto 
them, the basis on which the new percentages 
will apply will be increased. This means that 
implicitly the amounts collected for the State 
budget under the title of social contributions 
will be higher. The tax cut from 16% to 10% 
is meant to counterbalance the increase of 
contributions, so that the net salary value should 
not be significantly affected. However, the shift 
of social security contributions from employers 
to employees will significantly increase the 
tax burden for employees who, therefore, may 
experience a decrease in their net income, 
despite the planned reduction in the tax and 
social security rates.

Numerous discussions have taken place on whether 
employers can be forced to increase employees’ 
gross salary so that their employees get the 
same net salaries as before. In this respect, on 16 
November, the Government Emergency Ordinance 
no. 82/2017 (hereafter “GEO 82/2017”)2 was 
published, which established the obligation for 
employers to initiate collective bargaining for the 
implementation of the changes occurring to the 
Fiscal Code.

The Ordinances are being debated in Parliament 
and will subsequently be approved by Law; changes 

according to the framing of adjusted monthly family 
net income within the following limits:

• for inclusion aid, a monthly adjusted net income 
of up to 260 Lei inclusive is taken into account 
when determining the cumulative family income 
and a monthly adjusted net income of up to 
300 Lei inclusive is taken into account when 
determining the income of single people who 
are at least 60 years old;

• for aid for a family with children, a monthly 
adjusted net income of up to 600 Lei inclusive is 
taken into account;

• for the housing supplement, a monthly adjusted 
net income of up to 600 Lei inclusive for a family 
and a monthly adjusted net income of up to 800 
Lei inclusive for single people who are at least 
60 years old.

On the 21 September 2017, the Romanian 
Government expressed its intention to fully transfer 
social security contributions from the employer 
to the employee. This is the solution put forward 
by the Government to revise the State budget at 
the expense of workers, overlooking European 
and international standards. The Romanian trade 
union confederations, the ETUC, European trade 
union federations and industriAll Europe’s trade 
union affiliates made it clear that forcing the burden 
of social security contributions on workers is 
unacceptable. Employers’ organisations are also 
against this measure. According to the new Fiscal 
Code:

• contributions to pensions and health will be 
made only by the employee, but the employer 
will be responsible for calculating, retaining and 
transferring them to the State;

• work insurance contributions will be made 
only by the employer, who will also have the 
obligation to calculate and transfer it to the 
State;

• contributions to the solidarity fund will be paid 
only by the employer, who will also have the 
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Maternity leave has a total duration of 126 calendar 
days and is paid to women who have contributed at 
least one month in the past year to the public health 
system. Female employees who are on maternity 
leave are entitled to receive a monthly allowance, 
which is fully supported by the National Fund for 
Health Insurance, amounting to 85% of the average 
income in the last six months. Fathers are entitled to 
two types of leave following the birth of their baby: 
paternity leave of five days and parental leave of up 
to two years (one of the parents can stay at home 
and raise the child for up to two years and be paid 
85% of their last salary if they have contributed to 
social insurance for at least one year before the 
child’s birth).

Romania is the country with one of the strongest 
economic growth rates in the European Union 
but remains an island of poverty in the European 
Community. This harsh reality is demonstrated 
by data from a recent report by the European 
Commission. Unpredictable legislation, the 
measures taken for growth in the absence of a 
budgetary plan, the inconsistent management of 
human resources, the high rate of school dropouts 
are just some of the aspects that make Romania a 
paradox of the EU.

Progress on the activation and labour market 
integration of social assistance beneficiaries was 
limited. The result is that much of the population 
remains in poor health owing to limited access 
to health services, the inefficient use of public 
resources and widespread corruption.

What are the recent developments in provisions 
for decent work (e.g. minimum wage, 
reconciliation of work and private life, access to 
services) in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

In September 2017 the Internship Law project was 
approved in a Government meeting. The Law says 
that teenagers who are at least 16 years old will be 

may take place prior to them being approved. The 
Ombudsman has been requested by all of the five 
representative national trade union confederations 
to make a complaint against the decision to transfer 
the social security contributions to the employee to 
Constitutional Court. 

2.2 Provisions for decent work in your country 
to guarantee that people can earn a living and 
avoid in-work poverty 

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

In May 2016 the Romanian Government increased 
the statutory minimum wage to 1,250 Lei (€277). 
However, Romania has the eighth highest labour 
taxation rate in the European Union although the 
average gross wage in the country is the second-
lowest in the EU. For each €1 net that an employee in 
Romania gets at the end of the month, the employer 
must spend €1.76. The €0.76 difference goes to the 
state as social security tax and income tax.

The need to adopt the new regulations came about 
due to the fact that since the framework law on 
salaries in the public sector (284/2010) came into 
force the minimum national statutory wage has 
doubled, leading to wage inequities in relation to the 
level of education and professional activity. Around 
30% of the employees paid from budgetary funds 
(around 650,000 employees) benefit from salary 
increases. The emergency ordinance was adopted 
on 8 June 2016 (20/2016), but it did not meet the 
expectations of all public employees.

Parental leave and monthly benefits are granted, 
upon request, to those who had incomes from 
salaries or incomes from independent or agricultural 
activities, subject to taxation, for which they have 
contributed to the insurance fund, over a period of 
12 months, in the last two years prior to the child’s 
birth. 
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able to work with companies or public entities based 
on an internship contract. The interns will be entitled 
to an indemnity which will be at least half of the 
minimum gross salary (725 Lei per month, based 
on the minimum gross salary of 1,450 Lei). The 
maximum period an internship can be given to the 
same person will be six months. The purpose of this 
Law is to make it easier for young people to enter 
the labour market.

In February 2017 the Romanian Government 
increased the gross minimum income by 16%. 
This means that the minimum income for a full 
time work programme of 166 hours on average per 
month amounted 1,450 Lei, or 8.735 Lei per hour. 
For a salary like this, employers pay 1,783 Lei per 
month, including common social contributions, and 
the employee receives an income of 1,065 Lei per 
month. 

According to the Decision adopted by the Executive 
at the end of November, the gross minimum wage 
per country guaranteed in payment will increase 
on 1 January 2018 from 1,450 Lei per month to 
1,900 Lei per month for full time working hours of 
166 hours on average per month. The net salary 
will grow by no more than 100 Lei, from the current 
rate of 1,065 Lei to 1,162 Lei from the beginning of 
next year, the difference being represented by the 
increase of the social contributions by 22.75% for 
the employee.

Not all companies will be able to increase salaries 
by 22.75% and increase the minimum wage. The 
effects of these measures could be an increase 
in the black labour market, redundancies and an 
increase of administrative burden for the companies.

The increase of the minimum salary will not 
contribute to reducing the number of people at 
risk of poverty and social exclusion. According to 
an analysis by the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) in 2016, wage distribution in Romania is 
relatively similar to that of revenues, but raising 

the minimum wage does not generate revenue 
growth for all very poor households, as most of 
them consist of inactive people who are retired or 
unemployed. Another study reinforcing this idea 
has been carried out by the National Institute for 
Scientific Research in Work and Social Protection 
(INCSMPS). According to data for 2015, out of 
the total number of employees in Romania, about 
3.8% were poor, i.e. they had an available income 
below the 60% of the monthly average income of 
the total population. As far as households with at 
least one employee are concerned, about 7% of 
them have available disposable income below the 
poverty line. Regarding the poverty rate for 2015, 
20.2% of employed people are poor and their share 
increases to 23.2% in the case of families in which 
there are employed people. „Under 20% of the poor 
are employed, the rest are people in other forms 
of employment, so we do not expect a rise in the 
minimum wage to lead to a significant decrease in 
work poverty,” the INCSMPS . 

It is important to note that, in the face of an obvious 
crises of staff, liberal parties and a part of the mass 
media are engaging in an aggressive campaign 
against people benefiting from social benefits and, 
more recently, against the unemployed, „who do not 
want to work and prefer to live from social benefits”. 
Although the number of state assisted people is 
only 250,000, a very small number compared to the 
number of poor people, and the amount of social 
aid is very low, in October 2017 a draft law was 
initiated that aims to discourage people who are 
not working from claiming social assistance. It is 
justified as follows: „Social assistance is not about 
giving money to lazy people who do not want to 
work without thinking that money actually comes 
from the pockets of their fellow men but to help the 
truly marginalised who have no chance in society”.

This country study has been developed by 
SOLIDAR member CONECT, Romania. 
Responsible in the SOLIDAR Secretariat: Aurora 
Mantas, Eva-Maria Schneider. Proof reading by 
Matilda Bradshaw.
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integration of third country nationals in your 
country by the national, regional and local 
level? Please update your recommendations 
accordingly.

The Action Plan for Chapter 24 foresees the 
obligation of the Republic of Serbia to introduce 
adequate integration policies for users of various 
forms of international protection and states that local 
communities are important for effective integration. 

The above-mentioned Action Plan envisages 
several measures that need to be taken in order to 
establish an integration policy: 

• The adoption of a sub-legal act regulating the 
issue of accommodation of users of various 
forms of international protection, as well as a 
special by-law on the Integration Programme, 
which would comprehensively regulate all 
elements of an adequate integration policy.

The so-called “Integration Decree” (a decree on 
inclusion into social, cultural and economic life 
for people that have been granted international 
protection in Serbia) was adopted in December 
2016. 

It is planned that such inclusion will be provided 
through:

1. Full and timely information on rights, 
opportunities and obligations;

2. Learning the Serbian language;
3. Getting acquainted with Serbian history, culture 

and constitutional order;
4. Help with inclusion in the educational system;
5. Assistance with exercising the right to health 

and social protection;
6. Help with inclusion in the labor market.

In the meantime, a new law to regulate the field 
of asylum has been prepared and its adoption is 
expected. Once adopted, secondary legislation 

SERBIA
1. INTEGRATION OF THIRD COUNTRY 
NATIONALS

1.1 Tools/programmes implemented for the 
labour market integration of third country 
nationals

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

Local integration of refugees in Serbia is not only 
a voluminous, but also an expensive process, the 
nature and extent of which go beyond humanitarian 
programmes. The primary responsibility for 
integration lies with the Government of the Republic 
of Serbia. However, the still fragile economy and 
the high level of poverty of the general population in 
Serbia create an environment in which it is difficult 
to set aside sufficient funds for various integration 
programmes. Therefore it is necessary to attract 
the attention of international and bilateral donors to 
support development programmes for the Republic 
of Serbia. To achieve this, it is essential that the 
integration of refugees finds its place in the wider 
system of social and development policy, and 
that refugees are treated as part of the vulnerable 
population.

Internally displaced persons (IDPs) in Serbia are 
exposed to numerous problems in exercising their 
basic civil, economic and social rights, such as 
obtaining identification documents, realisation 
of property rights, access to health care, social 
assistance, rights to adequate housing, etc. Without 
special protection measures, the legal equality that 
IDPs reportedly enjoy often leads to discrimination, 
i.e. the inability to realise human rights and 
difficulties in accessing public services.

What are important developments since 
last year’s SPW report on specific policies/
programmes implemented for labour market 
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on integration will need to be amended and fully 
harmonised with the new law before it comes into 
force, for example amendments to sections that 
refer to subsidiary protected users of the integration 
programme will need to be made.

An important disadvantage of the Serbian 
system is the lack of an institution to deal with the 
comprehensive integration of people who have 
been granted asylum.

In order to include migrants and asylum seekers in 
the formal education system of Serbia, significant 
measures have been taken over the past year. At 
the end of 2016, the Ministry of Education, Science 
and Technological Development, together with 
the Commissariat for Refugees and Migration and 
the Ministry of Labour, Employment, Veterans’ 
Affairs and Social Affairs, formed a Working 
Group to address this issue. International and civil 
society organisations took part in the Working 
Group. Relatively soon after the formation of the 
Working Group, and in coordination with the school 
administrations, the first group of 21 children from 
the Centre for Asylum in Krnjaca started attending 
classes at the Primary School “Branko Pešić” 
in Zemun, while four girls were enrolled in the 
Agricultural School in Belgrade. With the support 
of civil society organisations, these children were 
provided with transportation, appropriate school 
supplies and a certain number of translators. 
Cultural mediators were also engaged, who helped 
the children during their classes. More than 500 
children of migrants and asylum seekers started 
at 27 schools across Serbia at the beginning of 
September 2017. It is planned that a further 70 
children will attend classes in three schools in 
Bujanovac and one in Belgrade in the upcoming 
period.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

• In the upcoming period, it is necessary 
to provide adequate human and material 
resources for the further development of a 
support system to involve children of migrants 
in the formal education system, as well as the 
effective implementation of the provisions of 
professional instruction.

• Integration measures should be addressed in 
more systematic manner and involve all relevant 
actors from national to local levels.

• In addition, it is important to work continuously 
with local communities in order to promote and 
strengthen tolerance towards migrants and 
asylum seekers.

1.2. Discrimination and intercultural 
coexistence

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

Serbia’s anti-discrimination legislation has 
contributed the most to integration, as is the case 
in other Central European countries with similar 
laws. People are not allowed to commit ethnic, 
racial, religious or nationality discrimination in 
many areas of life, while potential victims can seek 
justice through slightly favourable enforcement 
mechanisms. Also, foreigners can benefit from 
comparably inclusive conditions to become Serbian 
nationals. Still, the state is rather discretionary 
when it comes to the law in its procedures for 
naturalisation, long-term residence, and family 
reunion, as happens in many Central European 
countries.

Currently, there are several projects implemented in 
Serbia by different CSOs, aiming to protect asylum 
seekers, especially unaccompanied minors, from 
discrimination by developing effective support and 
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anti-discrimination policy for asylum seekers and 
unaccompanied children migrants. Local CSOs are 
mostly working on prevention and protection from 
discrimination and violation of human rights through 
networking with national and local institutions.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national strategy group 2016:

• Information campaigns addressing asylum 
seekers and unaccompanied minors should be 
enhanced and conducted not only by CSOs, but 
also by local authorities;

• Educational activities and training should 
be provided for CSOs, local, national and 
regional authorities to build their capacities 
and awareness; monitoring and advocacy 
activities (anti-discrimination policy and practice 
regarding asylum and migration) should be 
enhanced;

• Raising awareness about the fight against 
discrimination of asylum seekers and 
unaccompanied children migrants (through 
campaigns and public events) in order to 
sensitise the local population about rights and 
the situation migrants find themselves in.

What is the level of involvement of NGOs on 
specific programmes/campaigns/initiatives 
in partnership with institutions to fight 
discrimination and to promote intercultural 
coexistence in your country? Please update 
your recommendations accordingly.

The level of involvement of NGOs on specific 
programmes, campaigns and initiatives in 
partnership with institutions to tackle discrimination 
and to promote intercultural coexistence in Serbia 
is moderate and we can conclude that there have 
been no major changes in this field in the past year. 

Different CSOs regularly implement projects 
in Serbia that aim to protect asylum seekers, 
especially unaccompanied minors, from 

discrimination by developing effective support and 
anti-discrimination policies for asylum seekers and 
unaccompanied child migrants. Local CSOs are 
mostly working on prevention and protection from 
discrimination and violation of human rights through 
networking with national and local institutions. They 
are also working to raise awareness of efforts to 
tackle the discrimination of asylum seekers and 
unaccompanied child migrants (through campaigns 
and public events) in order to sensitise the local 
population to human rights and to the situations that 
migrants face. 

Serbia’s anti-discrimination legislation has 
contributed the most to integration, as is the case 
in other Central European countries with similar 
laws. People are not allowed to discriminate on 
grounds of ethnicity, race, religion or nationality in 
many areas of life, while potential victims can seek 
justice through slightly favourable enforcement 
mechanisms. Furthermore, foreigners can benefit 
from comparably inclusive conditions related to 
becoming Serbian nationals. However, the State is 
rather discretionary when it comes to the law in its 
procedures for naturalisation, long-term residence, 
and family reunion, as is the case in many Central 
European countries. 

In conclusion, there are continuous changes in 
Serbia that are leading to an improved position for 
migrants.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

CSOs should be more involved in the creation 
of measures and policies, rather than only 
implementing and delivering services that the 
authorities cannot provide due to a lack of both 
human and financial resources and other logistical 
challenges.
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Information campaigns addressing all vulnerable 
and marginalised groups should be enhanced 
and conducted not only by CSOs but also by local 
authorities;
Efforts to raise awareness about efforts to 
tackle the discrimination of asylum seekers and 
unaccompanied child migrants (through campaigns 
and public events) should be continued in order to 
sensitise the local population to human rights and to 
the situations that migrants face.  

2. DEVELOPMENTS IN SOCIAL PROTECTION 
SYSTEMS

2.1 Adequate income support in your country 
as a basis for social protection over the life-
span of a person to fight poverty and ensure 
active inclusion

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

The Serbian minimum income scheme is called 
financial social assistance (FSA), and aims at 
providing a legally guaranteed level of social 
security, paid to make up the difference between 
family income and the guaranteed level. It is a 
means-tested and centrally administered scheme 
financed by the state budget. Beneficiaries are 
citizens of the Republic of Serbia whose income 
is below the minimal level of social security 
determined by the Law. Foreigners and stateless 
persons may become beneficiaries in accordance 
with international agreements/law. Permanent 
residence in Serbia is required, although exceptions 
are made for internally displaced persons who are 
treated as temporary residents.

Officially, in Serbia the unemployment rate is around 
20%. The gap between the supply and demand of 
a skilled workforce remains and Serbia’s education 
system continues to produce a workforce that 
doesn’t necessarily correspond to the needs of the 

economy. As a consequence, the main features of 
the labour market are high unemployment among 
people with lower and intermediate education, and 
worryingly high long-term and youth unemployment 
above 50%.

The Law on Employment determines that 
the National Employment Service (NES) and 
the employment agencies are the authorities 
primarily responsible for in employment in Serbia, 
conducting activities such as: informing on potential 
employers’ and employment conditions, mediation 
in employment, professional orientation and career 
counselling, execution of active employment 
measures and issuance of work permits for 
foreigners working in Serbia.

The Serbian pension system is the single largest 
expenditure item in the state budget, and Serbia 
had the second-highest pension spending-to-GDP 
ratio in the Europe and Central Asia region at 14% 
in 2012, second only to Ukraine. The problems 
include a benefit level that is too high and eligibility 
conditions that allow more than half of new retirees 
to retire below the normal retirement age of 65 for 
men and 60 for women. Both the benefit levels and 
the retirement age were addressed in the 2003 and 
2005 pension legislation, but those efforts proved to 
be insufficient to resolve the problems.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national strategy group 2016:

• Increasing coverage. There is an implicit policy 
consensus in Serbia that the FSA ought to be 
reviewed against the benchmark of the absolute 
and not the relative poverty line because of 
the fiscal constraints (the government wouldn’t 
be able to sustain social assistance with such 
high expectations vis-à-vis coverage) and 
administrative obstacles (almost one-third of 
the GDP is produced in the informal economy 
and administrative provisions are insufficient 
to improve coverage without high spill over). 
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in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

In Serbia, social protection is provided through 
social insurance as well as various cash and in kind 
benefits and services within the system of social, 
child and disabled veteran protection.

The concept of poverty measurement chosen by 
the European Union (the relative poverty concept) 
is relevant for Serbia in view of its aspirations to 
join the family of European Union Member States. 
Under this concept, the rate of poverty risk shows 
the proportion of a country’s population that has 
less than 60% of the median income. This is a 
measurement not only of the poverty level, but also 
of the risk level of an individual failing to secure the 
means for a standard of living considered ‘normal’ 
in his or her country of residence. According to 
Eurostat, “this indicator does not measure wealth 
or poverty, but low income in comparison to 
other residents in that country, which does not 
necessarily imply a low standard of living.” Beside 
the need to define poverty as a relative concept, 
Serbia’s position can no longer be described in 
terms of relative vulnerability or risk, but rather in 
terms of absolute poverty because a significant 
share of its population is unable to meet basic 
(essential) needs. The scale of absolute poverty, 
which is not confined to specific population 
segments in Serbia, is regularly reported in a range 
of national documents. In addition to objective 
statistical measures of living standards, subjective 
assessments of an individual’s status are also 
relevant. Subjective poverty entails individual 
assessment of material status/poverty and provides 
relevant information on well-being at the income 
level that is considered critical for adequate 
subjective welfare to be attained.

The National Employment Strategy 2011-2020 
specifies as one of its priorities the promotion of 
human capital and increased social inclusion. It 
aims to achieve this primarily through educational 

Increase in the overall coverage is further 
hampered by the low wages and pensions. 

• Reconsidering property census. One of the 
immediate steps that needs to take place is 
reconsidering the land census and mortgage 
policies.

• Reconsidering the application procedure. 
Certain groups face obstacles in fulfilling 
administrative requirements for application, e.g. 
Roma and victims of domestic violence often do 
not have a registered place of residence.

• Addressing adequacy. The adequacy of the 
FSA is questionable, especially where the living 
costs are higher. In less developed areas, levels 
of FSA often come close to wages, especially in 
the informal sector.

• Clearer policy goals. At this stage, it is not clear 
whether the policy intentions of the government 
are to reduce the number of beneficiaries and 
fiscal burden or increase it with the enacted 
legal changes (primarily related to the regular 
indexation of the threshold), because there are 
divergent practices across the country.

• Activation policies. Interviews indicate the need 
to further improve activation policies aimed at 
beneficiaries who are able to work (by adoption 
of bylaws needed for the implementation of 
activation policies and better linking of National 
Employment Service and Centres for social 
work). 

• Making links to other systems. It was noted 
that some measures need to take place in 
cooperation with e.g. health care system and 
employment sector.

• Information dissemination. Numerous 
beneficiaries are not aware of the rights and 
requirements necessary for the fulfilment of 
these rights. Outreach activities by social work 
centres and non-governmental organisations 
would be beneficial.

What are the recent developments in social 
protection schemes (e.g. minimum income, 
pension system and unemployment benefit) 



SERBIASOCIAL PROGRESS WATCH 2017

TOGETHER FOR SOCIAL EUROPE COUNTRY STUDIES DECEMBER 2017

Country Studies

124

2.2 Provisions for decent work in your country 
to guarantee that people can earn a living and 
avoid in-work poverty 

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

Regarding minimum wage, the Serbian minimum 
wage covers basic consumer needs, envisages only 
basic costs and essentially leaves no room for items 
such as education, requires just over one and a half 
minimum wages, while average consumer needs 
require three minimum wages. 

Recently, two of the biggest representative trade 
unions in Serbia started an initiative to increase the 
hourly cost of labour to 140 dinars, which is strongly 
opposed by the Association of Employers of the 
Republic of Serbia. Even though we believe this is a 
step in the right direction, it is not nearly enough to 
cover even the basic needs of a family.

Female employees are entitled to maternity leave, 
and child nursing leave of a total 365 days for the 
first and second child and two years for the third 
and every consequent child. Fathers also have the 
right to take paternity leave. However, there is a 
relatively high percentage of women and men who 
experience strain-based conflict between work and 
private life. Serbia has a large percentage of the 
population that is experiencing conflict between 
commitments to work and private life (85% of 
women and 77% of men). 

The health care system in Serbia is based on 
universal health coverage. Those insured in the 
health care system can be divided into two groups. 
The possibility for all citizens to access health care 
is one of the characteristics of all post-communist 
countries, regardless of social status. The Serbian 
healthcare system has been severely under-funded 
for many years and consequently the standard of 
available healthcare is of poor quality. As in many less 
developed countries, Serbia has a lack of resources 

interventions in the labour market, expansion of 
active labour market measures and increased 
participation of individuals and groups in need of 
social protection in various active employment 
policy measures, including in the functional 
adult elementary education for persons without 
qualifications. A flexibly conceived national 
legislative framework enables employment policy 
makers to develop new measures or adapt existing 
ones to the individual needs of clients and the 
labour market, especially to vulnerable groups, 
depending on annual labour market trends.

However, social partners do not have the expected 
role in the process. This claim is supported by 
the fact that there have been cases in which 
consultations were lacking prior to the adoption of 
relevant laws, even when such consultations were 
envisaged by the legislation. 

The Minister of Labour, Employment, Veteran 
and Social Affairs, Zoran Đorđević, the Minister 
of Finance, Dušan Vujović, and the Manager 
of the Social Inclusion and Poverty Reduction 
Unit, Ivan Sekulović, together with civil society 
representatives gathered at the National Convention 
on the European Union to sign the Platform for 
Monitoring the Implementation of the Economic 
Reform Programme 2018-2020 (ERP) and the 
Employment and Social Reform Programme 
(ESRP) on 12 September 2017. This enabled the 
establishment of the model for cooperation between 
public institutions and the civil sector to be used in 
the process of development and implementation of 
these strategic documents.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:
Social partners and CSOs should be given a greater 
role in monitoring of all aspects related to economic 
and social development, inclusion, education and 
EU integration in the future.
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in almost all sectors and health care is no exception.

When it comes to education, in Serbia it is free 
through to the secondary level but compulsory 
only from preschool through to age 15. Ethnic 
discrimination and economic hardship discourage 
some children from attending school. In Roma and 
poor rural communities, girls are more likely to quit 
school earlier than boys.

What are the recent developments in provisions 
for decent work (e.g. minimum wage, 
reconciliation of work and private life, access to 
services) in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

The harmonisation of study programmes and 
enrolment quotas with the continuously changing 
needs of the labour market is one of the great 
challenges facing higher education systems in 
the 21st century, due to the development of new 
knowledge and technologies. Unfortunately, 
Serbia’s higher education system has not met this 
challenge. A comparison of Belgrade University’s 
quotas today to those thirty years ago reveals little 
has changed, which implies that there is no serious 
effort to create alignment. Mechanisms to align the 
numbers of enrolled students with the actual needs 
of particular professions have not been developed.

A package of measures for young people has 
been developed, the content of which represents 
the backbone of active youth-oriented policy. The 
package is a step taken by the National Employment 
Service (NES) with the aim of preventing people 
falling into long-term unemployment due to a lack of 
competencies (knowledge and skills) relevant to the 
competitive labour market.

The most important activities NES envisages under 
these policies include:

• Assessment of the employability of unemployed 
young people;

• The establishment of an individual employment 
plan for each unemployed young person;

• Mediation in employment or inclusion in APTR 
measures.

Two training programmes have been implemented: 
a programme of professional practice and a 
programme of acquiring practical knowledge. The 
first programme intends to professionally train 
unemployed people to acquire certifications for the 
first time. The only important difference is that it 
does not require employers to employ trainees.

Young people can also become involved in other 
general programmes implemented by NES, which 
can be divided into four main categories: (1) 
measures for active job searches; (2) additional 
education and training programmes; (3) subsidies 
for employment; and (4) public works.

In addition to young people with no qualifications, 
young women are a particularly vulnerable group 
within youth, followed by young people with 
disabilities, young Roma, youth from foster families 
and homeless children, young single mothers, 
youth from rural areas and long-term unemployed 
young people, etc. Creating specific programmes for 
these multiple but small vulnerable groups (which 
is important due to the limited availability of NES 
funds) would make a huge difference for them, 
because they could increase their competences, 
become more attractive to employers and improve 
their position in the labour market. 

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

Decision makers in Serbia should address the 
problem of inequality at the heart of economic and 
social policies because a development model that 
does not work for the benefit of most citizens cannot 
be considered successful and sustainable over a 
longer period of time.

This country study has been developed by 
SOLIDAR member Initiative for Development and 
Cooperation, Serbia. Responsible in the SOLIDAR 
Secretariat: Aurora Mantas, Eva-Maria Schneider. 
Proof reading by Matilda Bradshaw.



TOGETHER FOR SOCIAL EUROPE COUNTRY STUDIES DECEMBER 2017

Country Studies

126

SLOVAKIASOCIAL PROGRESS WATCH 2017

Research shows that third country nationals face 
obstacles when trying to enter the labour market. 
In 2016, the employment rate of third country 
nationals was 15.2% lower than rates for EU 
nationals, and the employment rate of women 
who are third country nationals was especially 
low. The employment rate of highly educated third 
country migrants (for example, those with a Degree 
qualification) is also often low.1 There are no plans 
for further research into this issue because this 
group of people do not wish to stay in Slovakia for 
economic reasons. Therefore, there is no need to 
develop new projects to improve their access to 
the labour market. However, this matter has not yet 
been discussed with the National Council of the 
Slovak Republic. 

In 2017, the Foreign Assistance Department of the 
Ministry of Interior was dealing with migration and 
internal security through the Asylum, Migration and 
Integration Fund (AMIF) and Internal Security Fund 
(ISF). Two formal notices were issued to support 
projects that promote integration and building the 
capacity of staff who are directly involved in return 
policy. Assistance was granted to a consortium of 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and to the 
Bureau of Border and Alien Police of the Presidium 
of the Police Force. The overall amount of financial 
resources allocated to promote these projects was 
€732,919.10.

New projects have also been launched, whose 
selection was based on 2016 formal notices. In 
addition, some long-term projects which were 
launched in previous time periods continue. These 
projects concern various types of assistance 
for migrants, such as social and psychological 
counselling as well as support for successful re-
integration when they return back to their home 
countries. The assistance has been granted to 
NGOs, to international organisations and to the 

1  https://europskenoviny.sk/2017/05/26/statni-prislusnici-
tretich-krajin-sa-pri-vstupe-na-trh-prace-aj-nadalej-stretavaju-s-
prekazkami

SLOVAKIA
1. INTEGRATION OF THIRD COUNTRY 
NATIONALS

1.1 Tools/programmes implemented for the 
labour market integration of third country 
nationals

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

Slovakian integration policy has a preventive role to 
play in society. Within its aims and measures, tools 
are being identified to prevent the risk of economic, 
social and cultural divisions, as well as the formation 
of excluded and closed migrant communities, 
while ensuring that the legal norms of the Slovak 
Republic and the European Union, and international 
norms, are observed. The emphasis is on raising 
awareness about the life of foreigners in Slovakia 
and on protection against discrimination, racism 
and xenophobia. At the same time, there is a focus 
on the regional and local level, as municipalities 
play an important role in the process of integrating 
foreigners and creating social cohesion between 
different communities and mainstream society.

What are important developments since 
last year’s SPW report on specific policies/
programmes implemented for labour market 
integration of third country nationals in your 
country by the national, regional and local 
level? Please update your recommendations 
accordingly.

The European Dialogue on Skills and Migration was 
launched in 2016 to foster the exchange of opinions 
between the Commission and economic and social 
partners on the migration of the labour force, in 
particular the migration of employers. The second 
phase of the dialogue took place on 23 May 2017, and 
it was focused on the integration of refugees and other 
migrants with residence permits into the labour market. 
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Bureau of Border and Alien Police of the Presidium 
of Police Force. The overall amount of financial 
resources allocated to promote the projects was 
€7.2 million.

The Migration Information Centre (MIC) provides 
third country migrants with support for finding a job; 
information on legal and employment counselling is 
public.2

The International Organisation for Migration (IOM), 
as the European Migration Network coordinator for 
Slovakia, organised the 5th Educational Seminar 
on Migration entitled Addressing the Needs of 
Forced Migrants in the 21st Century which was 
held in Bratislava, Slovakia on 3-5 July 2017. The 
seminar welcomed 17 experts from international 
organisations, institutions and NGOs who gave 
lectures about migratory trends and international 
governance, the enhancement of safe and legal 
pathways for migrants, the protection of migrants 
and empowerment of refugees of the 21st century. 
They presented, amongst others, case studies 
from West Africa, the Middle East and Afghanistan. 
The programme included two public events: a 
film screening of The Good Lie about Sudanese 
refugees and a documentary screening and 
discussion of Refugee camp, my home about the 
dire conditions which refugees often face.  A variety 
of participants attended the seminar, representing 
Slovakia and nine other countries. Among over 
60 participants were representatives of the State 
and public administration, state implementing 
authorities, international organisations, the non-
profit sector and volunteering initiatives, academia, 
foreign embassies of both EU and non-EU 
countries, as well as research institutes and think-
tanks.

2  https://www.mic.iom.sk/sk/

1.2. Discrimination and intercultural 
coexistence

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

In Slovakia, a number of associations conduct 
initiatives on migration in order to help foreigners 
integrate into society and the labour market. The 
best known and most active is the International 
Organisation for Migration (IOM). It has been active 
in Slovakia since 1996, when agreement was 
reached on cooperation between the IOM and the 
Government of the Slovak Republic. Their activities 
can be summarised as followed:

- MIC: Migration Information Centre (integration of 
migrants)
- AVR: Assisted voluntary return and reintegration
- THB: Preventing human trafficking and providing 
assistance to trafficked persons
- EMN: European Migration Network (produces 
studies, annual reports and responds to ad-hoc 
queries)
- Others: resettlement research, workshops, 
awareness campaigns, capacity building (state 
administration, local government, cultural 
mediators).

The target group of these initiatives is third country 
nationals with permanent, temporary or tolerated 
permission stay in Slovakia, as well as applicants for 
residence in Slovakia. 

However, information campaigns addressing asylum 
seekers and unaccompanied minors should be 
enhanced and conducted not only by CSOs, but 
also by local authorities.

What is the level of involvement of NGOs on 
specific programmes/campaigns/initiatives 
in partnership with institutions to fight 
discrimination and to promote intercultural 
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coexistence in your country? Please update 
your recommendations accordingly.

In Slovakia, it is mainly faith-based organisations 
that are active in this field. In 2017, the Slovak 
Catholic Charity participated and contributed 
significantly in migration activities, as a leader in 
working with migrants. For example, they provided 
Iraqis trying flee their country over Christmas in 
order to escape from terrorists with 4,570 litres of 
fuel oil. On the 103rd World Day of Migrants and 
Refugees, the Charity launched a public fund-
raising campaign to help refugees at home and 
abroad. 

On 27 September 2017 an event called Share 
the Journey took place in Bratislava as part of 
Pope Francis’ worldwide campaign. It focused on 
the human aspect of specific people’s tragedies, 
which we refer to as the “refugee” or “migration” 
crisis.  The event aimed to increase awareness of 
the human aspect of migration as a result of armed 
conflict, persecution or poverty. Refugees who 
have found their home in Slovakia participated in 
the programme and talked about their stories and 
experiences. Subsequently, the topic was discussed 
by Mons. Jozef Haľko, Member of ECS’ Committee 
for Migrants, Refugees and Pilgrims, Mr Mohamed 
S. Hasna, Head of Islamic Foundation in Slovakia 
and representatives of non-profit organisations 
who have had direct experience integrating people 
who have had to leave their homes and now live in 
Slovakia. 

The Slovak Catholic Charity plans to continue 
discussing the on-going refugee crisis. The next 
event will be held in 2018. 

2. DEVELOPMENTS IN SOCIAL PROTECTION 
SYSTEMS

2.1 Adequate income support in your country 
as a basis for social protection over the life-
span of a person to fight poverty and ensure 
active inclusion

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

The Slovakian minimum income scheme has 
allowed several supplements to be added to 
the minimum income. However, even with these 
supplements, the minimum income does not go 
above the poverty line, which is 60% of average 
income. There have been very few reviews in recent 
years to check whether this benefit is sufficient to 
cover basic living needs. Furthermore, there has 
never been a universal agreement among policy 
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makers on what constitutes basic living needs. A 
slight shift has occurred in the last few years when 
the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs established 
a working group for the “reconstruction of the 
subsistence minimum”.

The 2008 crisis has affected all areas of life, which 
is reflected in an average rise of unemployment 
by nearly 7% in all districts of Slovakia. Most 
significantly it affected the economically 
weakest and most vulnerable districts of eastern 
Slovakia, which consistently have the highest 
levels of unemployment. Regional differences in 
unemployment rates reflect not only the differing 
levels of economic and social development of 
the regions, but also correspond closely with the 
regional structure of Slovakia.

The social security system is a compulsory part of 
the Slovak Republic’s social policy. In addition to 
this compulsory system there is also the optional 
so called ‘complementary’ social security system. 
This additional system represents a social security 
superstructure within which benefits and services 
can be provided to ensure a higher level of pension.

The strong point of the system is that the risk 
connected with retirement is insured through 
multiple income sources. This model responds to 
the situation of an ageing society and helps prevent 
future generations having to bear the financial debt, 
thereby ensuring greater intergenerational justice.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

- The system of unemployment benefits has no clear 
objectives. It lacks a uniform approach that would 
clearly define priorities and objectives.

- The social system is unnecessarily complicated 
and non-transparent, which leads to cases of parallel 
multiple social benefits and increases the cost of 
administration.

- Eligibility rules for state benefits are different 
depending on the status of the migrant (e.g. migrants 
arriving from transit countries do not have access 
to benefits but long-term residents can benefit from 
unemployment insurance).

What are the recent developments in social 
protection schemes (e.g. minimum income, pension 
system and unemployment benefit) in your country? 
Please update your recommendations accordingly.

THE ROMA ISSUE

Slovak companies are struggling with the lack 
of a labour force and they are forced to import it. 
However, there are about 100,000 unemployed 
Romani people living in socially excluded areas. The 
issue of the employment of Romani people and the 
use of their potential was discussed by NGOs and 
Eastern Slovakian companies. They dealt with the 
issue from the perspective of practical experience. 
The recruitment of this group of inhabitants takes 
time due to the need to create an individual and 
specific process which has to be selected and 
adjusted for Romani and often non-Romani 
employees. 

The company Whirlpool Slovakia started to recruit 
Romani people in 2014 and today it considers that 
the time it has devoted to re-training them has been 
put to good use. 20% of their employees are Romani 
people who work in specialised positions. “The 
goal-oriented cooperation with day care centres, 
elementary and high schools, municipal and town 
offices and with the Office of Labour has proven 
to be inevitable and very beneficial”, said Jaroslav 
Grygar from Whirlpool Slovakia. U. S. Steel Košice 
launched a project aimed at employing Romani 
men. As the project progressed, became clear 
that the effectiveness of employees depended on 
whether or not they had a good family and social 
background. Therefore, the company decided to 
focus on employing men that had children and to 
give them stability by offering them a full-time job. 
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PENSION AND UNEMPLOYMENT BENEFITS

An important issue related to the pension scheme 
system is how to ensure its continuous financing. 
This is affected by a variety of factors such as the 
high long-term high unemployment rate which 
continues to be one of the highest in the EU (and 
will lead to reduced pensions for the unemployed 
due to the lower number of years worked). The 
employment rate is lower than that of more 
developed countries and there is a high number 
of socially excluded inhabitants (largely Romani), 
leading to an increasing need to significantly 
allocate finances from the wealthier in society to the 
poor. 

The existence of the working poor is an important 
factor which requires better allocation of financial 
resources for pensions that are based on 
contributions during working life. These people 
already suffer from poverty during their productive 
working age, despite working uninterruptedly (i.e. 
without having been unemployed) and there is a 
danger that their pension will be very low under the 
current calculation rules and parameters for old age 
pensions. 

The income of the unemployed is characterised 
by low benefit rates and the short period of time 
during which they can be received (only 6 months), 
which is the shortest in the EU. The maximum daily 
unemployment benefit rate in 2017 was €59.9672.

Unemployment benefits are received:

• for six months (if a person becomes entitled 
to receive unemployment benefits and fulfils 
the unemployment benefit condition of having 
worked 730 days in the course of last three 
years before joining the jobseekers’ registry);

• for four months (if a person becomes entitled to 
receive unemployment benefits and fulfils the 
unemployment benefit condition, that is if he 
has worked off 730 days in the course of last 

NGOs are an effective intermediary between 
companies and potential employees. They have 
the opportunity to provide a social service for a 
specific person as well as to his whole family and 
community. Moreover, they have the capacity to 
counsel, mentor, tutor and assist them. 

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

Investing into early childhood services and 
education is vital for Slovak national and municipal 
bodies in order to mitigate disparities between 
Romani and non-Romani inhabitants. 
The European Commission concluded that in 2014, 
77.4% children aged between four and six were 
attending day care centres in Slovakia, which is 
far below the target of 95% set down by the EU for 
2020 and half the number of non-Romani children of 
the same age that are in day care. The difference is 
caused by the lack of means, premises, insufficient 
anti-discrimination legislation, inadequate training 
of teachers and by towns that do not accept Romani 
parents as equal partners in making decisions for 
their children. 
It is necessary to increase the capacity of pre-
school facilities and investments into early care and 
education for Romani children so that the system 
can help them cope with the challenges they face. 
Ethically and socially diverse facilities must be 
supported and a comprehensive strategy for early 
care and education of children up to six years old 
must be developed, along with a national and local 
coordination mechanism for the development and 
implementation of such a strategy. 
There is a need to collect and assess quality data 
and to monitor the current situation. In most cases, 
repeated attempts to solve the problem have 
met with the opposition of different governmental 
departments and overall disintegrated competence 
in (and liability for) early child care.  However, it will 
take one generation to rectify the problem.
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to €352.5. Based on the current minimum wage 
(€405), the net salary of an employee is €355. This 
indicates that the current minimum wage is not 
inadequate. Moreover, an increase in the minimum 
wage could lead to loss of jobs and, therefore, to 
more people living below the poverty threshold.

There are deficiencies in the system related 
to parental benefits for self-employed people. 
The financial burden related to social security 
contributions has meant that many taxpayers 
contribute only the minimum amount, which is 
then reflected in the level of parental benefit they 
are entitled to. This particularly affects the self-
employed, who find it very hard to start a family 
because they would have limited parental benefits.

The strength of the Slovakian system is the option 
of working part-time while receiving parental benefit, 
under certain conditions. However, during this 
period the mother or father must have an income 
that can be considered a basis from which to 
calculate the amount of parental benefit.

In the case of health insurance it should be noted 
that for some third country nationals, entry into 
the public health insurance system is primarily 
dependent on the type of residence permit they 
have. Third country nationals with a temporary 
residence permit for family reunification are only 
eligible for the public health insurance system if 
they are employed in the territory of Slovakia or by 
a Slovakian business. Other groups of third country 
nationals are eligible for the public health insurance 
system, according to a survey conducted for this 
SWP report. 

Another problem is highlighted by a lack of people 
working in social services. This is a relatively 
long-term problem, which is linked mainly to the 
low pay for this kind of work, the psychological 
and often physical demands, the difficulty in 
covering the distances between clients’ homes and 
transportation, amongst other things. 

four years before registering into the jobseekers’ 
registry).

Diskriminacia.sk is the information and educational 
portal and a long-term human rights protection and 
anti-discrimination project of Citizen, Democracy 
and Responsibility Association. Its principles are 
openness, interactivity, cooperation, sharing of 
common space and transparency. The portal is 
a universal open platform to share information on 
the principle of equal treatment, equality, the signs 
and roots of discrimination, as well as discrimination 
itself and discrimination elimination approaches. It 
provides information about discrimination related 
to gender, race and ethnic origin, age, religion 
and faith, sexual orientation and disability. It aims, 
amongst other things, to make Slovakian legislation, 
social and legal practice and social awareness 
fairer and non-discriminatory in order to effectively 
eliminate prejudices, as well as individual and 
structural signs of discrimination. The portal focuses 
on the legal regulations and standards of the Slovak 
Republic, the European Union and International 
Law and the impact they have on a person’s 
everyday life. It offers specific theoretical and 
practical information on legal and non-legal means 
of protection and describes options for alternative 
ways in which to promote equality.

2.2 Provisions for decent work in your country 
to guarantee that people can earn a living and 
avoid in-work poverty 

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

According to multiple sources, the minimum wage 
in Slovakia is set to rise in an effort to get the net 
minimum wage over the poverty threshold. However, 
this problem has already been solved. According 
to EU statistics on income and living conditions 
(EU-SILC) in 2015, in Slovakia the poverty level 
was €346.5. This year this threshold will increase 
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Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• There must be an effort to get the minimum 
wage to a level of 60% of the average wage. 
This requirement has two methodological 
shortcomings: the average amount of money 
earned by workers should be higher and there is 
a need to look at individual regions separately, 
rather than Slovakia as a whole.

• It is necessary to create the most mutually 
favourable conditions pertaining to the flexibility 
and organisation of working time, place of work, 
type of service provision, and so on. In this area, 
the village must be more active than ever.

What are the recent developments in provisions 
for decent work (e.g. minimum wage, 
reconciliation of work and private life, access to 
services) in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

According to a study elaborated by Eurofound in 
2017, the rate of the working poor has reached 
5.7% in the Slovak Republic, compared to an 
average rate of 9.5% in EU countries. Favourable 
economic development has not reduced the amount 
of the working poor in Slovakia but has led to an 
increase. Eurostat data show that in 2015, the rate 
was 6.1% whereas in 2016 it increased to 6.5%. 

The amount of resources potentially intended for 
pensions might decrease in the future, leading to 
an increase in the divergence between rich and 
poor pensioners. This would happen if the current 
capitalisation pillar contribution level of 4% of the 
calculation base increases to 6% by 2024 and if 
the ratio between the contributions made under the 
pay-as-you-go option and the capitalisation option 
of the old age pension scheme stabilises at a ratio 
of 16.75:6 in the capitalisation pillar.  (Note that it 
is necessary to add 4.75% of contributions to the 
reserve fund of solidarity which is already being fully 

used for old age pensions to the contributions to the 
pay-as-you-go pillar).

If inhabitants continue to move from east to 
west Slovakia and to leave rural areas and other 
places where the integration of socially excluded 
inhabitants into mainstream society is not being 
dealt with, not solving the old age pension issue 
may lead to the young leaving the country for higher 
salaries as well as better social conditions, including 
old-age pensions, elsewhere.

To keep the disparity between the old age pensions 
within acceptable margins and to avoid a slowing of 
the economic and social development in Slovakia 
as a result of income poverty, it is necessary to 
integrate more intensive measures to reduce the 
gap between the rich and poor into the old age 
pension system.

The latest results of the empirical research in the 
field of people’s health confirm the growth of illness 
rates, various addictions, psychological disorders 
among the younger generation and an increase in 
the death rate of the middle aged who will probably 
not live for as long as their parents or grandparents 
did, who will age prematurely or who will have 
a critical health condition in old age. This fact is 
supported by the number of younger people with 
health issues, who are living in socially unfavourable 
situations (homeless, addicted or with psychiatric 
illnesses etc.) that keep coming to accommodation 
and the day care centres of social services. A 
majority of them receive a very low disability benefit 
which is not sufficient to pay for the services they 
need.

In the long-term, an adequate increase in 
consumption cannot be expected in light of 
stagnating and low salaries, the relatively low level 
of old age pensions and the significant demand for 
social allowances. The development of consumption 
has not led to an extremely high growth in the 
foodstuffs market, but it caused the increase 
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in housing costs and prices in various types of 
services. Furthermore, it has not been generated by 
a significant increase in inhabitants’ salaries but by 
an increase in debt. 

SUBSISTENCE MINIMUM

The subsistence minimum for an adult person is 
€198 per month.
The subsistence minimum of another dependent 
adult person is €138.19 per month
The subsistence minimum for a dependent child is 
€90.42 per month.

Parental allowance
The parental allowance increased from €203.20 to 
€213.20 from 1 May 2017.

Child allowance
23.52 Euro 
11.04 Euro – This is the child allowance supplement.

MINIMUM WAGE

The minimum monthly wage increased from €405 to 
€435 from January 2017. The 2nd level of minimum 
wage is €522 and the 3rd level minimum wage is 
€609. An employee will get €696 if working on a 4th 
level, €783 Euro if on the 5th level and €870 Euro if 
on the 6th level.

The hourly minimum wage in 2017 was €2.50 

The hourly minimum hourly wage for each night shift 
hour increased to €3.00 in 2017.

The European Funds issued the following notice in 
2017: Promotion of work-life alignment; Investment 
priority: 3.2 The equality between men and women 
in all the areas including the opportunity to get a 
job, career progress, work-life alignment and equal 
remuneration for the same job; Specific aim: 3.2.1 

Increase employment rate of parents, especially the 
one of women, by enhancing conditions for work-
family alignment, investing €10,000,000. 

This country study has been developed by 
SOLIDAR member AOPSS, Slovakia. Responsible 
in the SOLIDAR Secretariat: Aurora Mantas, 
Eva-Maria Schneider. Proof reading by Matilda 
Bradshaw.
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the social, economic, occupational and cultural 
integration of immigrants. Local councils have 
played a crucial role in the care of immigrants 
and their integration, as the level of public 
administration closest to the citizens. In this sense, 
some municipalities have developed local plans 
for reception and integration, while others have 
developed actions and services without any specific 
measures for immigrants.

What are important developments since 
last year’s SPW report on specific policies/
programmes implemented for labour market 
integration of third country nationals in your 
country by the national, regional and local 
level? Please update your recommendations 
accordingly.

The Ministry of Labour and Social Security is 
responsible for immigration and emigration policies, 
through the General Secretariat for immigration 
and emigration. The Ministry delegates the 
competences to develop and manage a system to 
integrate immigrants, asylum seekers, refugees, 
stateless people and people accepted under the 
regime of temporary protection and other protection 
statutes subsidiaries to the Directorate-General 
of Migration. The Directorate-General is also 
responsible for grant management in the field of 
integration of immigrants and the management of 
funds and action plans of the EU.

An increase in Government budget has led to 
greater attention being paid to the integration of 
third country nationals in recent years, especially 
since 2015. In 2017, of the €370,000.000 allocated 
to the integration of third country nationals, over 
€250,000.000 was spent of strengthening the 
system of reception and integration of people 
who either received or applied for international 
protection.

Despite the budget increase, Spain has not fulfilled 
its commitments to the EU to accept 17,337 

SPAIN
1. INTEGRATION OF THIRD COUNTRY 
NATIONALS

1.1 Tools/programmes implemented for the 
labour market integration of third country 
nationals

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

As the Spanish Constitution establishes, there are 
territorial competences regarding the integration of 
immigrants. While the Central Administration has 
exclusive jurisdiction over matters of nationality, 
immigration, emigration, aliens and right of asylum, 
Regional and Local Administrations have jurisdiction 
over: employment, education, social services, 
coexistence or participation, all of them fundamental 
aspects of the integration of foreigners.

At national level, the Secretariat General of 
Immigration and Emigration, annually announced 
grants for non-profit social organisations aimed 
at financing programmes for the integration of the 
immigrant population, mainly in the following areas:

• Programmes aimed at providing integral care for 
immigrants and basic needs support to further 
their integration.

• Programmes to support migrants in their search 
for employment and combat discrimination at 
the workplace, co-financed by the European 
Social Fund.

• Programmes co-financed by the EU Asylum, 
Migration and Integration Fund (AMIF): hosting, 
immediate needs, orientation and advice, 
educational issues, inclusion, health, civil 
participation, equality and non-discrimination, 
women, among others.

At the regional level, comprehensive immigration 
plans have been developed, aimed at promoting 
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refugees and has welcomed only 11% of them. 
While this is not due to a lack of commitment to 
resettle or relocate refugees, there has been an 
increase in the number of people applying for 
asylum in Spain In 2016, there were more than 
15,000 applications for asylum, almost three times 
more than in 2014. Resources and budgets are not 
sufficient to cover the needs of shelter and support 
for the integration of these asylum seekers.

At a regional level, some autonomous communities 
have implemented Plans for Refugees Affairs. In the 
case of the region of Madrid, through the adoption 
of this Plan, an Office for Refugees Affairs was 
created to support the Government and to respond 
to the humanitarian crisis caused by the arrival of 
people fleeing the Syrian conflict.

Plans for the integration of refugees have been 
approved at a local level. The city of Madrid, for 
example, has allocated a specific budget for the 
implementation of a reception plan that aims to 
support access to public housing for refugees, 
as well as to educational, psychological and 
educational support.

1.2. Discrimination and intercultural 
coexistence

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

The Spanish strategy groups consider the work 
to combat discrimination on racial or ethnic 
grounds, which in Spain still has much to do with 
national origin and migratory movements. The 
active prevention and elimination of discrimination 
is a recent development in Spain. However it is 
necessary further investment in raising awareness 
as well as legislation-making and application of 
implementation sanctions. In Spain we have worked 
separately on integration topics and on fighting 
discrimination, but the two issues are deeply 
connected, given that integration is a basic tool for 

the prevention of the discrimination. In addition, 
it seems that, at a time when efforts to tackle  
discrimination are being stepped up, social studies 
and integration policies are relaxing which seems to 
be an error that could have potentially serious social 
consequences.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• Fostering social integration
• Reinforcing the work on discrimination and 

linking it to intercultural understanding and 
integration through the design of campaigns on 
continued social awareness-raising aimed at the 
population in general.

• Designing awareness-raising campaigns 
aimed at potential victims of discrimination and 
denunciation, pursuing the legislative work 
for the adoption of a comprehensive law and 
strengthening the role of the local councils and 
their functions.

What is the level of involvement of NGOs on 
specific programmes/campaigns/initiatives 
in partnership with institutions to fight 
discrimination and to promote intercultural 
coexistence in your country? Please update 
your recommendations accordingly.

NGOs participate in programmes launched by 
public institutions by applying for tenders and 
grants that are intended to support working towards 
equality and non-discrimination. The authority in 
charge of tackling discrimination is the Services 
of Assistance and Guidance for Victims of Racial 
or Ethnic Discrimination. The Council for the 
Elimination of Racial or Ethnic Discrimination 
provides a service to assist victims under the 
“Directive 2000/43/EC of the Council of 29 June 
2000, on the application of the principle of equal 
treatment of persons irrespective of their racial 
or ethnic”. It is led by the Secretariado Gitano 
Foundation together with seven entities: ACCEM; 
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CEAR; CRUZ ROJA ESPAÑOLA; CEPAIM; 
MOVIMIENTO CONTRA LA INTOLERANCIA; RED 
ACOGE; and MPDL.

Furthermore, NGOs receive both national and local 
grants for the development of direct assistance 
projects of greater or lesser importance.

Regarding crimes of hatred, in 2014 the Council 
of Victims of Crimes of Hatred and Discrimination 
relied on 20 NGOs with high expertise in the topic. 
In line with this, direct assistance projects and 
training projects have been funded.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:
As working focal points, NGOs insist on the need 
for an equality law to be adopted that guarantees 
adequate protection to victims. They also identify a 
need to strengthen and promote social awareness 
on the rise of discriminatory issues and the 
decrease in tolerance levels.

2. DEVELOPMENTS IN SOCIAL PROTECTION 
SYSTEMS

2.1 Adequate income support in your country 
as a basis for social protection over the life-
span of a person to fight poverty and ensure 
active inclusion

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

In Spain there is a minimum income scheme 
composed of different benefits that respond to 
certain circumstances and needs. On the one 
hand, there is the system of social protection 
under the authority of the Ministry of Labour and 
Social Security, and on the other hand there is the 
system of social protection under the authority of 

the Regional Administration. In the system under 
the authority of the Social Security Ministry there 
are benefits to compensate for a lack of income 
when it is not possible to work (due to temporary or 
permanent disability, invalidity) or to unemployment 
(Unemployment Benefits).

The minimum income system falls within the 
public system of social services of the Regional 
Administration. This system is decentralised and 
heterogeneous between the different Spanish 
regions. Usually meeting the conditions for the 
minimum income guarantee gives beneficiaries 
access to other economic benefits that complement 
these.

The heterogeneity of the system of minimum 
incomes, due to the competencies in the hands of 
the Region in which the beneficiary lives, does not 
guarantee equal rights for all citizens, and hinders 
the mobility of beneficiaries from one Region to 
another in order to search for a job.

The scheme for unemployment benefits is 
contributory and the level is calculated on the basis 
of contributions to Social Security and previous 
working hours. It requires at least 12-months of 
contributions within the previous six years and it 
covers a maximum of two years, when a person has 
contributed more than 2,160 days.

The data of the Ministry of Employment in April 
2016 show that the official coverage of unemployed 
people has fallen to 52.8%, showing that only 
slightly more than half of unemployed people 
receive any unemployment help. These reforms 
of the unemployment benefit system have led to 
a decrease in the quality and quantity of benefits 
mainly affecting the most vulnerable groups such as 
long term unemployed people whose rate in Spain 
reached 11.4%. 

The age of retirement will rise progressively until 
67 years in 2027. In the current year, the minimum 
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retirement age to receive a full pension is 65 years 
and four months. Those who have already built up 
a long working life may still retire on a full pension 
at 65 provided they have contributed for 36 years 
or more. The minimum contribution period will be 
extended by three months for each year until 2027, 
by which time people will have to have contributed 
for 38 years and six months in order to receive a full 
pension.

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• The improvement of the minimum income 
scheme as a political priority.

• The minimum income scheme must be 
coordinated at State level to ensure the 
constitutional principle of equality regardless of 
the place of residence.

• Budget increase.
• Cohesion of the social security system for 

people in situations of social vulnerability.
• Simplify the procedure for and access to the 

minimum income scheme.
• Design of individual packages according to 

the real needs of the person. In some cases 
personal (health) recovery is required before 
starting the job search and in others the re-entry 
into the labour market needs to be started from 
the beginning.

• Compatibility of the minimum income scheme 
with other kinds of income derived for example 
from alimonies, disability benefits or income 
from temporary or part-time jobs that allow an 
increase in the income of the person/family 
which helps to overcome situations.

• Invest in social protection policies that 
guarantee an adequate minimum income for 
those people who will not be able to re-join 
the labour market, in order for them to have a 
dignified life. 

• Promote measures for vocational training.
• Reforms meeting new challenges like ageing 

but respecting the right to a decent life in 
retirement should be a political priority.

What are the recent developments in social 
protection schemes (e.g. minimum income, 
pension system and unemployment benefit) 
in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

Economic growth in Spain is significantly improving 
the population’s situation. However, this does not 
mean that the crisis is over, especially regarding 
persistent situations of social vulnerability.

Although the unemployment rate has declined 
over the last two years and currently stands at 
17.1% (15.4% of which are men and 19% women) 
according to the National Labour Force Survey, the 
data continues to be alarming especially in relation 
to the following groups:

• Young people under 25 years of age that have 
an unemployment rate of 36%;

• Long-term unemployed (over one year 
unemployed, having worked before or not) stand 
at the rate of 44%. They are mostly people over 
45 years old which makes their re-access to the 
labour market harder;

• People that are non-listed by high turnover and 
job insecurity and earn just enough to gain 
access to contributory level benefits.

The overall rate of unemployment stands at 55.6%, 
excluding the unemployed who have never worked 
and 62% of people who are unemployed for medical 
reasons. This indicates a decrease in the level of 
social protection and an increase in households at 
risk of poverty.

Unemployment benefits which relate to the public 
employment service are: Programme of Activation 
for Employment (PAE); Active Insertion Income 
(RAI); and ‘PLAN PREPARA’ (a plan that is not an 
unemployment benefit but an active policy).
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of pensioners who can fall into situations of social 
vulnerability, especially in the case of women who 
represent 77.71% of non-contributory retirement 
pensioners.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

• Fostering real protection policies that guarantee 
an adequate minimum income so that people 
who are not able to rejoin the labour market can 
have a dignified life;

• Promoting the development of measures for the 
vocational retraining and activation of the labour 
market so that unemployed people can continue 
with a working life;

• Adopting measures that encourage young 
people to access the labour market;

• Coordinating of the system of minimum incomes 
at the state level to ensure the constitutional 
principle of equality regardless of the place of 
residence;

• Creating a coherent system that encompasses 
social security protection and the minimum 
income to avoid people in socially vulnerable 
situations being overlooked;

• Securing a state agreement by different social 
agents to ensure a continuation of the pension 
system.

2.2 Provisions for decent work in your country 
to guarantee that people can earn a living and 
avoid in-work poverty 

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

The existing minimum wage does not guarantee a 
decent life. This situation together with all features 
of the Spanish labour market characterised by 
temporary jobs, low-skill jobs, and involuntary part-
time jobs etc. causes serious situations of in-work-
poverty.

When a person has no right to access such aid, 
their only option is to benefit from the minimum 
income system which falls under the public system 
of social services of the regions. This system is 
characterised by its decentralisation and varies 
between the different regional territories. It has more 
of a subsidiary and secondary character than any 
other provision. The benefits can vary from €100 to 
nearly €1,000 per month, depending on the number 
of people who make up the family unit and on the 
community in which they reside.

To cope with this reality, the Government has 
approved the extraordinary reactivation and limited-
time programme, PLAN PREPARA, to professionally 
retrain people who have exhausted their protection 
unemployment. The programme will run between 
August 16 2017 to April 30 2018 and include active 
employment measures and financial support of 
€426 per person a month.

In addition to this temporary solution, the Ministry 
of Labour is negotiating with trade unions a 
comprehensive reform of the various benefits that 
currently exist in order to simplify them and expand 
their coverage.

Other conditions that increase the risk of poverty 
and social exclusion amongst households is the 
situation of pensioners. Spain is the second most 
aged country in the world. Due to the aging of the 
population, job insecurity and a protection system 
under which workers depend on the small income 
obtained during their working lives, it is likely that 
benefits will fall in the future and there will be greater 
inequality in pensioners’ incomes.

The legislative reform of pensions with the extension 
of the retirement age has not been enough.

This year an increase of 0.25% has been agreed 
to contributory and non-contributory retirement 
pensions. This represents the minimum established 
by law and results in a loss of the purchasing power 
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Although the right to access is still limited to those 
people, in August 2015 instructions were given at 
regional level to facilitate access to health services 
- not pharmaceutical – for migrants in an irregular 
situation. This change is welcome, but the full 
restoration of rights is still incomplete and urgently 
needed.

What are the recent developments in provisions 
for decent work (e.g. minimum wage, 
reconciliation of work and private life, access to 
services) in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

The Spanish labour market is characterised by the 
increase of precarious employment: employment of 
low quality and salaries which are not in line with the 
improvement in the economy.

The employment generated is of very low quality. 
Following the 2012 labour reform, precariousness in 
employment has become extended and diversified. 
It has also created a situation in which employers 
can theoretically hire indefinitely. For example, 
an employment contract can specify a one-year 
trial period, during which time an employer may 
terminate the contract without prior notice or 
indemnity to the worker.

In the latest survey of active population, 73% of new 
employees were temporary, even large firms are 
increasingly hiring temporary staff.

Currently the Government says it has made a 
commitment to the European Commission to adopt 
a new labour reform to cut down on temporary 
employment.

Labour reform has not favoured alternatives to these 
factors, but on the contrary it has encouraged short-
term work contracts. This year a proposed increase 
in the minimum wage has been approved at the 
levels indicated in the European Social Charter in 
relation to the development of the economy and 
productivity. The Spanish political situation does not 
leave much room for optimism, however, that there 
will be a reduction in so called “garbage” contracts.

Law 3/2007 for the effective equality of women 
and men established a set of measures to promote 
and encourage a better work life balance. Among 
different measures are:  the father has the right 
to paternity leave if the mother has no access to 
the provision of maternity leave; social security 
contributions for women under 21 years are not 
required in order to receive maternity benefits; it 
sets a non-contributory maternity allowance when 
the necessary contribution that allows women to 
receive the benefit is not met; it establishes the 
suspension of the work contract due to paternity 
and the corresponding paternity benefits. 

The reality is that in Spain the reconciliation of work 
and private life is complex, since it depends largely 
on the sensitivity and provision that the company 
provides in this matter. Some of the measures that 
exist are: flexible hours, telecommuting, allowing 
you to work from home or remotely, which can be 
fixed or allowed in special circumstances such as 
the illness of a family member; shorter working days 
in case of the illness of a child; intensive days, which 
allow the worker to group working hours in order to 
remain free as long as possible; possibility of extra 
unpaid vacation.

In 2012 the right to access the health system and 
medical care was changed. It was limited to people 
in a regular administrative situation - and limited 
to emergencies – thereby excluding third country 
nationals in an illegal situation.
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Measures to tackle temporary employment consist 
of three pillars:

1. Create contracts with three modalities: internship, 
temporary job and indefinite job. Under the first 
contract, a person is entitled to 12 days holiday per 
year, under the second contract to 16 days and 20 
days under the third.

2. Strengthen the principle of causality in temporary 
recruitment in the framework of collective bargaining 
and determine the volume of fixed-term contracts.

3. Establish a scheme of disincentives and penalties 
for companies that overuse temporary contracts 
[and submit an excessive rotation of your template].

The Government is waiting for an agreement 
between trade unions and employers.
Last year the national wage (€1,636 per month) 
gained a slight 0.1% increase in purchasing power 
thanks to a fall in the price index for consumption.

A Pact on Wages, which allows recovery of purchasing 
power in the medium term, should be a priority. 
The social partners should achieve agreement to 
guarantee a living wage for all working people.

In relation to the reconciliation of work, family and 
personal life, in March 2007 a law was approved for 
the effective equality of women and men. This law 
establishes principles of action of public powers, 
regulates the rights and obligations of natural and 
legal persons and provides measures to remove 
and correct all forms of discrimination on grounds of 
sex, in both the public and private sectors.

One of the most innovative measures included 
under the law was paternity leave as an individual 
and exclusive right of the father in order to 
encourage co-responsibility. The increase in the 
duration of paternity leave has been gradual. This 
year, the expected maximum duration of four weeks 
of uninterrupted leave has been recognised. At the 
end of the year it should be evaluated to what extent 
citizens enjoy these measures given that there is no 
common awareness about them. 

The law has standardised the obligation of 
companies with more than 250 employees to 
implement an equality plan. Yet currently only 
10% of Spanish companies comply with such 
regulations, which reflects a lack of commitment to 
equal opportunities and, therefore, to conciliation 
and co-responsibility.

Insufficient commitment to equal opportunities, 
along with a belief that more working hours within 
corporate culture implies higher productivity, 
makes it difficult to say that in general there is a 
real conciliation of work, personal and family life in 
Spain.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

In order to achieve a work-life balance, MPDL 
believes that there should be full involvement of 
the Government, enterprises and trade unions. 
In addition, there should also be greater social 
awareness of the need for stewardship in 
employment welfare, a key aspect of inequality of 
opportunity between men and women.

Regarding access to services, it is important to 
highlight the permanence of the cutbacks of health 
rights to part of the population residing in Spain. 
While up to 14 autonomous communities have 
approved measures to counter its effects, the only 
way of guaranteeing health care to those who were 
excluded is the repeal of the 2012 reform.

This country study has been developed by 
SOLIDAR member Movimiento por la Paz, Spain. 
Responsible in the SOLIDAR Secretariat: Aurora 
Mantas, Eva-Maria Schneider. Proof reading by 
Matilda Bradshaw.
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CHILD REFUGEE PROGRAMME STOPPED

The Dub’s scheme, a programme only launched 
in 2016 to bring unaccompanied minors without 
families to the UK has been ended by the UK 
government in February 2017. The amendment 
to the immigration act had initially opened up 
an opportunity for 3000 of the most vulnerable 
refugees, mainly from the Calais ‘jungle’, to 
travel to the UK safely and legally. However, the 
UK government decided to end the scheme 
prematurely, having relocated approximately 500 
child refugees only1.

ASYLUM SYSTEM IN THE UNITED KINGDOM

The National Statistics on Asylum2 show that in the 
year ending June 2016 the asylum applications 
in the UK from main applicants increased by 41% 
to 36,465, the highest number of applications 
since 2004. Numbers of asylum applications in 
the first two quarters of 2016 (8,228 in January 
to March and 7,810 in April to June) have been 
considerably lower than in the last two quarters of 
2015 (10,231 in July to September and 10,196 in 
October to December), although still higher than 
the same quarters a year earlier. In the year ending 
June 2016, the largest number of applications 
for asylum came from nationals of Iran (4,910), 
followed by Iraq (3,199), Pakistan (2,992), Eritrea 
(2,790), Afghanistan (2,690) and Syria (2,563). 
Most applications for asylum are made by people 
already in the country (90% of applications in the 
year ending June 2016) rather than immediately on 
arrival in the UK at a port. 

Instead of spontaneous arrival and relocation the 
1  http://www.redcross.org.uk/en/About-us/News/2017/
February/Closure-of-Dubs-scheme-brings-risks-to-child-refugees
2 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/immigration-
statistics-april-to-june-2016/asylum
3  Bertelsmann Stiftung, Various authors. From Refugees to 
Workers Mapping Labour-Market Integration Support Measures for 
Asylum Seekers and Refugees in EU Member States 
Volume II – Literature Review and Country Case Studies

UNITED KINGDOM
1. INTEGRATION OF THIRD COUNTRY 
NATIONALS

1.1 Tools/programmes implemented for the 
labour market integration of third country 
nationals

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

In 2012, the government announced significant 
changes to the family migration rules in the UK. 
The key changes, which largely came into force 
on 9 July 2012, include among other things, an 
income requirement of £18,600 for people wishing 
to sponsor a partner to come to the UK (rising to 
£22,400 for one child, and an additional £2,400 for 
each further child), an extended period (from two to 
five years) before spouses and partners can apply 
for settlement in the UK and substantial restrictions 
on sponsoring an elderly dependant relative.

The opportunities for families to reunite, the path 
to settlement and UK citizenship are significantly 
restricted. This means the longest delays and 
highest income, language and fee requirements, 
one of the few countries with language test abroad 
and restricted access to benefits. As a result, now 
non-EU residents in the UK who want to invest in 
their integration will face greater hardship and costs 
to reunite with their spouses and children, settle 
permanently or become citizens.

What are important developments since 
last year’s SPW report on specific policies/
programmes implemented for labour market 
integration of third country nationals in your 
country by the national, regional and local 
level? Please update your recommendations 
accordingly.
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United Kingdom favours a resettlement model, 
whereby, through cooperation between central 
government, UNHCR and local authorities, 
vulnerable refugees arrive directly from Syria and 
refugee camps in the region. The United Kingdom 
exercised the right under Protocol 21 not to opt in to 
the Emergency Relocation Mechanism introduced 
by Council Decisions under Article 78(3) TFEU in 
September of 20153. 

Moreover, the UK has decided not to opt in to 
the proposed “Permanent Crisis Relocation 
Mechanism” to be established by the insertion 
of Article 33A in the Dublin III Regulation. As an 
alternative, the UK Government has determined 
to expand the Vulnerable Person Resettlement 
Scheme (VPRS), originally established in January 
2015 in cooperation with UNHCR. The VPRS aims 
to relocate 20,000 individuals during the 2015 to 
2020 period. The VPRS is exclusively for the benefit 
of Syrian nationals and granted on the basis of 
vulnerability. 

Refugees in the United Kingdom can receive a 
number of different legal statuses. These are most 
significantly: Refugee Status (RS) and Humanitarian 
Protection (HP). Under both RS and HP, pursuant to 
Paragraph 339Q of the Immigration Rules, refugees 
receive leave to remain for five years duration, even 
though the likelihood is that it will be indefinitely 
renewed should return lead to persecution. 
Beneficiaries under the VPRS are notably granted 
HP. Under Paragraph 344B of the Immigration 
Rules, persons granted RS or HP are entitled to 
work without any restrictions as to employment or 
occupation. Accordingly, refugees with RS or HP 
are not restricted by the Shortage Occupation List, 
which obtains for asylum seekers. Maximum five-
year period of status has, as such, been identified 
as impeding labour-market access, since, even if 
status is renewed, it creates sufficient uncertainty as 
4  Stewart and Mulvey, “Seeking Safety before Refuge: The 
Impact of Immigration and Citizenship Policy
upon Refugees in the UK,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 
40(7) (2014): 1023-1039

to the long term presence of a refugee employee in 
the mind of employers4.

In March 2017 the Home Office announced a new 
policy regarding the settlement of refugees. If they 
applied for it, so far refugees had automatically 
been granted the right for permanent settlement 
after an initial probation period of five years. The 
new policy introduced a ‘safe return review’. After 
the probation period the Home Office will now 
evaluate the situation in the home country of the 
refugee to check whether the grounds for asylum 
are still valid. If it is found that the refugee does not 
need the protection of asylum any more, their right 
to stay in the UK can be revoked. This new policy 
constitutes a large new barrier to the labour market 
integration of refugees. The uncertainty of their 
settlement status discourages them from long term 
professional development and makes them less 
attractive to long term employment5.

ACCESS TO SOCIAL SECURITY SYSTEM FOR 
REFUGEES AND ASYLUM SEEKERS

There is no current data on the educational and 
employment background of resettled refugees, 
as an indicative measure, practitioners report 
that of the 350 claims for benefits received from 
VPRS arrivals in 2015, around 250 have been 
for Job Seekers’ Allowance (JSA) rather than for 
Employment Support Allowance (ESA), a benefit 
destined for individuals prevented from working 
by disability or ill health. This finding suggests that 
the majority of VPRS beneficiaries do not require 
specialist labour-market integration measures to 
address obstacles arising from ill-health or disability, 
although the considerable minority making use of 
ESA indicates that such support may be required for 
a great number of the beneficiaries.
The Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) 

5  https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/09/
refugees-applying-to-live-in-uk-face-being-sent-home-after-five-
years
6  Home Office, Immigration Statistics July-September 
2015, Asylum Tables, 2015
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estimated in 2015 that around 6-7,000 claims for 
benefits would have been made by those within the 
20,000 resettled under the VPRS. This is because 
the 20,000 figure includes dependent children. 
Equally, the other two chief resettlement schemes 
are the Gateway Protection Programme (GPP), 
resettling around 750 annually6, and the Mandate 
Refugee Scheme (MRS), resettling as many as 100 
per year.

RIGHT TO WORK FOR ASYLUM SEEKERS AND 
REFUGEES

Asylum seekers do not have access to the labour 
market in the UK. As such, the UK did not opt 
in to the recast Reception Conditions Directive 
(Directive 2013/33/EU), laying down in its Article 
15(1) the right for asylum seekers to access the 
labour market no later than nine months from the 
date on which an application for asylum was made. 
Instead, under Paragraph 360 of the Immigration 
Rules, in the UK, an asylum seeker may apply 
for permission to take up employment twelve 
months after an application for asylum is made, in 
compliance with Article 11(2) of the “old” Reception 
Conditions Directive (Directive 2003/9/EC) whereby 
the Member State must, at that time, decide “the 
conditions for granting access to the labour market 
for the applicant”. If permission to enter employment 
is granted by the Secretary of State for the Home 
Department under Paragraph 360 of the Immigration 
Rules, it is subject to the restrictive conditions of 
Paragraph 360A.

In particular, asylum seekers may only take up 
employment in roles which are included on the 
Shortage Occupation List maintained by the United 
Kingdom Borders Agency (UKBA). The Shortage 
Occupation List contains a list of occupations and 
minimum salary requirements that must be met 
before employment can be taken up. The Shortage 
Occupation List is divided into “tiers” allocated 

7  House of Commons Library, Asylum Statistics Briefing 
Paper, No. SN01403, 15 December 2015.

under the points system. Asylum seekers are placed 
in “Tier 2” and confronted with an extremely limited 
range of occupations which, in most instances, do 
not correspond to their previous experience and 
training. In many cases, according to practitioners 
in the Bridges Programmes, this has the effect of 
de facto excluding asylum seekers from the labour 
market altogether.

Furthermore, permission to enter employment is 
subject to the qualification that it may not be in a 
self-employed capacity and, equally, that there 
can be no engagement in setting up a business. 
Accordingly, the Immigration Rules preclude asylum 
seekers in the UK from taking on employment in 
significant areas of the labour market. In addition to 
this, the rapid settlement of asylum claims, using six 
months as the chief “Reference Period” 7., together 
with the impact of Case Resolutions I (2007) and II 
(2011) have the practical implication that an asylum 
seeker typically either receives status or has his 
or her application refused before the possibility of 
requesting permission to work is available under 
Paragraph 360. This legal regime is also instituted 
within a policy context in which central government 
is increasingly demonstrating a preference for 
a resettlement model in contradistinction to a 
spontaneous arrival model: this is to be set out in an 
upcoming Annual Asylum Strategy. 

Theresa May outlined these changes in a speech 
to the Conservative Part Conference of 6 October 
2015. Since persons under resettlement schemes, 
including the VPRS and GPP, receive refugee 
status, and attendant employment rights, on arrival 
in the UK, and as they are not required to make an 
application for asylum, specific assistance for the 
labour-market integration of asylum seekers has lost 
some of its urgency. As a consequence of this legal 
and policy context, the efforts of both policy makers 
and third-sector actors in the UK are focused on 
8  Bertelsmann Stiftung, Various authors. From Refugees 
to Workers Mapping Labour-Market Integration Support Measures 
for Asylum Seekers and Refugees in EU Member States Volume II – 
Literature Review and Country Case Studies
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the labour-market integration of persons who have 
received status, in other words refugees, and who, 
accordingly, have access to employment without 
any legal restriction.

Furthermore, another factor to note in the case 
of spontaneous arrivals relates to the transition 
to employment rights and benefits. In particular, 
once an asylum seeker has been granted status, 
be it RS or HP, they have 28 days to vacate 
the accommodation that has been provided to 
them. Due to the brevity of this period, there is 
a strong incentive to secure housing and out of 
work benefits rather than employment. The focus 
therefore becomes one of receiving refugees into 
the mainstream DWP benefits system, rather than 
longer term integration. A similar approach is in 
evidence, with respect to the VPRS, even without 
the asylum seeker period, since efforts are directed 
towards moving VPRS beneficiaries onto the DWP 
benefits system after initial support from local 
authorities.

In preference to spontaneous arrivals, the policy 
approach to refugees is to favour the resettlement 
of refugees who have been confirmed to be 
vulnerable in their region. As noted by a study 
of the Bertelsmann Stiftung8 consulted, there is 
currently no strategy for the integration of refugees 
and asylum seekers, including labour-market 
integration, in England or indeed any promulgated 
by central government. The absence of strategy 
is particularly significant given that neither asylum 
nor welfare is a devolved area of competence. 
This absence is to be contrasted with the Scottish 
Government’s New Scots: Integrating Refugees in 
Scotland’s Communities 2014-2017 (New Scots) 
and the Refugee Inclusion Strategy of the Welsh 
Assembly Government. In both the Scottish and the 
Welsh strategies, employment is acknowledged 
as an important indicator of integration both as a 
public outcome which should be equivalent to those 
9  Welsh Assembly Government, Refugee Inclusion 
Strategy, Circular 014/2008, 2008

achieved by the general population and as a matter 
of fulfilling potential9.

LANGUAGE TRAINING FOR ASYLUM SEEKERS 
AND REFUGEES

The most important factor for a successful 
integration in the labour market as well as in all 
other aspects of society is a minimum proficiency 
in English. The UK government provides funding 
for English as a second or other language (ESOL) 
courses through the Education and Skills Funding 
Agency in England. Though refugees with a legal 
status are eligible for these funding schemes 
immediately, asylum seekers have to wait for six 
months before they are allowed to apply10.

In Scotland asylum seekers are eligible for funding 
from the first day11. ESOL support is always tied 
to other out-of-work benefits like Job Seekers 
Allowance (JSA) and Employment Support 
Allowance (ESA). Refugees in employment are 
never eligible for ESOL funding. However, the 
majority of refugees, when in employment, will not 
have a wage sufficient to afford ESOL courses, 
which in return can prevent them from qualifying 
for a higher paid job. Hence this regulation has the 
potential to lock in refugees in low-paid, low-skill 
employment. Additionally, tying ESOL funding to 
out-of-work benefits excludes refugees who are not 
part of the benefit system like home carers. 

Currently ESOL funding is only available for 
basic courses twice a week. However, research 
conducted by the University of Sussex has shown 
that this provision is less than sufficient. Many 

10  https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/adult-
education-budget-funding-and-performance-management-rules-
2017-to-2018
11  Bertelsmann Stiftung, Various authors. From Refugees to 
Workers 
Mapping Labour-Market Integration Support Measures for Asylum 
Seekers and Refugees in EU Member States 
Volume II – Literature Review and Country Case Studies
12  https://www.sussex.ac.uk/webteam/gateway/file.
php?name=policy-brief-on-language.pdf&site=252
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RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

The Refugee Council recommends to abolish the 
‘safe return review’ completely and grant approved 
asylum seekers permanent residency automatically. 
Giving refugees the maximum level of certainty 
regarding their settlement status would foster a 
successful integration16. 

With regards to ESOL training the University 
of Sussex17, the Refugee Council18 as well as 
Refugee Action19 call for the development of a 
comprehensive national strategy including a higher 
frequency of courses and the introduction of more 
sophisticated courses to cater for highly skilled 
refugees. Most importantly they call for free access 
to ESOL courses for all refugees and asylum 
seekers.

1.2. Discrimination and intercultural 
coexistence

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

In the UK there are campaigns/movements and 
initiatives both in favour and against the integration 
of third country nationals. The UK national strategic 
group has highlighted the importance of the 
devising campaign leading to the referendum for 
the UK membership to the EU for legitimising public 
expression of hatred and hate speech toward third 
country nationals and migrants. The debate was 
mainly focused on migration generally with the 
confusion of which group of population would have 
been affected by the exit of the UK from the EU. The 
campaign has frequently demonised immigrants, 
17  https://www.sussex.ac.uk/webteam/gateway/file.
php?name=policy-brief-on-language.pdf&site=252
18  https://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/assets/0001/5853/
ESOL_update_March_2011.pdf
19  http://www.refugee-action.org.uk/campaigns/let_
refugees_learn/

refugees stated that even after five years of ESOL 
courses they still relied on interpreters. Medium and 
highly skilled refugees found that the ESOL courses 
did not provide the teaching to achieve adequate 
language standards12. 

Civil Society Organisations like ‘City of Sanctuary’ 
are trying to overcome the shortfall in English 
language training for refugees and asylum seekers 
by providing volunteer run classes locally13.

ACCESS TO EMPLOYMENT ENTRANCE 
OPPORTUNITIES AND APPLICATION ADVICE

Work placements are acknowledged as being 
invaluable for the labour-market integration of 
refugees and indeed, according to practitioners, 
are seen by employers as representing stronger 
evidence of skills and competences than those 
attested to by recognised qualifications. There 
are no government programmes to facilitate 
volunteering or internship placements targeted at 
refugees and asylum seekers in particular. However, 
a number of civil society organisations are offering 
such services. The following examples are not 
exhaustive. The Bridges Programmes arranges 
short-term work placements, of around twelve 
days, with a broad range of employers. The Bridges 
Programmes requires proficiency in English to be 
demonstrated, principally for health and safety 
reasons14. The Refugee Council with its regional 
branches in Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales 
runs a specialist and comprehensive ‘Working in the 
UK’ course for those serious about enhancing their 
employability skills and improving their chances 
of accessing employment. They also facilitate 
internships with a range of employers and service 
providers within the private and public sectors15.

13 https://cityofsanctuary.org/streams/esol/
14 http://www.bridgesprogrammes.org.uk/
15 https://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/what_we_do/refugee_
services/refugees_into_jobs/refugee_employment_advice_sppport_
service
16  https://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/latest/news/4868_
new_government_policy_threatens_refugees_futures



UNITED KINGDOMSOCIAL PROGRESS WATCH 2017

TOGETHER FOR SOCIAL EUROPE COUNTRY STUDIES DECEMBER 2017

Country Studies

146

FIGHTING DISCRIMINATION

Discrimination at work, in education, as a consumer 
or when accessing services because of race 
including colour, nationality, ethnic or national 
origin became illegal in the Equality Act 201020. 
There are various public and civil society bodies 
who offer general advice and guidance as well as 
dispute resolution services. The Equality Advisory 
& Support Service (EASS) as well as the Advisory, 
Conciliation and Arbitration Service (Acas) are 
non-departmental government institutions of this 
kind. Citizens Advice is an umbrella organisation 
for 300 local charities in the UK offering advice on a 
variety of issues, including discrimination. However, 
they often refer more complicated cases to the 
aforementioned public institutions21. The majority of 
Citizens Advice’s funding is covered by central and 
local government. 

HATE CRIME

The government advises the public to report hate 
crimes directly to local police. However, there are 
victims of hate crime and racial violence who do 
not feel comfortable dealing with the police, such 
as undocumented migrants. There a couple of civil 
society organisations who run helplines for these 
individuals as well as the general public like The 
Monitoring Group, Crimestoppers UK and Stop 
Hate UK.

2017 GENERAL ELECTION 

May 2017 saw early general elections for the House 
of Commons, the United Kingdom’s parliament. 
Brexit and Immigration were very much in the centre 
of the campaigns of the big parliamentary parties, 
though their weight was reduced in comparison to 
the referendum campaign in the previous year. The 

20  https://www.gov.uk/discrimination-your-rights
21  https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/law-and-courts/
discrimination/about-discrimination/equality-advisory-support-
service-discrimination-helpline/

in particular third country nationals, by spreading 
fictitious scare stories, all the while pandering to the 
lowest common denominator.

The result of the referendum has also brought to 
the attention of the general public the danger of the 
spreading of unwelcoming feeling towards migrants/ 
refugees and asylum seekers and has ignited pro 
migration and pro Europe demonstrations such as 
the Rallies for Europe and previously the Refugees 
Welcome march in September 2015 and September 
2016.

The UK national strategic group has also reported 
that several charities are involved in supporting 
the development of integration of third country 
nationals. They have however lamented the 
increasing cutting in funding going towards charities 
developing projects contributing to the creation of a 
more inclusive society and promoting intercultural 
coexistence. 

Overview of the most important demands of the 
national EU strategy group 2016:

• Increasing of funding not only for projects 
but also to support their work in promoting a 
multicultural society;

• Creating funding for promoting intercultural 
dialogue in schools and teaching since the 
early days to fight discrimination promoting 
intercultural coexistence;

• Creating a more inclusive society and promoting 
intercultural coexistence.

What is the level of involvement of NGOs on 
specific programmes/campaigns/initiatives 
in partnership with institutions to fight 
discrimination and to promote intercultural 
coexistence in your country? Please update 
your recommendations accordingly.
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Conservative Party under Theresa May put forward 
a manifesto which included tougher regulation 
for immigration to bring down net migration to the 
tens of thousands. Their vision of the relationship 
of the UK and EU after Brexit sought to cut off 
many social, economic and legal ties22. The main 
opposition party, the Labour party, presented 
a more liberal approach to immigration in their 
manifesto and promised to guarantee the current 
rights of EU citizens in the UK after Brexit23. Though 
the Conservative party remained the strongest 
fraction in parliament, they lost their majority and 
a significant amount of seats to Labour which was 
subsequently interpreted as a rejection of Theresa 
May’s vision of a ‘hard Brexit’.

CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANISATIONS PROMOTING 
INTER CULTURAL COEXISTENCE

There is a large variety of civil society organisations 
who, intentionally or not, try to promote inter cultural 
coexistence and fight racism. The list organisations 
presented here is by no means exhaustive.

City of Sanctuary is a “movement committed to 
building a culture of hospitality and welcome, 
especially for refugees seeking sanctuary from war 
and persecution. [Their] network of local groups 
includes boroughs, towns and cities across the UK 
and Ireland, all committed to building this culture of 
welcome across every sphere of society”24. Their 
network includes almost 100 local groups engaging 
in a variety of activities focusing on language 
training, education support, maternity services or 
sports among others.

Love Music Hate Racism (LMHR) was set up in 
2002 in response to rising levels of racism and 
electoral successes for the British National Party 

22  http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/0/conservative-
manifesto-general-election-2017-key-points-policies/
23  http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/0/at-a-glance-key-
points-leaked-labour-manifesto/
24  https://cityofsanctuary.org/

(BNP). They use the energy of our music scene to 
celebrate diversity and involve people in anti-racist 
activity, in the tradition of the Rock Against Racism 
(RAR) movement of the late 1970. Top artists are as 
important as the up-and-coming bands, DJs, MCs 
and their fans who have performed at or organised 
their own local LMHR nights25. Pan is a London 
based intercultural arts organisation dedicated to 
the exploration of cultural diversity through the arts 
and how such work can inspire and implement 
social change. This is achieved through workshops 
and performances with young people who are 
marginalised and at risk of social exclusion. Pan 
works with people from all cultures and religions 
to encourage a world where each others’ lives 
are respected and understood, discovering the 
possibilities of our rich diversity26.

2. DEVELOPMENTS IN SOCIAL PROTECTION 
SYSTEMS

2.1 Adequate income support in your country 
as a basis for social protection over the life-
span of a person to fight poverty and ensure 
active inclusion

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

In the UK there is no universal minimum income but 
support is available for people with low income.

Since 2013 the Government has introduced the 
Universal Credit to streamline the benefit system 
and that will replace gradually the following:
• Income-based Jobseeker’s Allowance
• Housing Benefit
• Working Tax Credit
• Child Tax Credit
• Income-related Employment and Support 

Allowance
• Income Support

25 http://www.lovemusichateracism.com/about-us/ 
26 http://www.pan-arts.net/pages/about.html 
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Apart from the social security system delivered 
through the UC, depending on testing and 
sanctions, in the UK there is not a universal 
minimum income scheme that provides citizens with 
an adequate income floor.

From April 2016 the Government has introduced 
in the budget a series of cuts in the unemployment 
benefits system. For example, it has reduced the 
work allowance in Universal Credit, the amount you 
can earn without your benefit being affected. While 
the work allowance has been abolished altogether 
for non-disabled, childless claimants meaning that 
the benefit is reduced as soon as they start earning.

Disability benefits, the disability-related elements 
of tax credits and statutory payments have been 
uprated in line with the Consumer Prices Index 
(CPI). The CPI was announced to have fallen in 
the year to September 2015 so this means that the 
benefits mentioned above have not been increased 
from April 2016.

On the 6th of April 2016 the government has 
introduced a change in the State Pension. This has 
impacted men born after 6 April 1951 and women 
born after 6 April 1953, reflecting the respective 
state pension ages of men (65) and women (63) at 
that date. This State Pension is a single-tier benefit 
which will replace both the Basic State Pension 
and the State Second Pension, and its predecessor 
schemes.

Moreover from April 6, 2017, the Government has 
removed the tax restrictions for people looking to 
sell their annuity, giving pensioners with an existing 
annuity - and anyone who purchases an annuity in 
the future - the ability to sell it on for cash.

What are the recent developments in social 
protection schemes (e.g. minimum income, 
pension system and unemployment benefit) 
in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

MINIMUM INCOME

There is no basic income scheme in the UK nor 
any mentioning in the public debate. Since the last 
Social Progress Watch, however, there have been a 
number of changes to the benefit system27.

Despite a sharp rise of inflation due to the weak 
pound a change of the ‘benefit cap’ included in the 
2015 summer budget came into effect in November 
2016. The ‘benefit cap’ is the maximum total amount 
a household can receive in benefits. The new 
annual levels are £20,000 (£23,000 in London) for 
families and £13,400 (£15,400 in London) for single 
households. People receiving guardians’ allowance, 
carers allowance and the carers’ element of 
universal credit are now exempted from the benefit 
cap.

Universal Credit, the governments scheme to 
combine and rationalise a variety of different 
benefits has continuously been rolled out since the 
last Social Progress report. A survey by Citizens 
Advice has now revealed severe problems of 
the implementation in pilot areas with 39% of all 
claimants waiting more than six weeks for their 
first payments and 57% having to rely on credit to 
maintain their daily lives during this period28.

2017 saw a number changes for families’ income. 
A new scheme called ‘Tax Free Childcare’ has 
been introduced. It offers contribution to childcare 
for up to 20% for working parents aged 25 or 
over. Tax Free Childcare replaces the ‘Childcare 
Voucher’ scheme, which offered working parents 
the possibility of exchanging parts of their income 
tax free for childcare services. Additionally the free 
childcare allowance of 3 and 4 year old children was 
doubled from 15 to 30 hours weekly. In contrast a 
two child limit was introduced for child tax credits. 

27 https://www.turn2us.org.uk/Benefit-guides/Benefit-
Changes/Benefit-Changes-Timetable-2017-2018 
28 https://www.theguardian.com/society/2017/jul/06/
universal-credit-rollout-should-be-delayed-as-it-is-failing-too-many-
people 
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The results of this package of family benefit 
changes together with the roll out of Universal 
Credit will sum up to more than three million working 
households losing approximately £2,500 annually 
according to a report by the Institute of Fiscal 
Studies29.

The employment and support allowance (ESA), 
commonly known as disability benefit, is a financial 
support for individuals who have been judged unfit 
to work. In certain cases these people were allowed 
to work for up to £120 per week. So far their benefit 
was stopped if their work engagement lasted for 
longer than 52 weeks. This rule is now removed. 
Furthermore the proportion of potential sanctions 
was reduced from 40% to 20%.

The group of individuals who are able to apply for 
hardship payments when their benefits have been 
stopped has been expanded and now includes 
mentally ill and homeless people.

Housing benefit payments saw also cuts in 2017. 
Young people under 21 are no longer eligible for 
housing benefit and tenants of social housing risk 
having their housing benefit reduced further if they 
have spare bedrooms (‘bedroom tax’)30. 

PENSION SYSTEM

Since the launch of the new system in April 2016 
state pension legislation has not been updated. The 
predefined weekly payments in the current tax year 
2017/ 2018 are £159.5531. 

29 https://www.theguardian.com/society/2017/apr/27/poor-
working-families-losses-benefit-cuts-ifs
30 https://www.moneyadviceservice.org.uk/en/articles/
benefit-changes 
31 https://www.moneyadviceservice.org.uk/en/articles/the-
state-pension-rules-and-changes-explained 

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

The work-life-balance NGO ‘Working Families’ 
critises the new ‘Tax Free Childcare’ scheme as it 
transfers administrative burdens onto parents and 
thus calls for the government to keep running the 
‘Childcare Vouchers’ scheme in parallel32.

Due to the administrative problems in the roll 
out process of Universal Credit Citizens Advice 
recommends to pause the roll out and restart it after 
the administrative problems have been solved.

The exemption of young people from housing 
benefit has been condemned by the housing charity 
Shelter as it dramatically increases the risk of 
homelessness33. 

Due to the weak pound after the Brexit referendum 
inflation has reached levels of almost 3% recently. 
Rising consumer prices have the most severe 
effects on the most vulnerable members of society, 
often the recipients of the aforementioned benefits 
and tax credits. Shrinking social protection schemes 
cuts into the livelihoods of these individuals and 
deprives them systemically of the opportunity to 
navigate their lives and careers onto a sustainable, 
self-reliant path. A whole new approach to 
organising the welfare state is hence needed, 
putting an end to a decade of social cuts and 
austerity in the United Kingdom.

32 https://www.workingfamilies.org.uk/publications/the-
future-of-childcare-support-for-working-parents/ 
33 https://www.theguardian.com/society/2017/mar/03/
charities-dismayed-as-housing-benefit-cut-goes-ahead 
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2.2 Provisions for decent work in your country 
to guarantee that people can earn a living and 
avoid in-work poverty 

Overview of the situation 2016 as provided by 
the national EU strategy group:

The National Minimum wage with the National 
Living Wage for all working people aged 25 and 
over, set at £7.20 per hour. It will reach £9.00 per 
hour by 2020. 

• For people under 25 still applies the current 
National Minimum Wage of: 

• £6.95 per hour - 21-24 yrs old
• £5.55 per hour 18 - 20 yrs old
• £4 per hour - 16-17 yrs old
• £3.40 for apprentices under 19 or 19 or over 

who are in the first year of apprenticeship.

The Government National Living Wage does not 
consider the differences of prices across the nation, 
for example compared to the previous minimum 
wage there is no difference between the National 
Wage and the London Wage, more over its age limit 
leaves people under 25 exposed to the risk of in 
work poverty.

The Statutory Maternity Pay (SMP) for eligible 
employees can be paid for up to 39 weeks, usually 
as follows:

• the first 6 weeks: 90% of their average weekly 
earnings (AWE) before tax

• the remaining 33 weeks: £139.58 or 90% of their 
AWE (whichever is lower)

Employees will need to take their paternity leave 
within 56 days of the actual date of birth of the child. 
Paternity leave can’t start until the birth of the baby; 
employees may be able to take some annual leave 
before. They have also access to shared Parental 
Leave that provides parents with the opportunity 

to consider the best arrangements to care for their 
child during the child’s first year. It enables eligible 
parents to share the caring evenly or have one 
parent taking the main caring role.

One of the gaps identified is that shared leave is not 
compulsory and still a larger number of women take 
time off work instead of their partners, contributing 
to the rise of gender pay gap affecting also the level 
of pensions.

To access the majority of services and benefits such 
as Universal Credit people need a bank account. 
Potentially millions of UK consumers cannot use 
the services that would help them meet their needs 
and play their wider role in financial markets and the 
economy. A paper from FCA shows that access is still 
one of the main problems identified. But access does 
not just affect the vulnerable - it affects consumers 
across the spectrum. This situation is not static and 
new access issues emerge, often unexpectedly, 
because of social and technological change.

The Refugee Council has denounced that asylum-
seeker children are generally unable to access a 
school place and some of them have to wait up to 
a year to get a place. Responsibility for educating 
asylum-seeker children falls between different 
authorities in the UK. Those in initial accommodation 
do not have a legal right to attend school and local 
councils say they do not have a legal responsibility 
to provide education for them. 
In 2016 the Government has confirmed a spending 
review that will cut the total public health spending. 
The Local Governments Association is concerned 
that reductions to the public health budget will have 
a significant impact on the essential prevention and 
health protection services provided by councils. 
Given that much of the local government public health 
budget pays for NHS services, including sexual health, 
drug and alcohol treatment and NHS health checks, 
this will be a cut to the NHS in all but name.

What are the recent developments in 
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provisions for decent work (e.g. minimum wage, 
reconciliation of work and private life, access to 
services) in your country? Please update your 
recommendations accordingly.

MINIMUM WAGE

There have been no changes to the national 
minimum wage rules in the UK since the last Social 
Progress Watch. Currently the national minimum 
wage rates are as follows. They are updated every 
year in April34.

25 and 
over 21 to 24 18 to 20 Under 18 Apprentice

£7.50 £7.05 £5.60 £4.05 £3.50

RECONCILIATION OF WORK AND PRIVATE LIFE

There have not been any changes of regulation 
regarding statutory maternity and paternity pay or 
flexible working since the last Social Progress Watch.

ACCESS TO SERVICES

ACCESS TO HEALTHCARE

In recent years the healthcare services provided by 
the National Health Service (NHS) have deteriorated. 
The reason for this is a chronic underfunding. 
Though the UK’s healthcare budget has not been 
cut in nominal terms, it has shrunk in real terms per 
patient. Demand for healthcare services has grown 
significantly in the recent years and the healthcare 
budget has not been increased adequately35. The 
result of this development is prolonged waiting times. 
As of today 20% of patients coming to Accident and 
Emergency departments (A&E) have to wait longer 
than 4 hours. In March 2017 the NHS had to drop 
its internal 18 weeks waiting target for non-urgent 

34 https://www.gov.uk/national-minimum-wage-rates 
35 https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/publications/hospital-activity-

funding-changes 

operations36.

ACCESS TO EDUCATION

Similarly to the health sector the education sector 
is also under financial pressure. Sine 2015 £2.8 
bn have been cut from schools budgets in real 
terms37 and a further £3 bn in savings has to be 
achieved by 2019/2038. This constitutes a real term 
per pupil funding reduction of 6.5% an analysis 
by the Institute for Fiscal Studies found out39. As a 
result many schools have resorted for parents to 
plug the gap by donations40. In other cases teaching 
hours and break times have been reduced to save 
costs by laying off staff41. The Local Government 
Association (LGA) has warned that the funding cuts 
could leave schools unable to carry out criminal 
record checks for staff or removing asbestos from 
school buildings42.

SOCIAL CARE

The adult social care sector is also under financial 
pressure. Though social care is paid for by the 
individual, local authorities have to plug the gap 
if individuals’ funds are not sufficient. Due to the 
underfunding of local authorities and rising numbers 
of people in care, services are deteriorating and 
now vary strongly across the country depending 
on the financial situation of the local council43. 
Additionally, due to the rising demand in social care 
there is a staff shortage with 11% of positions in the 
36 https://www.theguardian.com/society/2017/mar/31/nhs-
surgery-target-operations-cancelled-simon-stevens 

37 https://www.schoolcuts.org.uk/#!/ 
38 https://www.nao.org.uk/report/financial-sustainability-in-
schools/
39 http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/
school-funding-cuts-tories-theresa-may-education-1990s-budget-
2017-a7601366.html 
40 https://www.theguardian.com/education/2017/jun/04/uk-
schools-taking-desperate-measures-as-funding-crisis-hits 
41 https://www.theguardian.com/education/2017/jun/28/
leicestershire-school-plans-four-and-a-half-day-teaching-
week 
42 https://www.theguardian.com/education/2017/mar/16/
school-funding-cuts-will-leave-councils-unable-to-meet-legal-
obligations 
43 https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/publications/social-care-
older-people 



UNITED KINGDOMSOCIAL PROGRESS WATCH 2017

TOGETHER FOR SOCIAL EUROPE COUNTRY STUDIES DECEMBER 2017

Country Studies

152

statutory sector currently being vacant44. According 
to a recent survey among care workers this has a 
detrimental effect on care services with 37% of all 
respondents stating that they believe they were not 
providing the care their patients needed45.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE NATIONAL EU 
STRATEGY GROUP:

After the government’s announcement of a minor 
setback in school funding cuts four education 
sector unions released a joint statement calling the 
government to protect school funding in real per 
pupil terms and provide a long term solution for the 
school funding crisis46. NAHT, another education 
sector union, is also calling for a protection of school 
funding and additionally proposes a new funding 
formula to provide adequately for schools in urgent 
need47.

The Kings Fund is calling for efficiency increases 
in the care sector and an improved communication 
by the government to educate the public that the 
primary responsibility for care is with the family. 
They also suggest a revision of the care funding 
system as private fund will not be sufficient in the 
long term48.

44 http://www.skillsforcare.org.uk/NMDS-SC-intelligence/
NMDS-SC/Workforce-data-and-publications/State-of-the-adult-
social-care-sector.aspx 
45 http://www.ageuk.org.uk/latest-news/social-workers-
reveal-care-meltdown/ 
46 https://www.atl.org.uk/latest/joint-union-statement-latest-
government-school-funding-announcement 
47 http://www.naht.org.uk/welcome/news-and-media/
campaigns/school-funding-campaign/ 
48 https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/publications/social-care-
older-people 
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