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Migrants develop 
their woodwork 
skills as part 
of the “Step by 
Step” project for 
people that have 
experienced 
trauma, Germany, 
2017.  

© Brigitte Hiss / 
German Red Cross 
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The EU is home to people of many 
different racial, ethnic, religious, and national 
backgrounds – a melting-pot which contributes 
to the richness of European society. Indeed, 
people from diverse cultures often bring 
additional language skills and new ways of 
thinking. Learning about other cultures increases 
understanding of the different perspectives 
which make up a society, and helps dissipate 
negative stereotypes and personal biases.

Building bridges among different 
communities lies at the heart of the Lithuanian 
Red Cross’ work to promote social inclusion 
and cohesion by creating opportunities for 

exchange and dialogue. Every year since 
2014, the Red Cross celebrates diversity 
by bringing people together for a festival in 
the capital, Vilnius, on World Refugee Day. 
Gathered around traditional dishes and music 
from several countries, this convivial initiative 
invites people with diverse ethnic heritage to 
exchange and get to know each other better. 

Lithuanian Red Cross staff and volunteers 
also sensitise festival participants to the plight of 
asylum seekers and refugees around the world, 
and in Lithuania speci�cally. Photo exhibitions 
portray the life of migrants in reception centres 
or in camps, alongside personal testimonies. �Q 

Celebrating diversity
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Rapidly after they have settled, most 
migrants express the need to be active, to 
work, and to become independent. In fact, 
having a job is a critical factor which favours 
the long-term social inclusion of migrants, 
as it allows for personal fulfilment, and 
economic and social participation. Effective 
and sustainable integration into the labour 
market also increases migrants’ chances of 
achieving and maintaining decent living 
conditions. However, entering employment can 
prove particularly difficult for migrants when 
they have limited knowledge of the national 
language. In addition, their qualifications 
and skills may not match the needs of the 
local labour market, and they are also often 
confronted with discrimination.

The German Red Cross has been 
implementing labour-market integration 
measures with asylum seekers and refugees in 
the cities of Bremen and Bremerhaven since 
2008. Red Cross social workers have found 
that migrants’ needs vary depending on their 
age and profile, so the services provided have 
been adapted accordingly. 

For asylum seekers and refugees below 
the age of 25, focus is placed on access to 
vocational training that will increase their 
chances of acquiring the skills sought by 
employers. Following a preliminary interview 
to assess their skills and interests, they are 
also offered German language classes, and 
individual follow up, which includes coaching, 
as well as social and educational monitoring. 
“In August 2017, I started a vocational training 

First steps towards economic participation 

Belonging through 
participating 
The social inclusion of migrants is a dynamic, two-way process of adaptation by both migrants 
and the societies who receive them. Migrants should be supported throughout the social 
inclusion process, but they must also be given the opportunities and means to participate and 
contribute. Networks – be they social, familial, professional or community based – contribute 
to creating an empowering environment in which migrants are able to assert their rights and 
potential.

National Red Cross Societies in the EU believe that enhancing migrants’ access to and 
participation in the daily life of the communities in which they live can help them become 
active contributors. The Red Cross therefore seeks to enable migrants to develop social ties that 
will contribute to their inclusion, and increase their chances of finding a job, or making friends. 
The extensive network and local outreach capacities of Red Cross volunteers are instrumental 
to this process, especially as they can facilitate the early participation of migrants following their 
arrival. 
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course to become a professional housekeeper. 
I am currently working in a hospital in Bremen”, 
explains a 22-year-old woman who joined the 
programme in 2016. 

For participants over the age of 25, 
emphasis is given to reinforcing existing skills 
and building a strong network that will increase 
their chances of finding employment. If needed, 
participants can enrol in training to acquire 
new qualifications, or to ensure that previous 
qualifications and skills are recognised. 

The relevance of these services is 
guaranteed through collaboration with several 

stakeholders, such as local employment 
services, public authorities, chambers of 
commerce, and private companies. Regular 
meetings are organised with the different 
actors to ensure that the training being offered 
accurately reflects the needs of the local 
economy. In addition, employers from various 
sectors are invited to share the list of profiles that 
they are struggling to recruit among the current 
workforce. In the past three years, asylum 
seekers and refugees have found employment 
in healthcare, transport and logistics, new 
technologies, cleaning, and trade. ■

Adolescence is a critical stage in life that 
tends to bring a lot of changes and insecurities. 
This transition can be even more challenging 
for young migrants and unaccompanied 
children, as they grow outside traditional 
family structures and may have few people that 
they can trust or rely on. 

The Spanish Red Cross works towards 
providing young migrants with tools that can 
enable them to fulfil their personal aspirations 
and learn about their rights and responsibilities. 
On average, the people involved in these 
activities are under 16 years old, and have 
been out of child protection systems for 
several years before arriving in Spain. Some 
of them come from war-torn countries, or 
have fled conflicts, and suffer from significant 
psychological trauma. They are also inclined 
to unrealistic expectations and inaccurate 
perceptions of life in the EU. 

“We set up an individualised plan for 
each person. They receive personalised 
psychosocial, labour-related, educational, 
and legal guidance”, explains the Red 
Cross programme manager. In addition, 
to support their agency and create a stable 
environment, emphasis is placed on increasing 
young migrants’ knowledge about their local 
community. Whenever possible, they are 
referred to existing social and educational 
services, and are encouraged to handle 
their own administrative processes to incite 
autonomy and independence. “We help them 
to navigate Spanish society and explain the 
possibilities that are accessible to them”, she 
adds. Finally, many programme activities 
aimed at developing their soft skills take place 
in a group setting to help build relationships 
and ensure they are included in their peer 
groups. ■

Planting roots in the community
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“Salama” means safety and peace in 
Arabic. In Finnish, it refers to sudden light 
and energy in the darkness. This is how the 
multicultural group of Finnish Red Cross 
volunteers, “Salama-Tiimi” (“Tiimi” meaning 
“team” in Finnish), sees itself: a group of 
people willing to use their energy to assist 
people in need. 

The team is composed of people from 
different nationalities and backgrounds who 
reside in the region of Oulu; from asylum 
seekers, refugees, and migrants, to exchange 
students, and Finnish citizens. Founded in 
August 2015 by local volunteers and Osama 
Al-Ogaili, an asylum seeker and engineer 
from Iraq, the group is now composed of 130 
members that receive guidance and supervision 
from Red Cross coordinators. 

Salama-Tiimi aims to increase mutual respect 
and understanding in local communities across 
Finland through a broad range of volunteering 
activities. “We do our best to respond to the 

needs of the local population. They contact 
us, and we explore what is feasible together”, 
explains Mr Al-Ogaili. “Our activities have 
ranged from shovelling snow, conducting outdoor 
maintenance work, and organising events for 
elderly people, to giving a helping hand to 
families that were moving house”. Volunteers 
also intervene in schools and community events, 
where they share their personal experiences as 
migrants living in Finland. 

By creating opportunities for migrants to 
meaningfully engage in various activities, Salama-
Tiimi has managed to facilitate social interaction 
with local inhabitants in the Oulu region and 
promote active citizenship. Moreover, the initiative 
has increased the visibility and recognition of 
migrants’ contributions to their host city, and has 
shown the positive impact that volunteering can 
have in building trust. Not only does it serve to 
establish a dynamic social life, but it also contributes 
to developing skills and experiences that will be 
useful to the migrants’ future endeavours, whatever 
they may be. ■

Building bridges by volunteering 

Mamadu, 
originally from 
Senegal, came 

to Sicily as a 
migrant. Now he 

volunteers as a 
cultural mediator 

for the Italian Red 
Cross in Catania, 

2015.   

© Carlos 
Spottorno / Panos 
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A migrant is 
accompanied 
during grocery 
shopping by a 
member of the 
British Red Cross 
refugee orientation 
service. 

© Simon Rawles / 
British Red Cross
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Harnessing local networks
While national programmes for social inclusion are important and necessary, it is essential to 
remember that the process of social inclusion primarily happens at the local level. Promoting 
dialogue and developing partnerships with local communities and authorities helps to cultivate 
a climate of mutual understanding, trust, and cooperation. 

Rooted in the communities they serve, Red Cross branches are well placed to identify and 
respond to the needs of all local inhabitants, including those who are most isolated. Migrants 
can choose from a wide variety of activities based on their wishes, experiences and every-day 
needs. Through its long-term commitment, the Red Cross builds programmes that nurture 
durable, cross-cultural acceptance, dialogue, and ties. 

Women represent a substantial proportion 
of the migrant population in Europe. The 
reasons behind their decision to migrate are 
varied; some travelled alone to find work, or 
safety, while others came to reunite with family 
members already living in Europe. Though 
migrant women are a diverse group, many 
share common challenges when it comes to 
their social inclusion. These obstacles are often 
linked to their legal status, their limited access 
to the labour market, or their family situation. 

In Oslo, the Norwegian Red Cross runs 
several programmes for women with a migrant 
background who face difficulties in adjusting 
to their new country of residence. One is the 
Stella women’s centre, where women can find 
resources and support to enter the job market. Its 
location in the very city centre of Oslo makes it 
easily accessible via public transport. The Stella 
centre is an information and counselling unit for 
women that originate from countries such as 
Iraq, Poland, Russia, Somalia or the Ukraine. 

Often, these women have non-recognised 
higher education degrees, but are isolated and 
constrained to domestic activities in Norway. 
Daily courses such as language training, cultural 
understanding, practical help for job seekers, 
and basic computer lessons are available free 
of charge. Participants can also take part in 
workshops where they receive professional 
guidance and acquire new skills, such as 
learning how to deliver a public presentation. 
“These activities aim to empower women to 
participate in economic life to improve their 
quality of life and that of their families”, says 
the manager of the Stella centre. 

The centre uses its strong local presence to 
connect migrant women with local and regional 
businesses through a mentorship programme. 
This helps widen participants’ networks and 
increases opportunities for them to take their 
first steps into the Norwegian labour market. 

Participants are encouraged to take 
an active role in deciding on the activities 

Creating ties and developing confidence
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provided at the centre. They can also volunteer 
to become part of the team running the centre. 
In fact, the Stella centre is almost entirely run 
by volunteers with a migrant background. They 

find their volunteering experience empowering, 
as it allows them to extend their expertise, 
while participating in a meaningful activity. ■

In September 2015, EU Member States 
agreed to relocate some asylum seekers out of 
Greece and Italy. This relocation scheme was 
adopted to relieve pressure on the two countries, 
and guarantee better reception conditions for 
asylum seekers. Portugal welcomed its first 
group of asylum seekers later that year. Since 
the first group arrived, the Portuguese Red 
Cross and four other organisations have been 
overseeing the implementation of reception 
and social inclusion measures. 

The challenges posed by the social 
inclusion of migrants cannot be met by any 
single actor. Many different local stakeholders, 
including the private sector, non-governmental 
organisations, local authorities, and schools 
have been invited to join forces. Participating 
local Red Cross branches work with these 
actors to implement the individual integration 
plan designed for and with each asylum seeker. 

In the framework of the EU relocation 
scheme, the Portuguese Red Cross matches 
asylum seekers with cities and the corresponding 
Red Cross branch, according to criteria that 
will enhance their long-term prospects, such 
as the availability of housing, schooling, job 
opportunities, or structures for people with 
disabilities. In addition, strong cooperation 
with local public services aims to guarantee that 

the specific needs of newly relocated asylum 
seekers are identified, and duly addressed. 
Coordination meetings are frequently held 
to follow up on ongoing programmes and 
activities. By September 2017, a total of 124 
asylum seekers, mainly from Eritrea and Syria, 
had been relocated to 20 municipalities and 
benefited from this scheme. 

One of the main challenges faced by the 
Portuguese Red Cross lies with simultaneously 
managing everybody’s expectations – those 
of asylum seekers, host communities, and the 
different actors supporting the process. “It is 
crucial for the success of this initiative that 
everyone is aware of what is realistically 
feasible. They need to know that the process 
of social inclusion is a long-lasting one that 
requires patience and constant efforts”, stresses 
the Red Cross programme coordinator. 

Sensitising the local population to the 
plight of recently arrived asylum seekers, 
and creating opportunities for community 
interaction, are key elements for a successful 
social inclusion programme. “We invite asylum 
seekers to proactively engage with the local 
population by becoming Red Cross volunteers 
and getting involved in the activities of local 
branches”, she underlines. ■

All hands on deck!
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Upon retirement, many migrants decide 
to stay in their host countries. Often, when 
people retire they lose the daily contact with 
other people that came from their work. 
Growing older can also mean reduced 
mobility. As social interactions tend to become 
less frequent, it is increasingly critical that 
people can rely on strong social support and 
neighbourhood networks. Elderly migrants 
may face multiple difficulties in accessing 
appropriate information, programmes, and 
services due to factors like linguistic, or 
cultural barriers. 

The Swiss Red Cross believes that the 
challenges faced by elderly migrants should 
be approached through a multi-dimensional 
lens that enhances their full participation and 

contribution in communities. In partnership 
with the ProSenectute foundation and several 
social actors of the city, the Geneva Red 
Cross branch offers diverse activities for 
elderly migrants that promote active ageing 
and social inclusion.

Isolation or limited economic resources 
might prevent senior migrants from taking part 
in regular physical activities. The Swiss Red 
Cross therefore provides a range of activities 
that contribute to improving the mental and 
physical well-being of participants, such 
as gymnastics, swimming classes, memory 
games, and laughter yoga. As ageing 
in a foreign country can be particularly 
challenging, a psychologist is available to 
provide comfort. “Elderly migrants may not 

Social inclusion at all ages 

Senior migrants 
learn how to 
make Swiss 

pasta, 2012.   

© Martin Volken / 
Swiss Red Cross
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always be comfortable in opening up and 
asking the questions that they have about 
their life and future in Switzerland”, explains 
a Red Cross psychologist. A workshop for 
elderly migrants to exchange on any concerns 
has been set up so that they can get the 
answers they need. They often discuss topics 
like general well-being, money management, 
and recycling. 

Limited language proficiency can be 
another factor hampering elderly migrants’ 
efforts to socialise. Twice a week, they 
can join French classes to work towards 
feeling more comfortable in their everyday 
interactions. They can also get together for 

cooking classes, and learn about new dishes 
and sustainable food practices. The most 
praised activities are the visits to museums, 
and the arts and crafts workshops – both 
enhance communication beyond cultural and 
linguistic barriers. 

Finally, to encourage social interaction 
with younger people and provide 
opportunities to enlarge their networks, the 
Swiss Red Cross organises excursions to 
the countryside with volunteers from several 
local companies. These opportunities not 
only benefit senior migrants, but the whole 
community. ■
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Helping migrants: our 
commitment will not fade
Dr Werner Kerschbaum, Secretary 
General of the Austrian Red Cross

Migration is not a new phenomenon for the EU. Indeed, since 1990, EU population growth 
is largely a consequence of the arrival of new populations who have contributed to increasing 
the diversity of the Union. Partly triggered by cuts in its international aid to third countries, 
the EU has been confronted with a major increase in the number of asylum seekers arriving 
from the Middle East, or countries like Afghanistan. This phenomenon started in 2014, and 
reached its peak during the following two years, with around 1.3 million asylum requests 
registered in 2015 and 2016. 

In light of these important population movements, some of the main legislative measures taken 
in the field of asylum and migration across Europe did not stand up to the challenge. This 
resulted in a handful of EU countries managing most of the Union’s reception efforts. In fact, 
this critical situation was only mastered with massive support from civil society organisations, 
such as European Red Cross Societies, or the many emerging grassroots movements backed by 
legions of volunteers. They all stepped in and lived up to their humanitarian responsibilities. 
Countless asylum seekers were registered, hosted in provisional shelters, medically examined, 
and provided with food and clothes in the early stages of their arrival. 

As the examples in this booklet show, the Red Cross did not limit its efforts to meeting 
the basic needs of migrants. All over Europe, we witnessed the rapid development of new 
initiatives aimed at facilitating the social inclusion of migrants into their new environments. 
These ongoing programmes cover a wide range of needs – from psychosocial support, family 
reunification, and children-friendly activities, to access to the labour market and housing, as 
well as vocational training and language courses. All of them have been designed to build ties 
between people at the local level. 

The approaches featured in this publication underpin the positive spirit in which the Red 
Cross translates its fundamental principles into concrete action, tailored to the needs of 
all people who require assistance, not just migrants. Our Movement does not neglect the 
magnitude of current and future challenges related to the social inclusion of migrants. 
Through our network, we are dedicated to maintaining our humanitarian standards and 
support for initiatives that will guarantee that migrants are given the possibility to contribute 
fully to European society. 
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As National Red Cross Societies, our role is to act as auxiliaries to European governments. 
While our commitment to helping migrants will not fade, we call on the EU and its Member 
States to be bold in their efforts to support the social inclusion of migrants, and to help us 
assist them in this process. We remain faithful to our mission statement, “Changing minds, 
saving lives”, and stand ready to continue making a major contribution in this field. By 
defending the humanitarian space and humanising migration in our respective societies, we 
can make a difference to building more tolerant narratives that put respect for all at their 
centre. 

The EU is based on the principles of solidarity and unity. Now, we look to our EU leaders to 
defend and promote these principles, and continue efforts to build more cohesion between 
the Union’s inhabitants.
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The Fundamental Principles 
the International Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement 

Humanity 
The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, born of a desire to bring 
assistance without discrimination to the wounded on the battlefield, endeavours, in its 
international and national capacity, to prevent and alleviate human suffering wherever 
it may be found. Its purpose is to protect life and health and to ensure respect for the 
human being. It promotes mutual understanding, friendship, cooperation and lasting 
peace amongst all peoples. 

Impartiality 
It makes no discrimination as to nationality, race, religious beliefs, class or political 
opinions. It endeavours to relieve the suffering of individuals, being guided solely by 
their needs, and to give priority to the most urgent cases of distress. 

Neutrality 
In order to continue to enjoy the confidence of all, the Movement may not take sides 
in hostilities or engage at any time in controversies of a political, racial, religious or 
ideological nature. 

Independence 
The Movement is independent. The National Societies, while auxiliaries in the 
humanitarian services of their governments and subject to the laws of their respective 
countries, must always maintain their autonomy so that they may be able at all times 
to act in accordance with the principles of the Movement. 

Voluntary service 
It is a voluntary relief movement not prompted in any manner by desire for gain. 

Unity 
There can be only one Red Cross or one Red Crescent Society in any one country. It 
must be open to all. It must carry on its humanitarian work throughout its territory. 

Universality 
The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, in which all Societies have equal 
status and share equal responsibilities and duties in helping each other, is worldwide.
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Moving forward together 
Red Cross approach to the social inclusion of migrants

This Red Cross EU Office booklet “Moving forward together - Red Cross approach to the social 
inclusion of migrants” looks at the importance of supporting the active participation of migrants, 
irrespective of their legal status, with a view to building a more tolerant European society that 
puts respect at its centre. Each chapter showcases concrete examples of activities implemented 
with and for migrants at the local level across the EU. These cases illustrate the Red Cross’ 
approach to the social inclusion of migrants from a variety of angles, including healthcare, family 
unity, and access to employment. 

This Red Cross EU Office booklet features the following chapters: 
 Migrants: different profiles, diverse needs
 Moving from reception towards inclusion 
 Tackling discourse to foster alternative perceptions 
 Belonging through participating
 Harnessing local networks

The migration work of National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies is guided by the IFRC 
Migration Policy, which asserts that migrants’ skills, experience, and resilience can be valuable 
contributions to their host communities. The policy also reaffirms the importance attributed 
by the entire International Red Cross Red Crescent Movement to supporting the aspirations of 
migrants, as well as their social inclusion. Through its community-based global network, the 
Movement is in a unique position to help establish links between different actors at the local level, 
be they migrants, local inhabitants, public authorities, or private companies. This publication 
aims to encourage public authorities to enhance their support for high-quality initiatives that are 
conducive to the social inclusion of all migrants, irrespective of their legal status. 

The Red Cross EU Office
National Red Cross Societies in the EU and the Norwegian Red Cross form part of the world’s 
largest humanitarian network, providing assistance without discrimination as to nationality, race, 
religious belief, class or political opinion. Together, they gather well over 250,000 employees, 
one million volunteers, and eight million members. The Red Cross EU Office represents their 
interests, as well as those of the IFRC, towards the EU and its institutions. Based on our 
members’ practical insights and technical experience, we promote the dignity and well-being of 
vulnerable people by facilitating and voicing common positions and recommendations towards 
the EU and its Member States. We also scrutinise European developments that could impact the 
implementation of our members’ work, as well as supporting them to elaborate and coordinate 
joint proposals to access EU funding. 

Asylum and Migration 
Asylum, migration and displacement are high-priority matters for European Red Cross Societies, 
as many play a key role in receiving migrants and providing counselling, healthcare and social 
assistance, as well as supporting their social inclusion and participation in community life. The 
Red Cross EU Office helps National Red Cross Societies to better understand the EU policy 
framework on migration and asylum, and advocate for policies that safeguard humanitarian 
principles and respect the dignity of all migrants.

For more information, please visit www.redcross.eu




