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About integration

as a reality and the opportunities

through the eyes of the people,

who are seeking and have received 

international protection

and the people from Caritas who support them



 WHO WE ARE 

•	 Caritas	Bulgaria	is	a	Bulgarian	non-profit	organisation,	a	public-benefit	association,	provid-
ing social services in support of vulnerable groups of people in society. Established in 1993 by 
the Bishops’ Conference of the Catholic Church in Bulgaria, Caritas Bulgaria is a federation of 
independent diocese organisations.

• We are part of the global family of Caritas Internationalis, along with 162 other national 
organisations from around the world.

• We support people in need through our network of member organisations and their local 
structures.

•		 We	provide	information	across	our	network	for	more	effective	social	work.

• We promote dialogue, cooperation, coordination and an exchange of experiences between 
our member organisations.

• We support member organisations in building their capacity.

• We represent member organisations and protect their interests at national and interna-
tional level.

• We cooperate with other similar organisations with an emphasis on ecumenism.

 HOW WE SUPPORT REFUGEES

•	 For	people	who	have	been	granted	refugee	or	humanitarian	status,	Caritas	Sofia’s	Centre	
for Integration of Refugees and Migrants, ‘St. Anna’, provides social consultations, psychologi-
cal support, Bulgarian language courses, assistance with registering a new address and with a 
general	practitioner,	assistance	with	finding	work	and	accommodation,	art	activities,	a	mentor-
ing program and other activities supporting the process of integration into Bulgarian society.

• For asylum seekers accommodated at the reception centres of the State Agency for Refu-
gees,	Caritas	Sofia	implements	the	‘Refugee	Project’	in	partnership	with	CVS	Bulgaria,	through	
which volunteers participate in educational activities for children, young people and adults in 
the	reception	centres	of	the	State	Agency	for	Refugees.	Volunteers	organise	games	and	activi-
ties for children, lessons in Bulgarian and English, cooking courses, applied arts, music, thea-
tre	and	other	kinds	of	activities.	The	‘We	Play	and	Learn’	project	has	also	been	implemented,	
whereby Caritas employees organise educational and recreational activities for children and 
youth, Bulgarian language lessons, Science, Art, Sport, as well as a preparatory Bulgarian lan-
guage course for children at school age.

•	 Caritas	Sofia	organises	non-formal	educational	and	art	activities	for	people	accommodated	
at the Special Home for Temporary Accommodation of Foreigners, in Busmantsi.

• For migrants detained at the border areas by the Ministry of Interior, Caritas is carrying out 
activities across Bulgaria to monitor and study their needs and to provide emergency humani-
tarian assistance as well as integration activities aimed at those migrants wishing to remain in 
Bulgaria. 

www.caritas.bg  
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The many human tragedies we are witnessing provoke our 
compassion and responsibility compelled by our Christian 
nature. We must respond with open arms to the outstretched 
hand because refugees are our brothers, seeking a better life free 
from poverty, hunger, war, exploitation and the unfair distribu-
tion of global resources. We follow the evangelical and human 
principles of mercy, compassion, and empathy that prompt us to 
reach out to those in need because we believe that refugees are 
people whose dignity must be protected and who are capable of 
contributing to the progress and prosperity of the community we 
live in.

Let us be “reasonably open to the complex phenomenon of 
migration and facilitate integration with migrants respecting 
the laws of the host country, bringing renewed commitment to 
a true culture of acceptance and solidarity”, so that everyone 
can be loved like children and feel ‘at home’ in the wider hu-
man family. The presence of many brothers and sisters who 
are experiencing the drama of migration is an opportunity for 
human development, the coming together and dialogue between 
cultures.

I would like to share Pope Francis’ prayer:

“Let God, the Father of all, accompany those who are forced to 
leave their homeland on account of armed conflicts, terrorist 
attacks, poverty and oppression.

Let migrants meet brothers and sisters under every sky.”

Bishop Petko Hristov

President of Caritas Bulgaria

© Desislava Petkova

3



The story of the 
Zavaro family begins 
in Qamishli, a city in 
north-eastern Syria, lo-
cated near the Turkish 
border. Its proximity to 
oil wells and fertile soil 
attract many to the city. 
There are also many refu-
gees gathered there from 
the wars in the region. 
Muslims, Kurds, Christians, 
Armenians and Jews – the 
ethnic picture is colourful. 
Extremist tendencies and 
political controversy, however, give rise to fre-
quent	conflicts	that	have	claimed	many	victims	
over the years. Since the start of the civil war in 
Syria in 2011, suicide bombers, truck explosions 
in busy places in the city and abductions of trav-
ellers from intercity buses have become a daily 
occurrence.

For the Zavaro family, it was their desolate 
neighbourhood, the limited access to schools 
for their children and the constant fear of new 
explosions that were all further reasons to leave 
their	home	country.	The	decision	was	difficult	
but	definite.	In	2015	they	left	for	Lebanon.	They	
stayed for a while in Beirut from where they 
travelled to Turkey. They spent a year in Istan-
bul until the summer of 2016. Fate seems to be 
kind to them – in that same summer in the cen-
tre of Qamishli, explosives in a truck and a mo-
torcycle	exploded.	More	 than	50	people	were	
killed, but the Zavaro family is already far from 
the	 conflict	 and	 is	 determined	 to	 continue	 to	
seek security and protection in Europe. In June 
2016, they arrived in Bulgaria, surrendered to 
the border police and asked to be accommodat-
ed at a refugee centre. Thus, they ended up in 
Harmanli. From there, they heard about Caritas 
and the support that the organisation provides 
to people in their situation.

With Caritas, the family found comfort and 
a hand outstretched to help them – an action 
long-forgotten in their homeland. When asked 
what they dream most about at the moment, 
the family members share:

Angelina: “I 
want my country 
to recover and 
to become the 
way I remem-
ber it again. I 
hope to con-
tinue my edu-
cation and 
I dream of 
having my 
hobby again 

– playing the violin. I 
want to develop – to live like any other 

person in this country.”
Sarine: “For the moment, I dream of settling 

here, for my family, my daughter, my son and his 
family, to all be together. Let us live here and be 
successful.” 

Part of George was left behind in Syria. He 
often thinks about his home, his fabric store, his 
neighbours, his past as a Sunday School teach-
er, his pupils that he is proud of and about his 
late father: “My father used to tell me: ‘You will 
respect those older than you, you will tell the 
truth and you will be a good man!’, this is how he 
spoke to me and I am very proud of him and of 
what he has taught me. I myself was an English 
teacher at the Sunday School at the church in my 
hometown. I was a volunteer. One of my students 
even became a priest in Lebanon. I’m very proud 
of him.”

Now it seems that George and his family 
are being repaid for their kindness and help 
– through the outstretched hand of Caritas. 
When asked what Caritas means for them, the 
Zavaro family are unanimous: “God bless you! For 
us, Caritas is a blessing and help, we are grate-
ful to them”, says Sarine. George adds: “[Cari-
tas] means peace, help for the people in trouble. 
We appreciate their help and we will always be 
grateful for it.”

Now the Zavaro family want to forget the 
painful memories of the past and move on: “We 
want to learn new things, to work, to live like 
normal citizens. We cannot stay away from life”, 
Sarine says.

PART I
The Story of the Zavaro Family

�



About the Edition 

We live in a time when our society is divided over the acceptance of asylum seekers and ben-
eficiaries	of	 international	protection,	and	how	their	 integration	should	be	supported	and	facili-
tated. We are witnessing openly displayed and highly negative attitudes from small groups of 
people who respond vocally and threateningly to almost every appearance of refugees in set-
tlements	outside	Sofia.	Unfortunately,	this	 issue	is	exploited	politically	and	overexposed	in	the	
media, which contributes to these negative attitudes. At the same time, however, we meet and 
work	with	many	fellow	citizens,	of	different	ages	and	with	different	professions	who,	with	their	
involvement in various Caritas activities, support refugees with dedication, without fear and with 
recognition	of	the	benefits	of	the	situation.

We have prepared this issue, ‘Equal in our Differences’, in order to present our understanding 
of the contribution of refugees to our receiving society and the meaning of supporting integration 
(both for those being received and the host citizens) – through the eyes of the actors themselves 
– asylum seekers and those who have already received international protection, and the people 
from Caritas, who support them on their way to settling in Bulgaria.

We try to present a realistic picture through positive, successful examples, through our activi-
ties	and	practices	and	through	basic	information	(giving	an	overview	of	the	subject).	This	picture	
also	includes	the	difficulties	and	challenges	of	the	path	to	integration	that	we	take	into	considera-
tion, as well as the proposals we make.

Through these pages we hope to contribute to raising awareness and understanding of the 
situation and the problems facing refugees; the meaning of integration as a two-way and dynamic 
process; and mutual acceptance, respect, learning and support.

We provide the information focusing on what is most important from our perspective and in a 
way	that	is	understandable	to	those	readers	recently	introduced	to	the	subject	of	refugees.

We will be glad to be useful to anyone who intends to support refugees or use 
Caritas practices to support another target group of vulnerable peo-
ple; the municipalities that have been delegated the re-
sponsibility to integrate refugees; the 
state institutions, which 
are committed to de-
veloping and ensuring 
responsible integration 
policy; and to all who are 
interested in the topic of 
refugees and wonder why 
their integration is neces-
sary.

Emanuil Patashev
Secretary General

We thank the representatives of the refugee community 

who shared their experiences – their joy, pain, hardship and 

hope for a dignified and peaceful life in our country.

We thank our colleagues, Caritas volunteers and em-

ployees for the readiness and frankness with which they 

presented their professional experience, human attitude, 

emotions and motivation to support the asylum seekers and 

beneficiaries of international protection in our country. 
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Why do Refugees Embark  
upon	this	Difficult	Journey?

The worst prejudices I have heard include 

statements such as, “all refugees are terror-

ists”, “they are all uneducated and cannot in-

tegrate in this country because they are ‘dif-

ferent’ and will never belong to our society, 

they cannot connect with it”- these are some 

of the prejudices.

 Diana Nedeva, Caritas

Most refugees left their home-
land abruptly. In the rush to leave, 
some left all of their belongings 
behind. In a single moment their 
lives change – they witness their 
homes being bombed, murders 
on the streets, and so they sim-
ply escape. Some of them know 
where they want to go, but many 
literally	flee	to	save	their	lives.

© Ivelina Berova
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Migration is a phenom-
enon forming an integral part 
of human history. Whether in 
search of better opportunities 
or	 escaping	 a	 military	 conflict,	
people migrate, leaving behind 
their home, relatives, friends, 
memories and sometimes even 
their family. In the Middle East 
and North Africa, from Pakistan to 
Nigeria,	 nine	 civilian	 conflicts	 are	
still ongoing, the largest source of 
migrants	being	 from	the	conflict	 in	
Syria that has been raging for seven 
years now. More than half of Syr-
ia’s population (a total of 23 million) 
has been forced to leave their home 
and � million have sought protection in other 
countries, half of which are children. About 2.6 
million Iraqis had to leave their homes during 
the past year because of the Islamic State of-
fensive,	and	more	than	1.5	million	people	from	
South	 Sudan	 have been displaced after the 
fighting	which	resumed	 in	 late	2013.	This	 is	 in	
addition to people from Afghanistan, a state 
that has been torn apart for over �0 years by 
regime change, invasion and instability. For 30 
years, the highest proportion of refugees came 
from Afghanistan, but Syria has since overtak-
en in the past year. According to UNHCR data, 
one out of four refugees come from Syria. Syria 
and Iraq are at the core of the current refugee 
crisis, as terrorist groups such as the Islamic 
State and Al-Qaeda control large areas in 
these countries, forcing many to leave 
their homeland. Contrary to common 
belief, it is not Europe, but countries 
such as Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan and 
Iraq	that	have	taken	in	the	majority	
of people seeking protection. 

In 2016, a total of 1,204,280 
applications	 for	 asylum	 were	 filed,	
most of them being submitted by 
Syrians (33�,820), followed by Af-
ghans	 (182,985)	 and	 Iraqis	 (12,695).	
Of all 1,204,280 protection applica-
tions, 722,265 are registered in Germany, 
121,185 in Italy, 75,990 in France and 49,875 
in Greece. There are 19,418 asylum applications 
registered in Bulgaria, including 8,827 applica-
tions	filed	by	Afghan	citizens,	5,348	by	Iraqi	citi-
zens and 2,639 by Syrian citizens (according to 
Eurostat	 statistics	 for	 2016).	 Bulgaria	 ratified	
the	1951	Geneva	Convention	 (on	 refugee	 sta-

What does it feel like to be a ‘refugee’? 

It	is	not	
so	difficult	for	

me	to	ans
wer	to	t

his	ques
-

tion – I will simply say that we are, above all, human 

beings. We are not a ‘status’. If we look back in time, 

we will see that similar crises have happened across 

Europe. Refugee crises have also occurred in Turkey, 

and in Bulgaria, probably the older population re-

member, but the young people are unaware of these 

moments of history. Those who know history and re-

member what it used to be in Europe, express sympa-

thy and say, “let’s help these people.” 

Ahmed Bazoon - Social Mediator, Caritas

tus) in 1992 and it 
came	 into	 effect	 in	 1993.	

From	1993	to	2012, an average of 1,063 ap-
plications	for	asylum	were	filed	in	the	territory	
of the Republic of Bulgaria. However, due to 
the	ongoing	conflict	in	Syria,	poor	living	condi-
tions in countries such as Lebanon and Turkey, 
and the geographical situation of Bulgaria as 
border of the EU, the number of asylum seek-
ers has drastically increased, reaching 7,144 in 
2013. The number of asylum seekers has con-
tinued to rise. In fact, in 2014, a total of 11,081 
applications were registered, rising to 20,391 
applications in 2015 and in 2016 they numbered 
19,148. However, for a country on the edge of 
the EU’s border, the number of registered asy-
lum seekers is relatively low compared to the 

number	 of	 applications	filed	 in	
Italy and Greece.

Why	do		
refugees	come		
to Europe? 

Syria	 has	
been	in	the	grip	
of	 military	 con-

flict for seven 
years. No resolu-

tion	 has	 yet	 been	
reached	 and	 the	 situ-

ation is worsening. In 
Lebanon,	 Egypt	 and	 Jordan,	

refugees have no access to the local labour 
market. Without access to the labour market, 
humanitarian	aid	and	education,	children	are	
left to beg or turn to prostitution to survive 
and refugees are utterly marginalised.

In March 2018, 
the number of Syrian 

refugees residing in neigh-
bouring countries exceeded 5 

million. For example, there are 
2.97 million registered Syrian ref-
ugees in Turkey. There are more 
than a million in Lebanon and 
658,000 in Jordan. In Iraq, they 

total about 237,000 and just 
over 120,000 in Egypt. 

(3RP, UNHCR, 2017)
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“In Afghanistan, although 
there	 is	 no	 conflict,	 there	 are	
actually terrorist acts every day. 
The Taliban and other factions 
are in constant battle with each 
other. The rate of kidnappings is 
high.	It	is	very	difficult	to	lead	a	
normal life. Some people even 
say life is more normal in parts 
of Syria.” 

Vasimir El-Hatib,  
Case Management Coordinator,  

Caritas

“We were hoping that the 
war in Syria would not last long 
because we had a good lifestyle 
there. It was a very peaceful 
country. However, the situation 
has deteriorated so much - eve-
rything has become overwhelm-
ingly expensive, we were left 
without water, electricity, fuel 
and with the rising costs of food 
such as vegetables and meat. 
There was no security! Our 
relatives, our neighbours, all 
of them got ready to flee. We 
were living in fear every sec-
ond – worrying if there would 
be an explosion or something 
else. Two armed guards were 
deployed on every other street 
corner. We were all afraid. We 
had reached a point where we 
could no longer live this way.

A family from Syria

Running	from	the	Taliban

Ruhollah, aged 28, comes from Afghani-
stan. He, his wife and their two children live 
in Bulgaria with humanitarian status. They 
will never forget the nightmare experienced 
on	 the	 road	 to	 Europe.	 Traffickers	 led	 them	
from Turkey to the Bulgarian border through 
a wooded area. The trip lasted for nearly two 
days. Completely exhausted, left without 
food and water, Ruhollah was deeply worried 
about his child and his pregnant wife, and 
decided to call the police to give themselves 
up to the authorities. He emphasises that the 
Bulgarian	police	officers	behaved	well	at	 the	
time of detention. They were kept in custody 
for 2� hours after which they were accommo-
dated	in	the	‘Voenna	Rampa’	reception	centre	
in	Sofia.

One may question why a pregnant mother 
would go with her young child on such a treach-
erous	 journey.	For Ruhollah and his wife, the 
Taliban’s presence meant a daily fear of per-
secution and death threats. In his homeland, 
he worked for an international organisation 
and his father was a civil servant. He says that 
people like them often become targets for at-
tacks, because of the institutions they repre-
sent which are targeted by terrorists. Educated 
young people in Afghanistan are discouraged 
by the political environment. They are forced 
to witness daily acts of violence, kidnappings, 
explosions and Taliban abuses. Frustrated by 
the government’s failure to put an end to the 
violence, discrimination and ethnic tensions 
in the country, Ruhollah decided he could not 
build a future on such precarious soil. 

Like any young man, he also has dreams 
– all regarding his children’s future and saving 
his parents, bringing them to a safe place, to 
Bulgaria.

Through the Eyes  
of the People Forced to Flee  
and the People Who Support Them

8



“I	came	here	because	I	was	afraid	
for my children’s lives.

I have not felt it yet, but at home 
I felt that there was no security, I be-
gan to live in constant fear. When they 
called me to say that there was an ex-
plosion near my daughter’s school, I 
had to go and get her... I kept wonder-
ing whether I would make it on time to 
save her and how to get there – there 
were bombs exploding everywhere. I 
managed to survive this too. I lived like 
this for four years. I lost my peace of 
mind, my sleep, I lost my strength. If my 
child stirred for even a second, I would 
wake up. After what we experienced in 
Syria, we all lost our freedom, our se-
curity.“  

(Manar - a lone mother of three 
children from Syria)

 “The situation in Iraq is similar to 
that in Syria. The Islamic State is still 
there, ruling certain territories, various 
groups	are	in	conflict,	and	it	is	difficult	
for citizens who want to have a normal 
life. It is even stressful living in a city 
where such things do not happen, but 
knowing that the war is going on a mile 
away from you, and that you could be 
kidnapped any time you decide to trav-
el from A to B. Terrorist attacks happen 
every day.”

(Vasimir El-Hatib –  
Case Management Coordinator,  

Caritas)

There is a stereotype that the ‘other’ is awful. 

It’s hard to look at things from another perspec-

tive and say, “maybe those people who are now arriv-

ing here had something dear to them. Perhaps they 

wished they were still in their homeland, but the way 

they remember it – with its countryside, its buildings, it 

history, not reduced to dust and rubble by the war.” 

(Nadya Dincheva -  

a volunteer for the Refugee Project -  

Caritas and CVS - Bulgaria)
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A Brief Guide  
of Refugee Terminology

When an individual leaves 
their homeland, they are called an 
‘emmigrant’ and when they enter a 
foreign country they are then called 
an ‘immigrant.’	 The	 difference	 be-
tween an immigrant and a person 
seeking protection, is that the immi-
grant leaves their country voluntarily 
for economic, family, and/or educa-
tional reasons. The	 person	 seeking	
protection flees their country for 
fear of persecution, violation of basic 
human	rights,	or	a	threat	to	their	life	
and	security	due	to	a	war	or	a	natural	
disaster. 

There	are	different	terms	for	asylum	seek-
ers, which sometimes create confusion. The term 
‘asylum seeker’ (according to international law) 
is the equivalent of someone seeking ‘interna-
tional protection’ (according to European law and 
the Common European Asylum System). These 
types	of	protection	are	the	result	of	the	1951	
UN Geneva Convention, the New York Protocol 
to the 1967 Convention, and the related EU reg-
ulations operating in the territory of Bulgaria. 

Any 
foreigner may 

request protection in the Re-
public of Bulgaria according to the Asylum 

and Refugees Law. There are four main types 
of protection set out in Bulgarian legislation: 
refugee status, humanitarian status (also called 
subsidiary protection), temporary protection 
and asylum.	 In	 this	 publication,	 we	 use	 the	
generic term ‘beneficiaries of international 
protection’ to indicate people who have been 
granted	refugee	status	or	humanitarian	sta-
tus	as	the	other	two	types	of	protection	are	
extremely rare in Bulgaria.

Refugee status does not define a person or their 

identity. To break such stereotypes, refugees them-

selves should also be aware of what they can do to sup-

port organisations whose activities aim to change such 

stereotypes. They understand well why they face such at-

titudes – because there are many violent attacks in the 

countries from which they come. I am pleased that they 

did not hide away from socialising just because someone 

considered them different, but on the contrary! 

Diana Nedeva, Caritas

Sonya, Afghanistan
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Integration Policy 

The integration of internationally-recog-
nised people wishing to reside permanently 
in Bulgaria is a priority in Bulgaria’s migration 
policy as set out in the National Strategy for 
Migration, Asylum and Integration adopted 
in	 2015.	Bulgaria	 is	 committed	 to	 adopting	 a	
National Integration Action Plan and to creat-
ing	an	effective	integration	mechanism.	In	this	
respect, amendments were made to the Asy-
lum Act, Decree 208 (repealed on 31st March 
2017) and soon after to the Ordinance on the 
Integration of Refugees of 17th July 2017. Un-
der the legal framework, the responsibility of 
integration support is delegated to local mu-
nicipalities, which must declare a willingness 
to enter into an agreement for integration 
with	a	number	of	refugees	specified	thereby.	
However, until now this mechanism has been 
ineffective,	as	municipalities	are	still	reluctant	
to voluntarily participate in the integration 
process implementation. We still lack a Na-
tional Integration Action Plan, although Bul-
garia had a positive experience with the imple-
mentation	of	an	effective	integration	program	
before 201�. Indeed, the integration measures 
are considered as priorities and essential for 
the success of integration, and continue to 
be	 carried	 out	 on	 a	 project-by-project	 basis.	
They are organised and provided by non-
governmental organisations with 
project	funding	and	the	financial	
support of other external do-
nors including the ‘Asylum, 
Integration and Migration’ 
fund supported by the 
Ministry of Interior, fund-
ing the implementation 
of integration measures. 
Various	 integration	 ac-
tivities continue to be 
focused	mainly	 in	 Sofia,	
not only because the larg-
est number of people re-
ceiving international pro-
tection have settled in the 
capital city but also because 
of the opportunities for non-
governmental organisations who 
mainly operate there. 

The Ordinance on the Integration of Refu-
gees maintains the principle that integration 
support is based on an agreement between 
the refugee and the municipality, and regu-
lates the process of concluding, implementing 
and terminating the integration agreement. 
For a protected person to enter into an agree-
ment with a municipality, the municipality must 
state	its	intention	to	do	so	by	filing	an	applica-
tion to the State Agency for Refugees at the 
Council of Ministers, which keeps a register of 
the municipalities willing to do so and of signed 
agreements. The Ordinance sets out the roles 
of	the	municipality	and	the	beneficiary	of	inter-
national protection regarding access to educa-
tion, employment, training, accommodation, 
social assistance and services as indicators of 
effectiveness	 for	 the	 integration	 process	 as-
sessment. Unfortunately, some of the issues re-
lated to accessing Bulgarian language training, 
accommodation and employment are not clear 
enough and there is in fact no guarantee of 
their implementation. Funding for integration 
activities is intended to be achieved through a 
variety of sources, but it is not expected that 
these	 activities	 will	 be	 guaranteed	 and	 finan-
cially secured through a national integration 

plan. In fact, municipalities should 
apply for funding to be able 

to carry out various inte-
gration activities for 

refugees. 
The respon-

sibility for co-
ordinating the 
i n te g r a t i o n 
process is as-
signed to a 
Deputy Min-
ister, how-
ever without 
providing a 

state institu-
tion responsi-

ble for this task, 
it is still unclear 

exactly which Dep-
uty Prime Minister is 

directly responsible.

In the period 
January-July 2017, a total 

of 2,319 people sought interna-
tional protection in Bulgaria. In the 

same period, refugee status was granted 
to 561 people and a humanitarian status to 

683 people. 2,462 applicants had their applica-
tions refused, 5,728 cases were suspended, and 
7,948 cases were terminated. The number of ap-
plications for asylum is highest for people from 
Afghanistan (842), Iraq (358), Pakistan (179) 
and Iran (62). A total of 272 minors and un-

accompanied minors have applied for pro-
tection, most of them from Afghanistan 

(221), Iraq (20), Pakistan (10). There 
are also children from Somalia, 

Bangladesh, Iraq and 
Nepal. 
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What we propose in order to implement an effective policy  
for successful integration:

•  to adopt and financially guarantee an adequate and supportive national integration 
plan to ensure that all individuals with refugee and humanitarian status have access to inte-
gration support that includes comprehensive measures for accommodation; education and 
Bulgarian language training; finding employment; facilitating access to health and social 
services; and understanding of Bulgarian culture and society, in order to facilitate their long-
term	integration	into	Bulgarian	society

• that beneficiaries of international protection in Bulgaria receive the same integration 
support as displaced and resettled refugees, implementing the planned and financially guar-
anteed	support	for	relocated	families

• that the envisaged integration activities should not be implemented on a project basis 
but should be financed in a sustainable way

• to support the clarification of the roles and capacity building for implementation of 
integration activities of the municipalities responsible for the integration of beneficiaries 
of international protection under the Asylum and Refugees Law, and to provide them with 
financial support for the implementation of integration activities

• that in order to facilitate access to the labour market, measures should be developed 
to identify and validate the professional knowledge, skills and competencies of asylum seek-
ers	and	refugees,	thus	assuring	employers	in	their	skills,	increasing	their	chances	of	securing	
employment

• to fund efforts within Bulgarian society working to overcome the existing stereotypes 
and to understand the real situation, condition and needs of the beneficiaries and seekers of 
international	protection,	as	well	as	mutual	acquaintance	and	acceptance

•	 to	encourage	general	practitioners	(GPs)	and	landlords	who	let	properties	to	refugees	
in need, to develop a mechanism by which refugees who have left the country can be removed 
from the GPs’ lists of patients and from the municipality registry of residents
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I. REFUGEE STATUS by international 
standards is granted by the Chairman of the 
State Agency for Refugees of the Republic of 
Bulgaria. Refugee status is granted to a for-
eigner who is reasonably at risk of persecution 
because of their race, religion, nationality, mem-
bership of a particular social group or political 
opinion and/or belief that they are outside the 
country of their nationality or, if stateless, re-
located outside the country of their permanent 
residence and for these reasons cannot or does 
not want to receive the protection of, or return 
to, that country. 

To grant refugee status, it is not necessary 
to prove that the foreigner meets any of these 
conditions, but that the persecuting body or 
organisation believes that the person has such 
an	affiliation.	Such	persecution	may	be	carried	
out by:

• the state
• parties or entities that control the state or 

a substantial part of its territory
• non-state entities, including international 

organisations, where it can be demon-
strated that they cannot or do not want to 
provide protection against persecution. 

Persecution may include violation of 
fundamental human rights, which is severe 
enough in nature or frequency. 

Actions of persecution may be:
• physical or psychological violence, includ-

ing sexual abuse
•	 legal,	 administrative,	 police	 or	 judicial	

measures that are discriminatory in their 
own sake or applied in a discriminatory 
manner

• criminal prosecution or penalties that are 
disproportionate or discriminatory 

•	 denial	of	judicial	protection,	which	repre-
sents a disproportionate or discriminatory 
punishment

• prosecution for refusal to serve military 
service in the event of military action 
where the military service would imply a 
war crime or a crime against peace and 
humanity or instigates acts contrary to 
United Nations purposes and principles

• actions directed against people for gen-
der reasons or against children. 

The persecution may also be related to 
events occurring after the person has left 
their country of origin and may be the result 

of their activity, which is an expression or con-
tinuation of their beliefs except wherever it is 
done solely for the purpose of obtaining inter-
national protection by the foreigner. 

Protection against persecution may be 
provided by:

• the state
• parties or entities, including international 

organisations that control the state or a 
substantial part of its territory, providing 
they	are	willing	and	able	to	provide	effec-
tive protection to which the foreigner has 
access, and which is not only temporary

Refugee status may	 not	 be	 granted if 
there is an area of the state of origin where 
there would be no grounds for reasonable, 
suspected persecution against the foreigner 
and to which they can safely and lawfully trav-
el and reside there. 

Refugee status is also granted to mem-
bers of an individual’s family who were 
granted	 refugee	 status, providing it is com-
patible with their personal status and unless:

• there are serious grounds for supposing 
that they have committed an act which, 
according to the Bulgarian laws and the 
international treaties to which the Re-
public of Bulgaria is a signatory party, is 
defined	as	a	war	crime	or	a	crime	against	
peace and humanity

• there are serious grounds to assume that 
they have committed or provoke actions 
contrary	to	UN	objectives	and	principles

• there are serious grounds to assume that 
they have committed a serious crime of a 
non-political nature outside the territory 
of the Republic of Bulgaria

• there is evidence of once being convicted 
by verdict for a serious crime and posing a 
threat to society

• there are serious grounds for believing 
that they pose a threat to national secu-
rity

• they are permanent residence holders, 
recognised by the competent authorities 
of the state with the related rights and 
obligations granted by the nationality of 
that state.
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III. TEMPORARY PROTECTION, following a decision of the EU Council, is granted by the 
Council of Ministers in cases of mass influx of foreigners who are forced to leave their country of 
origin due to an armed conflict, civil war, foreign aggression, human rights abuses or large-scale vio-
lence in the territory of the respective country or in a separate region thereof and who are unable to 
return to that country for these reasons.

II. HUMANITARIAN STATUS by interna-
tional standards is given by the Chairman of 
the State Agency for Refugees of the Repub-
lic of Bulgaria. Humanitarian status is granted 
to a foreigner who is forced to leave or remain 
outside their country of origin or home because 
of a threat to their life, security or freedom due 
to violence arising from situations such as an 
armed conflict and when exposed to the risk of 
torture or other forms of inhumane or degrading 
treatment or punishment, and therefore unable 
or unwilling to return to their country of origin 
or home. 

Entities perpetrating serious harm may 
be:

• the state
• parties or groups that control the state or 

a substantial part of its territory
• non-state entities, including international 

organisations 
The real risk of serious harm can be based 

on events occurring after the individual has left 
their country of origin or an activity they have 
carried out after their departure, especially 
if this activity is found to be an expression or 
continuation of their beliefs in their country of 
origin, except where it is solely for the purpose 
of obtaining international protection on behalf 
of the foreigner. 

Protection against severe harm can be 
provided by:

• the state
• parties or entities, including international 

organisations, which control the state or a 
substantial part of its territory, provided 
that	they	are	willing	and	able	to	offer	ef-
fective protection to which the foreigner 
has access and which is not of a temporary 
nature. 

Humanitarian status may	not	be	granted	
if there are areas of the state of origin where 
there would be no grounds for reasonable, 
suspected persecution against the foreigner 
and to which they can safely and lawfully travel 
and reside there.

Humanitarian status is also granted to 
members of an individual’s family who were 
granted	 humanitarian	 status, providing it is 
compatible with their personal status and un-
less:

• there are serious grounds for supposing 
that they have committed an act which, 
according to Bulgarian law and the inter-
national treaties to which the Republic of 
Bulgaria	is	a	signatory	party,	is	defined	as	
a war crime or a crime against peace and 
humanity

• there are serious grounds to assume that 
they have committed or provoke actions 
contrary	to	UN	objectives	and	principles

• there are serious grounds to assume that 
they have committed a serious crime 

•	 an	 offence	 has	 been	 committed	 outside	
the territory of the Republic of Bulgaria 
for which Bulgarian law would impose a 
custodial sentence, combined with the fact 
that the individual has left their country 
of origin solely for the purpose of avoid-
ing prosecution, unless such prosecution 
threatens their life or is inhumane or de-
grading

• there are serious grounds to assume that 
they pose a threat to society or to citizens
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IV. ASYLUM PROVIDED BY THE PRESIDENT OF THE REPUBLIC OF BULGARIA is granted 
in accordance with their powers in the cases under Art.27(2) of the Constitution, as well as wherever 
state interests or special circumstances impose it.

Individuals who were granted interna-
tional protection and have obtained refugee 
status can apply for Bulgarian citizenship after 
three	 years	 from	 the	 date	 their	 status	 was	
granted. When applying, they must present 
the decision, issued by the State Agency for 
Refugees, with its date of issue.

Those who were granted protection and 
have obtained humanitarian status, can apply 
for Bulgarian citizenship after five years from 
the	date	their	status	was	granted. When ap-
plying, they must present the decision, issued 
by the State Agency for Refugees, with its date 
of issue.

In order to apply for Bulgarian citizenship, 
one must supply the following documents (ac-
cording to Art.13, Art.13a and Art.1� of the 
Bulgarian Citizenship Act):

• Application to the Ministry of Justice, com-
pleted in the Bulgarian language

• Identity Document, issued by the Bulgar-
ian authorities

•	 Criminal	record	certificate
•	 Certificate	from	the	Bulgarian	Prosecution	

Service to show that the applicant has not 
been prosecuted for any crime

• A document from an employer or from 
the respective local tax authority stating 
declared income from the previous years. 
As well as a document certifying payment 
of the mandatory insurances (health insur-
ance), issued by the respective local tax 
authority

• A document issued by the Ministry of Edu-
cation	 and	 Science	 for	 proficiency	 in	 the	
Bulgarian language or a notarised copy of 
a diploma for completed educational level 
in Bulgaria (primary, secondary, college or 
higher education)

• Medical document, issued by the Doctors’ 
Consultative Committee of the local hospi-
tal	confirming	that	the	applicant	is	in	good	
health and in good psychological condi-
tion according to Art.61.1 and Art.1�6.1.1 
and Art.1�6.1.2 of the Health Act. 

•	 CV
• Recent photograph
• Photocopy of a document, certifying the 

identity of the applicant
•	 Receipt	from	a	bank	confirming	payment	

of the state tax to the Ministry of Justice

The application is submitted in person to 
the Ministry of Justice. The application is reg-
istered at the Directorate for Bulgarian Citi-
zenship,	on	5	Aksakov	Street	in	Sofia	between	
9:00–12:30 and 13:30–17:30. Once submitted, 
an interview is scheduled.

The interview is conducted in Bulgarian 
with	staff	from	Directorate	for	Bulgarian	Citi-
zenship, using a questionnaire, approved by 
the Ministry of Justice. 

   V. ACqUIRING BULGARIAN CITIzENSHIP 	
WITH REFUGEE OR HUMANITARIAN STATUS 
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Rights and Obligations:
Every foreigner can apply for protection from the Republic of Bulgaria, according to the Asy-

lum	and	Refugees	Law	(ARL).	Foreigners,	asylum	seekers	or	beneficiaries	of	protection	in	Bulgaria	
have certain rights and obligations stipulated in the ARL, but they must also bear civil, administra-
tive and criminal responsibilities, as with every Bulgarian citizen.

ІV. A foreigner who has been granted ASYLUM acquires the same rights and obligations, as 
refugee	status	holders.	An	individual	with	granted	asylum	status	has	the	right	to	family	reunifica-
tion	on	the	territory	of	the	Republic	of	Bulgaria.	The	decision	for	family	reunification	is	issued	by	
the chairperson of the State Agency for Refugees.

ІII. A foreigner who has been granted TEMPORARY PROTECTION acquires the following 
rights and obligations:

• residence within the territory of the Republic of Bulgaria
• employment and vocational training
• appropriate accommodation or funding for accommodation if needed
• social assistance
• emergency medical help
• to be able to freely return to their country of origin
• to be provided with information, in writing, in a language they understand, on the rules con-

cerning temporary protection
•	 for	those	with	specific	vulnerabilities,	the	benefits	of	temporary	protection	shall	be	provided	

alongside the necessary medical (or other) services under the terms and following the procedure 
applicable to Bulgarian nationals.
•	 if	one	applies	for	international	protection,	they	cannot	benefit	from	the	rights	of	asylum	seekers
• the right to be reunited with one’s spouse and with their children who are under the legal age 

and unmarried, as the family members are entitled to the same rights, provided by the temporary 
protection

After	family	reunification	on	the	territory	of	another	member	state	of	the	European	Union,	
the individual is no longer able to access the rights provided by the temporary protection in Bul-
garia	and	more	specifically,	all	of	the	above-mentioned	rights.

I. A foreigner who has been granted REFUGEE status acquires the same rights and obliga-
tions as a Bulgarian citizen, with the exception of:

• The right to participate in general and local elections and the right to participate in national 
and regional referendums

• The right to be a member of political parties
• The right to hold positions for which Bulgarian nationality is required by law
• The right to be a member of the armed forces
• Other restrictions, explicitly stipulated in the law

 A foreigner who has obtained refugee	status	may acquire Bulgarian citizenship as indicated 
in the Bulgarian Citizenship Act. Moreover, refugee status holders have the right to family reuni-
fication	on	the	territory	of	the	Republic	of	Bulgaria.	The	decision	for	family	reunification	is	issued	
by the chairperson of the State Agency for Refugees.

ІІ. A foreigner who has been granted HUMANITARIAN status acquires the same rights and 
obligations as a foreigner with a permanent residence permit in the Republic of Bulgaria. Humani-
tarian status holders may acquire Bulgarian citizenship as indicated in the Bulgarian Citizenship 
Act.	Furthermore,	humanitarian	status	holders	have	the	right	to	family	reunification	on	the	terri-
tory	of	the	Republic	of	Bulgaria.	The	decision	for	family	reunification	is	issued	by	the	chairperson	
of the State Agency for Refugees.
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Returning	of	asylum	seekers:	

Asylum seekers that are returned 
from other EU member states, in princi-
ple, do not face any obstacles when ac-
cessing the asylum procedure in Bulgaria 
upon their return. Prior to the arrival of 
Dublin returnees, the State Agency for 
Refugees informs the border police of 
the expected arrival and indicates wheth-
er the returnee should be transferred to 
a reception facility or to an immigration 
detention facility. This decision depends 
on the phase of the asylum procedure of 
the Dublin returnee.

If the returnee has a pending asylum 
application in Bulgaria, and their asylum 
procedure is suspended, but not termi-
nated, then they are transferred to a SAR 
reception centre.

If the returnee’s asylum application 
was	 rejected	 in absentia, but not served 
to the asylum seeker before they left Bul-
garia, the returnee is transferred to a SAR 
reception centre.

If, however, the returnee’s asylum ap-
plication	was	rejected	with	a	final	decision	
being taken before they left Bulgaria, or 
the decision was served in absentia and 
therefore	 became	 final,	 the	 returnee	 is	
transferred to one of the immigration de-
tention centres: the ‘Busmantsi’ detention 
centre	 in	 Sofia,	or	 the	 ‘Lyubimets’	deten-
tion centre near the Turkish border.

Returnees	with	already	granted		
international	protection:

Individuals with granted protection in 
Bulgaria, who have decided to go to an-
other EU member state for a prolonged 
period of time, may be returned to Bulgar-
ia under the bilateral readmission agree-
ment Bulgaria has signed with the EU, as 
well as with Iceland, Norway, Switzerland, 
Albania, Armenia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Macedonia, Ukraine and Russia. Since 2016, 
Bulgaria has a signed bilateral readmission 
agreement with Turkey. 

Returnees with granted protection in 
Bulgaria go through the border police but 
not through the State Agency for Refu-
gees, as the agency has no obligations to-
wards them. Therefore, upon their return, 
people with granted protection are trans-
ferred to one of the SAR reception cen-
tres. 

Returnees with granted protection 
must find housing and be able to support 
themselves. In cases of lack of funds or 
lack of employment, there is a risk of be-
coming homeless. Usually, returnees with 
granted protection seek humanitarian and 
financial	assistance	from	NGOs.	Some	are	
accommodated in centres for temporary 
accommodation for three months, with 
the possibility for extension of another 
three months. 

Dublin Returnees (Under the Dublin Regulations)
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According to the UN Convention on 
the Rights of the Child, ‘unaccompanied 
minors’ are “children, who have been 
separated from both parents and other 
relatives and are not being cared for by an 
adult who, by law or custom, is responsible 
for doing so.”

In the Bulgarian legislation, to be ‘un-
accompanied’ is to be a “minor or under-
age foreigner who is on the territory of 
the Republic of Bulgaria and is unaccom-
panied by a parent or another adult who is 
responsible for him/her by law or custom” 
(ARL).

The ARL does not provide for a spe-
cial registration procedure of unaccom-
panied minors applying for asylum. Upon 
registration, an interpreter, social worker 
from SAR, as well as the person who is re-
sponsible for the registration must all be 
present. Whichever age the child claims to 
be is recorded on their registration docu-
ment. In rare cases, a medical age assess-
ment is required. 

According to Art.29(10) of ARL, unac-
companied minors or foreigners under the 
legal age shall be provided with accom-
modation until they become of legal age, 
either:

1. with relatives or close acquaintances, a 
foster family, a social service residen-
tial-type institution or a specialised 
institution, under the terms and pro-
cedure stated in the Child Protection 
Law

2. at other places for special accommoda-
tion of minor and underage persons.

When the location for accommodat-
ing an unaccompanied minor or underage 
foreigner is determined, the opinion of 
the individual concerned shall be consid-
ered. Where possible, siblings shall be ac-
commodated together by taking into con-
sideration the child’s best interest (ARL, 
Art.29 (11)).

Usually, the unaccompanied minors 
are accommodated in a SAR centre, which 
fall under Art.29(10.2), namely, “at other 
places for special accommodation of mi-
nor and underage persons”.

According	to	Art.25(1)	of	ARL,	any	un-
accompanied minor or foreigner under 
the legal age who is seeking or has been 
granted international protection and who 
is within the territory of the Republic of 
Bulgaria, shall be assigned a representa-
tive from the municipal administration, 
designated by the mayor of the municipal-
ity	or	by	an	authorised	official.

The representative of the unaccompa-
nied or underage minor who is seeking or 
has been granted international protection 
shall have the following rights in the pro-
cedure under this Law (until the minor or 
underage foreigner becomes of age):

1. safeguarding of their legal interests in 
the procedures for granting interna-
tional protection until the completion 
thereof	with	a	final	decision

2. representation before any administra-
tive body including social, healthcare, 
educational, and other institutions in 
the Republic of Bulgaria with a view to 
safeguard the child’s best interest

3. a procedural representative in all the 
procedures before the administrative 
bodies

�. legal assistance

Unaccompanied Minors 
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What we propose:

As part of the solution for the refugee 
situation in Europe, the European Commission 
(EC) agreed to relocate 160,000 asylum seek-
ers residing in Greece and Italy. It also agreed 
to resettle 20,000 people, residing in Turkey, 
Lebanon and Jordan.

The relocation scheme was agreed in 
2015,	 whereby	 all	 EU	member	 states	 agreed	
to accept certain quota of asylum seekers who 
were in Greece or Italy for a two-year period. 
The number of people to be relocated was de-
termined based on a distribution key that con-
sidered four elements:

• The size of the population (�0%)
• Total GDP (�0%)
• The number of asylum applications over 

the last year (10%)
• The unemployment rate (10%)

Third-country nationals that qualify for 
relocation would be those from countries with 
at	least	a	75%	asylum	recognition	rate	such	as	
Syria,	Eritrea	and	Iraq.

The relocation scheme envisages that eve-
ry EU member state will receive 6,000 EUR for 
each relocated individual from the EU budget. 
This amount covers the integration expenses 
of	the	receiving	country.	Projects	for	 integra-
tion of relocated or resettled foreigners with 
granted international protection are funded by 
the Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund, in 
accordance	with	Regulation	516/2014.	

Bulgaria has formally pledged to relocate 
1,302 people, of whom 831 are from Greece 
and 471 from Italy. So far, Bulgaria has relo-
cated �7 people from Greece and none from 
Italy. For the latter, Bulgaria has been criticised 
in the 11th EC report on relocation and reset-
tlement from 12/0�/2017. Bulgaria	has	been	
refusing	 to	 relocate	 people	 from	 Italy,	 be-
cause these migrants are Eritreans. 

Under the resettlement programme, Bul-
garia still has not received a single person, 
despite having pledged to resettle 50 people. 

• The need for a protected environment – Bulgaria does not provide a secure environment 
for unaccompanied children, it does not monitor what happens to them (when or how they leave 
the reception centres or where they go). There are no restricted areas in the reception centres for 
their protection, nor at the border transit centres.

•	 The	need	for	a	working	representation	– there is no lawfully introduced mechanism for 
representation of unaccompanied children within the Asylum and Refugees Law. Most munici-
palities	are	unprepared	and	they	have	no	resources	to	assign	this	task	individually	to	a	qualified	
person. Often, representatives are people who do not even know what to do or are unsuitable for 
this type of work and responsibility. Typically, this work is understood to be an obligation to par-
ticipate	in	the	first	interview	of	the	unaccompanied	child	and	nothing	further.

• It is also important to have an interpreter to help the communication between the unac-
companied child and the representative and all other activities and institutions.

• The need for a specialised residency service – Currently there is no residency service suit-
able	for	unaccompanied	children,	 including	trained	staff,	sheltered	space,	etc.	Existing	resident	
social services have not adapted to accept such children and are sometimes unwilling to. It is a 
serious responsibility. They do not know either the local language or the child’s problems, nor do 
they	receive	additional	financial	support	or	an	interpreter’s	service	or	other	specialists.

Relocated and Resettled:
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PART II 
The Meaning of Integration

When refugees 
come to Bulgaria, they 
know nothing about 
the culture, the proce-
dures for access to vari-
ous services – social, ed-
ucational, health, labour 
market and housing, and 
do not speak Bulgarian. 
This is why they need sup-
port in order to adapt and 
integrate into our society.

Our society can benefit from the great potential  

people bring with them 

Everyone comes with their own different set of knowledge and 

skills. Everyone has something to contribute. Having people from 

different origins, with different cultures actually adds to the wealth 

of that society. Bulgarians have always been proud of saving the 

Armenians, of saving the Jews and I don’t see why we should not 

once again demonstrate the famous Bulgarian tolerance and hos-

pitality. These are things that we need to demonstrate every day 

and not let remain just words. When we talk about tolerance and 

solidarity these are words that we need to fill with meaning in our 

everyday life. (Margarita Spasova, Caritas)  

© Multi Kulti
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Caritas’ priorities are focused on support for integration, namely the provision of 
a set of activities that contribute to and are related to housing, education and training 
in the Bulgarian language, finding a job, facilitating access to health and social serv-
ices, as well as familiarity with Bulgarian culture and society.

The initial confusion about what is to come 
after obtaining international protection 
and the lack of clarity in the 
procedures as well as the lan-
guage barrier are a source of 
emotional burden for the bene-
ficiaries	of	protection.	It	causes	
the missing of important dead-
lines related to administrative 
procedures and documents, and 
presents an obstacle to accessing 
health, education, and social serv-
ices. Finding a home is an extreme-
ly important step in the integration 
process	 for	 all	 beneficiaries	 of	 in-
ternational protection. However, for 
vulnerable people and their families, 
when leaving the reception centres 
of the State Agency for Refugees, this 
task	 proves	 to	 be	 very	 difficult.	 The	
existing linguistic and administrative barriers, 
as	well	as	facing	negative	attitudes,	make	find-
ing	a	job	by	themselves	very	difficult	and	some-
times	such	jobs	have	poor	working	
conditions.

The meaning of 
integration is for people to 

be independent, and in order to achieve this 
we need to support them to get back on their 
feet, to enrol their children at school, learn 

Bulgarian,	find	a	job,	take	care	of	
their	family,	and	to	fulfill	all	the	
responsibilities that Bulgarian 
citizens have. Providing employ-
ment is also a prerequisite for 
paying taxes and thus contrib-
uting to the development of 
Bulgarian society.

The young father believes that people should have the 

right to choose where they want to live and what to believe 

in. That is why he risked his life – his own and his family’s 

lives to live in a free country with rule of law. 

He greatly appreciates the support that Caritas has given to 

him and to his brother, who was also in a camp. He is grateful 

that he has received humanitarian status. He believes that 

there are many people who deserve protection – they have 

suffered a lot, they have families with young children. They 

should be given a chance, the fact that they got here means 

they deserve it, he says. (M. I., Iraq)

The meaning of integration is for people to be independent

© Bewar Mossa
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An important pre-
condition for success-
ful integration is to pro-
vide access to Bulgarian 
language courses and 
cultural orientation ac-
tivities for asylum seek-
ers in our country, as early 
as the initial adaptation 
stage. It is also important 
to have access to various 
other activities that help 
people in reception centres 
to overcome the trauma and make their daily 
lives at SAR reception centres more mean-
ingful during the ongoing procedure for ob-

taining status. That is 
why Caritas directs part of its 

activities towards organising various informal 
trainings, sports and art workshops at the re-
ception centres, aiming to reach children and 
young people above all.

Caritas employees who are also refugees are a very positive 

example for all of us. Despite the initial refusals, they have now 

been granted status and remain in Bulgaria. Their children attend 

school, they speak Bulgarian perfectly. We have many positive 

stories around us. We have a colleague from Afghanistan who, 

followin
g	many	diffi

culties,	
has	bee

n	grante
d	status

.	He	is	v
ery	

qualified
.	He	wa

s	a	bank
	manager	

in	Afgha
nistan.	H

e	has	m
any	

good technical and computer skills that are useful to us. He is 

currentl
y	one	o

f	our	most	valu
able	sta

ff	members.	Hi
s	childre

n	

go to school and integrate. Even if one story ends well, we are 

very happy!
(Martina Raytchinova, Caritas)

© Bewar Mossa

© “St.Anna” archive centre, Caritas
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Our Practice: 

‘St. Anna’, Centre for Integration of Refugees and Migrants 

Caritas	supports	integration	through	Caritas	Sofia’s	Centre	for	Integration	of	Refugees	and	
Migrants, ‘St. Anna’, where we help people get through the adaptation process more easily and 
become independent again. This is a specialised place focused on the complex needs of asylum 
seekers	and	beneficiaries	of	international	protection,	who	are	extremely	vulnerable,	since	many	
of	them	have	no	financial	means	or	any	identity	documents.

© “St.Anna” archive centre, Caritas

The ‘St. Anna’ centre provides social counsel-
ling, assistance for access to healthcare, 
psychological support, Bul-
garian language courses, as-
sistance with address regis-
tration,	 assistance	 in	 finding	
housing and work, art activi-
ties, a mentoring programme 
and other activities. The aim is 
to support the process of inte-
gration into Bulgarian society, 
which	can	be	particularly	difficult	
for	asylum	seekers	and	benefici-
aries of international protection 
fleeing	war	and	violence.

© “St.Anna” archive centre, Caritas
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Translation and escorting to different 
institutions

Often,	 the	 language	 barrier	when	 filling	
in documents, as well as the lack of clarity of 
terms	 and	 procedures,	 prevent	 beneficiar-
ies of international protection from access-
ing the services of various state institutions. 
It is therefore necessary for people to be ac-
companied by the social mediators at the ‘St. 
Anna’ centre. 

• Address registration, help with finding 
accommodation and upon conclusion of the 
lease agreement, clarifying the procedures 
for paying utility bills and submission of iden-
tity card documents

Since	finding	housing	and	fulfilling	all	the	
obligations associated with it are often com-
plex and lengthy processes, initial support is 
extremely	 important	 for	 beneficiaries	 of	 in-
ternational protection who leave the centres 
of the State Agency for Refugees.

Caritas	 helps	 by	 finding	 suitable	 accom-
modation and helps with the lease agreement, 
which are the necessary steps for obtaining 
address registration and applying for ID docu-
ments. This is of utmost importance because 
without	 an	 ID,	 the	 beneficiaries	 of	 interna-
tional protection cannot go to state institu-
tions or private companies. If necessary, social 
mediators also provide assistance explaining 
the procedures for paying household bills. 
Sometimes assistance and translation are also 
provided over the phone.

Registration with a gen-
eral practitioner, health insurance status 

checks, translation and accompanying with 
health insurance installments payments and 
registration with various medical institutions

The social mediators at the ‘St Anna’ cen-
tre for Integration of Refugees and Migrants 
are	also	an	important	link	between	beneficiar-
ies of international protection and the health-
care system. The people are assisted in regis-
tering	with	 a	 general	 practitioner	 –	 the	 first	
step	to	providing	access	to	health	services	just	
as Bulgarian citizens can access. Other types 
of support include checking their health insur-
ance status, paying health insurance, visiting 
a specialised doctor, etc. The language barrier 
when completing documents and errors in the 
social security system are frequent barriers to 
accessing much needed healthcare.

Enrollment in school and kindergarten
In	2017,	the	social	mediators	at	the	‘St	

Anna’ centre helped 10 children to enrol in 
school	and	13	children	to	enrol	in	a	kinder-
garten.

Referring to a lawyer
Such support is also important, as it is 

sometimes necessary to have an individual 
consultation with a lawyer when there is a 
complex case related to obtaining internation-
al protection or appealing against a refusal. 
Caritas social mediators refer people to other 
non-governmental organisations that provide 
free	 legal	aid	 to	 those	who	cannot	afford	to	
pay for it.

SOCIAL COUNSELLING AND ASSISTANCE 	
IN THE PROCESS OF INTEGRATION	
(CASE MANAGEMENT 	
AND SOCIAL MEDIATION) 

This	 is	 often	 the	 first	 crucial	
step when Caritas social mediators 
take up a new case. During an in-
dividual consultation, the needs of 
the individual or family are analysed. 
Usually	 the	 initial	 help	 offered	 is	
for assistance and accompanying for 
finding	 accommodation	 and	 issuing	
personal documents.  During 2017, we 
have provided social consultations and 
assistance in the process of integration 
to 723 people.

© ‘’St.Anna” archive centre, Caritas
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• Bulgarian language courses for adults

The	‘St	Anna’	centre	employs	qualified	Bul-
garian language teachers who use new didac-
tic	methods	in	their	work.	In	2015	and	2016	we	
ran courses for 12 groups, where 110 refugees 
studied the language. During 2017, Bulgarian 
language courses were provided to 207 people.

• Additional lessons for children,  
 enrolled in school

The ‘St Anna’ centre provides support for 
children enrolled in school to prepare for their 
lessons and with their homework. This assist-
ance	is	provided	by	qualified	teachers	and	vol-
unteers.

A Bulgarian language summer school 
took	place	 in	the	summer	of	2017,	where	35	
children participated in various classes – initial 
literacy	for	children	from	5	to	6	years	old,	be-
ginners	 from	7	 to	15	 years	old	and	 students	
from grades one to seven. 

• Psychological counselling and support

Psychological counselling and support 
are sometimes needed due to the emotional 
stresses of starting a new life in Bulgaria, the 
ambiguity about the future and already expe-
rienced psychological traumas. The aim is to 
help people cope with their situation using 
their inner strengths and qualities through 
consultations with the psychologist at the ‘St 
Anna’ centre or by referring people to anoth-
er	specialist.	During	2017,	52	people	received	
psychological counselling and support.

• Programme for accommodating  
 refugees (Emergency  
 and long term shelter)

For vulnerable people, such as single 
women, single mothers, chronically ill and 
disabled people, who had to leave the re-
ception centres, we provide hostel accom-
modation for a period of 1� days. Caritas is 
actively	involved	in	finding	apartments,	con-
ducting surveys and signing contracts.

For people who urgently need to be ac-
commodated	but	cannot	afford	it	or	it	is	not	
appropriate for them to stay at a hostel, there 
is crisis accommodation. During 2017, emer-
gency and long term shelter has been provid-
ed to 2�2 people.

• Assistance in finding a job  
 and with contracts, organising job fairs  
 and meetings with employers  
 at the Caritas centre

We	 support	 asylum	 seekers	 and	benefi-
ciaries	 of	 international	 protection	 to	 find	 a	
job	and	 thus	 support	 their	 families.	We	cre-
ate partnerships with employers and organ-
ise	 job	 fairs,	 during	 which	 we	 provide	 the	
opportunity for a face-to-face meeting be-
tween business representatives and people 
looking	for	a	job.	We	support	both	parties	as	
our social mediators assist in the initial con-
tact, support and interpret during the inter-
view, assist in the preparation of documents 
for	applying	for	and	starting	a	job	as	well	as	
workplace	adaptation.	During	2017,	52	peo-
ple have received psychological counselling 
and support.

• Art activities and sporting activities  
 for women

As	of	August	2017,	more	than	50	women	
have taken part in sports and art activities 
at the ‘St Anna’ centre. Some of the women 
also attend Bulgarian language classes, and 
our partners from the ‘Children at Risk in the 
World’ Foundation help us to organise activi-
ties for younger children aged 1 to 6. Thus, for 
the	first	time,	mothers	of	young	children	who	
do not attend kindergarten have the oppor-
tunity to learn Bulgarian and to spend time in 
group activities, which helps avoid the 
risk of social exclusion.

© Ivelina Berova
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• Mentoring programme

The Mentoring Programme encourages 
the	 interaction	between	 the	beneficiaries	 of	
international protection and the local socie-
ty. The programme has existed since 2016 as 
a proven and working practice in support of 
beneficiaries	of	international	protection	living	
in	Sofia.	During	2017,	72	people	took	part	 in	
the mentoring programme.

•  Activities supporting people  
 seeking international protection  
 in our country

For asylum seekers accommodated at 
the reception centres of the State Agency 
for	Refugees,	 Caritas	 Sofia	 implements:	 the	
‘Refugee	Project’	in	partnership	with	CVS	Bul-
garia, through which volunteers participate 
in educational activities for children, young 
people and adults in the reception centres 
of the State Agency for Refugees, organising 
games and activities for children, lessons in 
Bulgarian and English, cooking courses, ap-
plied arts, music, theatre and other kinds of 
activities; and also the ‘We Play and Learn’ 
project,	through	which	Caritas	employees	or-
ganise educational and recreational activities 
for children and youth, Bulgarian language 
lessons, science, arts, sports, as well as pre-
paratory courses in Bulgarian language for 
children	 at	 school	 age.	 During	 2017,	 1058	
children and 170 adults were included in 
these activities. 

Caritas	 Sofia	 organises	 non-formal	 edu-
cational and art activities for people accom-
modated at the Special Home for Temporary 
Accommodation of Foreigners in Busmantsi. 
701 people took part in the activities during 
2017.

The ‘St. Anna’ centre part-
ners with the Centre for Social 
Rehabilitation and Integra-
tion for Children and Young 
People with Disabilities, ‘An-
nunciation’,	 in	 Sofia,	 where	
several children with dis-
abilities participate in spe-
cialised activities tailored 
to their needs.

© Bewar Mossa

© Bewar Mossa
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Access to Accommodation

In	the	b
eginning

,	we	fac
ed	many	diffi

culties	w
hen	we	

helped	
refugee

s	to	

rent a home. Property owners are reluctant to rent their houses because of the 

negative attitude to foreigners, to the ‘other’ who is unknown to them. People 

here	ask
,	“What	are	

these	pe
ople	like

?	Will	they	c
ause	an

y	proble
ms?	Will	they	

leave	ag
ain,	and

	then	sa
y	that	p

eople	liv
e	at	this

	address
?”	I	try	t

o	under
stand	

both sides. 

Usually, when the landlords see a family with many children, they imme-

diately perceive the family as dirty and loud tenants who will annoy the neigh-

bours.	T
he	truth

	is	that	
many	of	t

hem	are	una
ble	to	fi

nanciall
y	afford

	the	re-

quest of two advance deposits and the rent payments. Often landlords require 

a guarantee from us that the families we have referred to them will not create 

problems. 

We have repeatedly received feedback from the landlords that they are 

really pleased with their tenants. Then again, there are also owners who do not 

want to hear about accommodating refugees at all. Many of those who have 

received
	asylum

	seek	ac
commodation

,	but	wh
en	they

	first	co
ntact	ow

ners	or	

agencies, they are refused. This is when we step in to cooperate and to con-

tinue	to
	fight	fo

r	them.	
(Sofia Bahoudaila, Caritas)

Our Practice: 

Caritas’ Refugee Accommodation Programme

Finding	accommodation	is	an	extremely	important	step	in	the	integration	process	for	all	
beneficiaries of international protection. However, for vulnerable people and their families, 
this task is a serious obstacle.

Experience has shown that people some-
times have an urgent need for short-term sup-
port while they get things back on track. This 
requires a provision of support, tailored to their 
needs.	Vulnerable	people,	such	as	lone	women,	
single mothers, people with chronic diseases 
and disabled people, as well as those who were 
evicted from the refugee centres, are accom-
modated in hostels for a period of 1� days. In 
such circumstances, Caritas is actively involved 
in	finding	apartments,	conducting	surveys	and	
signing contracts. If the family is successfully 
accommodated in their new residence, the 

building’s rules and regulations are explained 
to them; they are assisted when meeting the 
building manager; the terms of the rental pay-
ments are explained to them; and they receive 
assistance with opening a bank account. The 
team of social mediators pays monthly visits 
to each family and helps as necessary. By May 
2017, 2� families were housed in rental accom-
modation. For people who need urgent accom-
modation	and	cannot	afford	it,	or	for	those	for	
whom it is inappropriate to stay at a hostel, the 
‘St. Anna’ centre has accommodation available 
for critical cases with a capacity of 80 people (or 
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20 families). By May 2017, 
crisis accommodation was 
provided to 80 people (i.e. 
at full capacity). These are 
vulnerable people in urgent 
need who very often have 
spent several nights on the 
street	 and	 have	 no	 financial	
means to pay for their stay. 
Thus, Caritas helps people 
who, due to their vulnerability 
and lack of Bulgarian language 
proficiency	at	this	point,	are	un-
able	to	deal	with	the	first	steps	
of integration in Bulgaria.

What	happens		
after being granted status? 

While in the process of obtaining interna-
tional protection, one has the right to be placed 
in either of the territorial units of the State 
Agency for Refugees (‘SAR centres’, also called 
reception centres or ‘camps’), after assessment 
of the person’s condition and a medical exami-
nation. After being granted international pro-
tection, the person must leave the SAR centre 

within 1� days. Finding	accommodation	within	
the	 14-day	 period	 is	 an	 impossible	 task,	 di-
rectly related to the funds available to the 
individual. Typically, landlords require payment 
of	the	first	month’s	rent	and	a	deposit	of	one	or	
sometimes two rent payments as an additional 
security.

Initially, the owner of the apartment where I stayed with 

my family was quite suspicious of us. The apartment was in 

terrible	
conditio

n,	 I	did	
not	 like

	 it	when
	 I	first	s

aw	 it,	b
ut	 I	

had	no	c
hoice.	It

	was	the
	first	pro

perty	w
e	found

.	Our	lan
d-

lord came by every week to check if everything was okay. Of 

course,	
he	is	a	v

ery	well
-behave

d	man,	just	
wanting

	to	make	

sure we maintain the property. Every time he visited us, he 

saw that I was painting and making repairs to make the place 

more presentable, without asking him to cover expenses. I 

wanted it to be as pleasant and as comfortable as possible. 

After a while he stopped coming. I even had to call him to re-

mind him of the rent payment. Over time we became friends 

and he behaves wonderfully and helped me a lot. 
(I.A.)
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Covering these costs would be made eas-
ier if one had found employment, but this too 
proves	 to	 be	 difficult	 in	 the	 absence	 of	 an	 ID	
card	 issued	only	 after	finding	accommodation	
where	 the	beneficiary	of	 international	protec-
tion has registered their permanent residence. 
Thus, without a residence registered in the mu-
nicipality as a permanent address, the person: 

• cannot retrieve personal documents from 
the municipality (identity card) 

• cannot enter into an employment contract 
• will struggle to open a bank account that 
is	 often	needed	when	 starting	a	 job	 (as	 a	
Bulgarian personal document is needed)

• cannot claim a current address that is re-
quired for registration in the Labour Of-
fice,	as	well	as	in	order	to	file	an	application	
for	social	allowance	and	benefits,	as	well	as	
the use of social services in the Directorate 
for Social Assistance. 

Staying	in	the	SAR	centres		
of the Council of Ministers 

Despite all this, SAR does allow people 
who have already received international pro-
tection but who do not have enough money to 
rent accommodation, to stay in the centres. It	
is	regulated	under	the	Asylum	and	Refugees	
Law	according	to	which	there	is	an	option	of	
financial support for the accommodation and 
for	a	period	of	up	to	six	months	from	the	de-
cision to grant international protection. It is 
enforced when SAR and the Council of Min-
isters allow people with a status, who have 
difficulty finding accommodation, to stay in 
the centres if there are vacancies there and 
especially if people are in a vulner-
able position. 

Municipal	accommodation

Regarding accommodation in a municipal 
shelter, each municipality determines the pro-
cedure and the conditions for managing and 
keeping them. Although each municipality has 
its own local regulatory framework, one	of	the	
main	 requirements	 for	 obtaining	 municipal	
shelter	 is	 that	 at	 least	 one	 member	 of	 the	
family	who	applies	should	be	a	Bulgarian	citi-
zen. Therefore, people with humanitarian or 
refugee	status	are	not	entitled	to	municipal	
accommodation. 

Finding	accommodation		
in different towns

There	are	often	specific	barriers	to	finding	
accommodation and employment depending on 
the urban area. In	large	towns,	employment	is	
easily	accessible	because	there	are	more	op-
tions, but accommodation is more difficult to 
find and rental costs are higher.	A	beneficiary	
of international protection, who is well educat-
ed, can be employed by large companies who 
wish to make use of their knowledge of rare lan-
guages such as Arabic and Farsi. However, such 
job	 opportunities	 are	 only	 available	 in	 larger	
cities. Accordingly, a well-educated person can 
find	it	difficult	to	settle	in	a	big	city	without	ad-
ditional support. 

In small towns, however, accommodation 
is easier to find and rental costs are rela-
tively low, but employment options are lim-
ited. Also,	in	large	cities	beneficiaries	of	inter-

national protection stand out 
less than the rest of the popu-
lation, and the chances of be-
coming a target of negative 
public attention are smaller. 
Another issue arises in small 
towns whereby the local 
municipality may refuse to 
register a family that al-
ready has accommodation 
and has met the statutory 
term of 1� days for regis-
tration in the municipali-
ty, although it is obliged 
to do so. Such a refusal 
violates the Asylum and 
Refugees Law and is of-

Have the neighbours in your building got used to 

you? 
My relationship with the neighbours is great now. 

At	first,
	as	a	str

anger	a
nd	a	‘diff

erent’	p
erson,	t

hey	did	

not approach me. So I started to greet everyone I met. 

Now they greet me every time they see me. I know that 

for	them
	I	am	a	differ

ent	pers
on	with	

differen
t	religio

n,	

languag
e	and	cu

lture.	At
	first,	I	w

ould	wit
hdraw	if

	I	didn’t	

know anything about the person and that was normal 

for me. But after all, I am a good and open person, I want 

to	be	go
od	to	ot

hers.	Se
lf-confid

ence	is	a
lso	important

.	

(R. from Lebanon)
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ten due to exploiting negative public attitudes 
for political purposes. Unless the family ac-
commodation is registered 
in the municipality, there is 
no way to have a permanent 
address, and accordingly an 
identity card, which brings us 
back	 to	 the	 problem	 of	 find-
ing employment and opening a 
bank account, etc. 

Requirements	for	address	
registration	

For	 each	 person	 to	 be	 en-
tered	in	the	local	population	reg-
ister,	 they	 must	 state	 in	 writing	
their	 permanent	 and	 current	 ad-
dress. This statement of their per-
manent	and	current	address	in	the	
population	register	is	called	the	ad-
dress registration. 

Address	registration	
The address registration is carried out 

by the mayor of the municipality, the district 
or	mayor’s	office,	or	by	officials	 appointed	by	
them. It is completed upon request by the per-
son wishing to be registered and upon submis-
sion of either of the following documents: 

• a document of estate rights
• documents relating to the property for resi-

dential purposes (rent agreement, includ-
ing a contract for the provision of a social 
service of residential type and a contract for 
accommodation in specialised institutions)

• other documents proving estate rights or 
use of the property

If	 the	 property	 is	 rented,	 registration	
must be accompanied by the owner’s writ-
ten consent. It is done either by a declaration 
made	by	the	owner	personally	on	site	or	with	
a notarised signature. Such a document will 
not be provided if the person wishing to regis-
ter (or his/her spouse) is a close relative of the 
owner or the property user. The kin relationship 
is	certified	by	official	verification	in	the	popula-
tion register.

Was it difficult to find accommodation to rent in 

Sofia? 
We searched and searched, but no one would lease to 

us as soon as they knew we were from Syria. We eventu-

ally found the apartment we currently live in. We liked it 

and told the landlord that we were from Cyprus because 

we both speak good Greek. There was no problem - we 

agreed on the price, and it was only when we met to sign 

the contract and she saw our identity cards that she real-

ised	we	
are	refu

gees	wit
h	humanitaria

n	status
.	At	first

	the	

landlord
	was	hor

rified,	b
ut	now	t

hey	are	
very	ple

ased	wit
h	

us. Our landlord lives abroad. Her cousin is a neighbour. 

We pay the rent to her. When talking on the phone with 

our landlady, she even praises us saying that she had never 

had	bet
ter	tena

nts	all	o
ver	Sofi

a.	“It’s	a
s	if	ther

e	were	n
o	

children in the house – they are quiet, they respect the 

rules.” (Nysrin - mother of four children  

who has lived in Bulgaria with her husband for four years.)

Accommodation provided for refugees employed by the Slam Clothing Co. in Vidin
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What we propose for easily affordable accommodation:

• In order to encourage property owners to lease for the needs of beneficiaries of inter-
national protection, one must develop a mechanism by which those leaving the country early 
are deregistered as residents of an address within the municipality.

• Beneficiaries of international protection should be eligible users of municipal accom-
modation by making changes to the criteria for applying for them.

•	 The	funding	for	asylum,	migration	and	integration	(2014-2020)	should	be	used	to	pro-
vide funds for accommodating the beneficiaries of international protection.

•	 Lack	of	accommodation	is	a	serious	problem	and	the	planning	and	implementation	of	
accommodation policies are necessary at a local, regional and national level to ensure access 
to this type of social accommodation for beneficiaries of international protection. 

In	the	case	of	a	refusal	to	acknowledge	an	
address	registration	or	a	change	of	address,	
it	is	possible	to	appeal	under	the	Administra-
tive Procedure Code,	whilst	an	objection	to	the	
removal	of	an	address	registration	may	be	filed	
with the respective administrative court. Such 
an appeal does not suspend the process. 

If	an	agreement	for	integration	with	the	
municipality	is	signed, accommodation is one 
of the indicators for assessing the integration 
process according to the Ordinance on the con-
ditions and terms for concluding, implementing 
and terminating the agreement for integration 
of foreigners with granted asylum or interna-
tional protection. 

According to Art.1� of 
the Ordinance, the mayor or 
a	mayoral	 officer	 appointed	
by the mayor has the respon-
sibility to organise the recep-
tion and to assist with the ac-
commodation of foreigners 
and members of their family; 
to enter them into the popula-
tion register; to provide assist-
ance for the issuance of Bulgar-
ian personal documents and all 
other support activities regarding 
the implementation of integration 
indicators.

The municipality should provide counsel-
ling services for access to accommodation, as 
well as to implement mechanisms to integrate 
accommodation, social inclusion and regional 
development policies (according to Art.9 of the 
Ordinance). 

The	obligations	of	the	beneficiary	of	inter-
national protection are to use the provided ac-
commodation with due care of a good tenant 
as well as all other obligations related to the 
integration agreement stemming from Art.17 
of the Ordinance.

It’s even harder to be accepted by landlords. Caritas has 

hugely eased this process for me. Every time we wanted to 

sign a contract with our landlord, she was postponing be-

cause she was afraid of the fact that we are refugees. She 

took pictures throughout the house and warned us that if the 

neighbours complained or said something negative about 

us,	we	w
ould	hav

e	to	leav
e.	The	fi

rst	time	she	ca
me	to	visit

	us	

after we got the apartment keys, she saw all the refurbish-

ments we had made and was very pleasantly surprised. She 

even	sta
rted	to	v

isit	regu
larly	and

	have	a	c
up	of	co

ffee	at	o
ur	

place, often staying even longer, for two to three hours. Her 

prejudic
es	disap

peared.
	

(Mannar from Syria - lone mother of 3 children)
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Access to Education, Training  
and Cultural Orientation

Children like everyone else

Refugee
s	first	se

ek	secur
ity,	afte

r	this	th
e	idea	to

	provide
	a	bet-

ter future to their children follows. The parents themselves realise 

that it is impossible for them to carry out the communication that 

is needed with the school authorities, if they do not know the lan-

guage	w
ell	and	c

annot	e
xplain	e

verythin
g.	The	fi

rst	step
	is	to	ge

t	in	

touch with the school or to actually go there. I get in touch directly 

with the director and I explain the case for the family in question. I 

say they are refugees who have been granted status and want to in-

tegrate. I tell them about the children – whether they have already 

been	pu
pils	or	if

	they	ar
e	about

	to	enro
l	for	the

	first	tim
e.	I	expl

ain	

that they are children like everyone else – they have to learn. In 

schools especially, I have encountered a very good attitude, some-

thing I am very happy about. There is more understanding in the 

education system.
(Sofia Bahoudeila, Caritas)

© “St.Anna” archive centre, Caritas
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Education	and	training	in	state		
and	municipal	kindergartens

According to Art.9(3) of the Pre-school and 
School Education Act, minors seeking 
or receiving interna-
tional protection 
under the Asylum 
and Refugees Law 
are provided with 
free education and 
training in state and 
municipal kindergar-
tens (a preparatory 
group of compulsory 
pre-school education) 
and schools in Bulgaria 
under the conditions 
and procedures for Bul-
garian citizens.

Pursuant to the Asy-
lum and Refugees Law 
(Art.26 (3)), access	 to	 the	 education	 system	
for	 minors	 seeking or having received inter-
national protection may	not	be	postponed	by	
more	than	three	months	from	the	date	of	fil-
ing an application for international protection.

Earlier	 this	 year,	 57-60	 children	 who	 re-
ceived international protection were enrolled 
in a state or municipal school.

This	 year	 an	 Ordinance	
was	 adopted,	 (Ordinance	
№ 3 of 06/04/2017), 
which	 lays	 down	
the	 terms	 and	
conditions	 for	
the	 admission	
and	 educa-
tion	 of	 chil-
dren	seeking	
or having 
received in-
ternational	
protection	
in	a	prepara-
tory	 group	
of	 compulso-
ry	 pre-school	
education	 or	 in	 a	
particular	 class	 in	
a	state	or	a	municipal	
school.

Admission	to	school	

The admission of 
prospective pupils 
seeking or receiving 
international protec-
tion in a particular 
preparatory group 
of compulsory pre-
school education 
or in a particular 
class in a state or 
municipal school 
is carried out un-
der the following 
mechanism:

• An appli-
cation is made 

by the parent to the head of 
the relevant Regional Education Authority 

(REA).
• An interview with the prospective pupil, 

prior to enrollment in school, is provided by 
an interpreter provided by REA for the educa-
tional background of the child in the country of 
origin.

• A protocol (‘card’) is prepared after the 
interview with suggestions for what is appro-
priate;	a	preparatory	group	or	class,	profile	or	
profession, and form of training.

• As a result, within seven working 
days the head of REA directs the fam-

ily to a particular kindergarten or 
school, according to the place 

of residence and the desire 
of the parents.

R e g i s t r a t i o n	
in	 state	 or	 munici-
pal	 schools	 is	 done	
throughout	the	school	
year,	but	no	later	than	
30	 academic	 days	 be-
fore	 the	 end	 of	 the	

second term.
It	 is	 obligatory	 for	

the	 parents	 to	 show	
their	 ID	 cards	 or	 green	

cards,	 which	 contain	 the	
so-called	personal	number	of	

a foreigner (PNF), to the school 
administration.

In 2017, the social 
mediators from the ‘St Anna’ 

centre helped to enrol 10 children in 
school and 13 children in a kindergarten. 

Without this support, making initial contact 
with the school or kindergarten management 

as well as becoming familiar with the admission 
procedure would be significantly more difficult for 
parents because of the language barrier. Teaching 
children up to the age of 16 is a statutory duty for 
all but, in the case of internationally-protected 

children, there is often need for some support 
to be able to fulfill this obligation. In addi-

tion, school education is vital for future 
adaptation and integration into 

Bulgarian society.

© Caritas archive
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The organisation and coordination of admis-
sion of minors seeking or receiving internation-
al protection is carried out by the coordinating 
team in the kindergarten or in the school estab-
lished under the state educational standard 
for inclusive education.

In	 primary	
grades	 one	 to	
four,	 children	
seeking or receiv-
ing	 international	
protection	 are	 en-
rolled by age. In the 
classes	of	the	lower	
or	 upper	 secondary	
level it is necessary 
to validate the ac-
quired	 competences 
(knowledge of all sub-
jects)	 for	 the	 complet-
ed previous class by the 
end of the school year.

If a pupil who is seeking or has received 
international protection cannot validate 
their	 competences	 in	 all	 subjects	 for	 the	
previous class by the end of the school year, 
they	are	entitled	to	be	enrolled	in	the	next	
grade	 after	 successful	 completion	 of	 the	
class they have been taught throughout 
the relevant year. They may also transfer 
validation for up to three subjects from the 
previous class or stage of education until the 
completion of the relevant stage of education 
- lower or upper secondary level, in which they 
are studying.

It is envisaged that 
additional	 training	 in	 Bulgarian	

language	and	literature	for pupils in compul-
sory	school	age	(according	to	Ordinance	№3	of	
06/0�/2017) will be provided:

• additional modules in Bulgarian - for chil-
dren who are in compulsory pre-school 
age

• further training in Bulgarian language and 
literature as part of the overall support for 
acquiring the expected learning outcomes 
of	 the	 subject	matter,	 defined	 in	 the	 cur-
riculum for the relevant class - for pupils in 
compulsory school age

• additional training in Bulgarian as a foreign 
language to support their inclusion - for pu-
pils in compulsory school age

Further	 education	 in	 Bulgarian	 as	 a	 for-
eign language is provided according to the 
state	 educational	 standards	 (Pre-school and 
School Education Act) and upon application by 
the parent (guardian, trustee, representative of 
the	unaccompanied	minors	seeking	or	benefici-
ary of international protection) to	the	Director	
of	the	kindergarten	or	the	school.

This additional support for Bulgarian lan-
guage still does not happen in practice in all 
schools, but this school year we expect it to be 
applied everywhere.

© Caritas archive

There are many children who need help in school because it is 

extremely	diffi
cult	 for

	 them.	Proble
ms	 includ

e	the	 la
nguage	

bar-

rier	and
	the	com

municatio
n	with	c

lassmates.	Th
is	cause

s	offens
e,	

and refusal from others to communicate with them. Then we must 

explain to them that these are normal processes, and all of this will 

pass. We also support them because there are situations in which 

they feel discouraged. Our role is to encourage them not to give up. 

We had cases with older children who refused to go to school. Then 

we have to talk to them and tell them that without education it will 

be much harder for them, and that Mum and Dad are busy and also 

have to go to work and that the children’s work is to study.

(Mimi Georgieva, Psychologist)
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Interview Our Practice: 

Additional Lessons

The support of children enrolled in school 
and the preparation of their lessons and home-
work	are	provided	by	qualified	and	volunteer	
Bulgarian teachers. The program is valuable 
because an individual approach is applied and 
the	 training	 is	 tailored	 to	 the	 specific	 needs.	
Volunteers	are	trained	to	learn	what	to	expect	
when working with children, what approaches 
and materials to use. Thanks to working in pairs 
or with two children at the same time, commu-
nication between volunteers and children is 
easy and they have the opportunity to work on 
the	specific	difficulties	of	each	child.

We work with children between 6-1� years 
old. We learn together in our ‘St. Anna’ centre, 
in several metropolitan schools, as well as in 
the children’s homes. So far, there is positive 
feedback from children, parents and volun-
teers who are committed to helping. The class-
es are an opportunity to practice and learn 
new knowledge and to get help with their 
work because their parents often have a low 
level of Bulgarian and cannot help them. Tak-

ing up such lessons is criti-
cal to successfully 

integrating chil-
dren into the 

education 
system.

... Children from families seeking or re-
ceiving protection do not receive pre-qualifi-
cation in the Bulgarian language before they 
are enrolled in school. It is good that these 
children enter a class with Bulgarians because 
they learn the language faster, but they need 
to have a level of proficiency in the school 
to build upon in advance. This preparation is 
essential. Germany is a good example in this 
issue as they do provide mandatory prepara-
tion. Then, when enrolled in school, children 
do not get any extra help during the learning 
process. This year’s Ministry of Education and 
Science (MES) provided additional assistance 
for between 90 and 120 hours, but not all 
schools apply. Even where it is applied, this 
aid is extremely inadequate.

Children are afraid to go to a Bulgarian 
school precisely because they do not speak 
well and are not understood in class. Thus, 
parents are enrolling their children in Arab 
schools, which makes things even more con-
fusing. I do not mind parents having a choice 
and enrolling their child to learn in their native 
language, but if they aim to stay in Bulgaria 
and subsequently decide to move their child 
to a Bulgarian school, they must encourage 
them to learn Bulgarian.

Enrolling in school is no longer 
so difficult, but the problems be-
gin later on. Children are al-
lowed to graduate to the 
next class without having 
mastered the material 
during the year and still 
cannot read. I met many 
very good teachers, 
but the system itself is 
very wrong. Even those 
teachers who are willing 
to pay attention to chil-
dren in need are obliged 
to work in a group and do 
not have time for individu-
al work. Finally, as a result, 
we have a situation where 
medical notes are given to ex-
cuse the child from having to sit 
the end-of-year exam.

(Diana Nedeva, Caritas)

The existence of a 
statutory mechanism facilitates 

the enrollment and admission of the child 
into a preparatory group or the corresponding 

class of the school. Difficulties begin when the child 
enters school for two reasons - lack of language skills 

and lack of individual support from the beginning of en-
rollment. The child has to catch up not only with all of the 

material, but also with the language. If this does not happen, 
the child moves to a higher class by learning the lesson without 
understanding it.
Validation of knowledge is also a great challenge and difficulty, 
both because of low language proficiency, which does not pro-
vide a good understanding of the material, and because if 

children have studied in their countries in many of the dis-
ciplines, they have been taught quite different methods, 

and some of the subjects are not studied at all. It is 
not easy to prove the level of Bulgarian for the 

previous class as well as the current 
one they are learning in.
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The summer school for chil-
dren started in July and lasted 
for	five	weeks.	A	total	of	31	chil-
dren took part in Bulgarian lan-
guage lessons at the ‘St Anna’ cen-
tre, two or three times a week.

Individual meetings were held 
with each child to determine the 
groups, based on the knowledge of 
their Bulgarian language and wheth-
er the child studied at a Bulgarian 
school.

Those who did not study in Bul-
garian schools were divided into two 
age	groups	–	 initial	 literacy	(5-6	years	
old)	 and	 beginners	 (8-15	 years	 old).	 Seven	 of	
them expressed an interest in being enrolled 
in a Bulgarian school. For the children who 
were already enrolled, adequate Bulgarian lan-
guage skills were vital for the learning of the 
school material. They were divided into two age 
groups,(8–10 years old and 10–1� years old).

The children who attended the summer 
school were welcomed by pupils from the 
private school ‘Svi Fairy’ in the Hippodruma 
neighbourhood	 in	 Sofia.	 All	 the	 children	 par-
ticipated in a group task of getting to know 
the organs of the human body and the way 
they function. Alongside the practical activi-

Our Practice: 

Summer School for Children

What other methods have positive results and im-

prove the integration of people seeking and receiving 

international protection?

–	Individ
ual	work

	is	very	e
ffective

.	We	have	v
oluntee

rs	

who are professional teachers as well as those who have 

not undergone special training on the principles of work-

ing with children. The training draws attention to the emo-

tional	st
ate	of	t

he	child
.	 If	the	c

hild	fee
ls	good,

	 it	affec
ts	

the classroom environment. The positive atmosphere that 

volunteers create for children is very important. These are 

people who have a desire to help the children and they feel 

that. 
(Diana Nedeva, Caritas)
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ties, a pediatrician gave a 
talk explaining the functions of dif-

ferent organs and conducted a brief, practical 
first-aid	 training,including	 information	 about	
heart massages and breathing exercises.

Before the start of the interactive lesson, 
children became acquainted with one other 
through games that stimulated memory and 
through role-play. After the activities, the chil-
dren had some free time to talk and to get to 
know one another, each having the opportunity 
to create at least one new friendship.

This	meeting	is	the	first	of	its	kind	and	has	
inspired the launch of a series of such meet-
ings during the school year with children from 
other kindergartens, as well as with schools 
across	Sofia.
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Our Practice: 

Non-formal Activities for Children

Besides the main activity of Bulgarian lan-
guage classes for adults, volunteers also lead 
non-formal activities with children such as Bul-
garian and English language, Sport, Art, Music, 
Mathematics, Science and Cookery. Such enthu-
siastic commitments play an active role in the ad-
aptation	of	the	beneficiaries	of	international	
protection to the Bulgarian 
environment, and in par-
ticular to the educational 
system in the country. All 
personal interests and tal-
ents are considered when 
delegating volunteers to 
different	activities.	Through	
their informal support, the 
volunteers help children to 
improve upon their Bulgar-
ian language, adapt to their 
new	environment	and	 to	find	
new	friends.	Often,	the	project	
participants	are	from	different	
countries as well.

Women who have received internation-
al protection participate in group activities 
whilst	their	children	under	the	age	of	six	are	
also	 engaged	 in	 Bulgarian	 language	
activities.
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Enrolment in Kindergartens

Enrolment	 in	 public	 kindergartens	 first	
requires an application process. Each	 munici-
pality	has	its	own	entry	criteria:	general,	ad-
ditional and social. There are social criteria re-
garding children with special educational needs 
and/or chronic diseases etc. Additional	criteria	
are defined by each kindergarten. 

As	asylum	seekers	still	in	the	procedure	
only have a green card, this is problematic 
when	registering	a	child	with	a	kindergarten,	
as it is not possible if the parents only have a 
green card.

However, this problem can be overcome by 
contacting the municipality.

An example from Sofia: Application 
to	and	classification	within	kindergartens	
in	 the	 Sofia	 municipality	 is	 only	 possible	
through the information system for main-
tenance of kindergartens. In cases of not 
having access to the internet, the child can 
be registered in the system with the help 
of the director of the kindergarten. The ‘St 
Anna’ centre and other NGOs also assist with 
the registration.

Regardless	of	whether	the	child	was	en-
rolled	in	a	kindergartenor	not,	the	child	must	
be enrolled in a pre-school/preparatory class 
before they start school. Preparatory classes 
are available for all children either in kinder-
gartens or in schools. Children who were not 
enrolled in a kindergarten, are enrolled 
in preparatory classes in 
schools. 

Access	 t
o	 kinde

rgartens
	 in	 Sofia

	 and	 in	

some other big cities is limited due to the 

multiple criteria that are point-based. In real-

ity,	in	So
fia	there

	more	child
ren	than

	availabl
e	

places in kindergartens. Understanding the 

application system and creating a profile 

are	not	easy	things	to	do	for	the	parents,	

especially for beneficiaries of internation-

al protection. It is therefore good practice 

for them to get support in the process.

Higher Education  
(in University or College)

Humanitarian and refugee status hold-
ers have access to Bulgarian higher education 
under the terms and procedures applicable to 
Bulgarian	nationals.	 If	beneficiaries	of	interna-
tional protection pass the university entry ex-
ams, they may enrol, paying only a modest state 
tuition fee. If, however, they do not sit or pass 
the entry exams, they can still enrol in univer-
sity, but the tuition fee will be the same as 
that applicable to foreign stu-
dents. 

Legalisa
tion	of	d

ocuments	is	a
	difficult	and

	

sometimes even an impossible procedure, as 

the documents must be legalised by the coun-

try where it was issued. Often, that is not pos-

sible. 
For some degrees, Bulgarian language 

grades and history grades are important for 

adding	
up	 to	a	

final	 sco
re	 that	

will	gua
rantee	

enrolment in the university. Refugees that did 

not complete their secondary studies in the 

country simply cannot comply with such entry 

criteria.
Entry cri-

teria depend on the chosen 
university, but enrolment is still possible 

even without entry exams if the necessary doc-
uments are present. In such cases, diplomas for 
completed secondary education enable one 
to access higher education, where the overall 
grade is not less than 62% of the maximum 
grade in the country where the document 
was issued. To apply for a Master’s degree 
course, the overall grade of the obtained 
Bachelor’s degree should not be less than 
‘�’ according to the Bulgarian system or 
72% from the maximum grade in the 
country of issuance of the document. To 
apply for a PhD, one must have obtained 
a Master’s degree with overall grade of 
‘�’ according to the Bulgarian system. 

If the applicant wants to apply for a degree in 
the Bulgarian language, it is possible that they 
would have to sign up for additional language 
courses. 

In some Bulgarian universities, there are 
degrees that are taught in English. 
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Language is essential for access to every 
part of public life, especially for work, educa-
tion and health. Good knowledge of 
Bulgarian is a prereq-
uisite for the suc-
cessful integration 
and adaptation 
of	 beneficiaries	 of	
international pro-
tection. Access to 
Bulgarian language 
education has been 
identified	 as	 one	 of	
the several priority 
measures facilitating 
the integration process 
in the National Strategy 
on Migration, Asylum 
and	 Integration	 (2015-
2020). However, in prac-
tice the implementation 
of this measure is by no 
means guaranteed by the 
state. Bulgarian language 
courses, both in the initial 
adaptation period and after receiving status, 
are organised only by a few non-governmental 
organisations and are concentrated primarily in 
the capital city. In order to accelerate the lan-
guage attainment and to develop skills not only 
for oral conversation but also in writing, profes-
sional support is needed.

Caritas has a long tradition of conducting 
Bulgarian language courses. In the framework 
of	our	project	with	a	team	of	experts	 in	2014,	
we also prepared specialised Bulgarian lan-
guage training programs for adults and refugee 
children, which we presented to the Ministry of 
Education and Science (MES). The presence of 
officially-recognised	state	programs	will	ensure	
that Bulgarian language courses for refugees 
can be conducted according to an approved 
program, which will ensure the recognition of 
the	certificates	of	their	training.

For several years Caritas has organised 
Bulgarian language training courses for those 
(adults) either seeking or having received inter-
national protection. With the help of UNHCR, 
we	also	published	the	first	edition	of	the	Refu-
gee Training Handbook, Level A1 and A2. The 
second	edition	at	A1	level	is	financially	support-
ed by Catholic Assistance Services.

The great interest in our 
courses motivates us to provide them 

in	a	flexible	way,	tailored	to	the	time	available	
for our visiting students. For employees, we 
have evening sessions. For mothers with young 
children (2 to 6 years old) we provide training 
during the daytime. While women are being 
trained, the children are cared for in a room 
next door with the support of our partners 
‘Children’s Risk Foundation Worldwide’. We 
introduced and validated working and proven 
teaching methods.

Bulgarian Language Education
© Ivelina Berova
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Adults (who have received international 
protection) attend free Caritas Bulgarian lan-
guage lessons, but still struggle to find places 
and people to practice the language with. To 
this end, we have set up the mentoring pro-
gramme in which every refugee has the op-
portunity	to	communicate	freely	once	a	week	
and be assisted by their mentor. Communica-
tion	is	difficult	especially	for	women.	Men	find	
it	easier	to	find	jobs	and	learn	the	language	in	
the working environment when they are among 
Bulgarians. This is not the case for women. The 
mentoring programme helps them to have 
someone to communicate 
with.

The men-
toring programme imple-

mented	 by	 Caritas	 Sofia’s	 Cen-
tre for Integration of Refugees 
and Migrants, ‘St Anna’, helps 
to promote the interaction of 
people who have received inter-
national protection with the local 
population, supporting their inte-
gration into Bulgarian society. The 
programme has been in place since 2016 
as	a	verified	and	working	practice	to	help	peo-
ple who have been granted international 
protection	living	in	Sofia.

F i n d i n g 
themselves in 
a completely 
new and unfamil-
iar environment 
away from home, 
people who have 
received protec-
tion need someone 
to help them navi-

gate their new lives – a friend and a partner 
with whom to share the issues that con-
cern them, to practice their Bulgarian and 
to spend time with a local person.

When pairs are formed, their person-
al interests and talents are taken into ac-
count. Typically, the mentor pair meets 
at least once a week and exchanges 
skills and knowledge, building lasting 
friendships.

Mentors undergo pre-service 
training to learn more about the es-
sence	 of	 mentoring,	 effective	 com-

munication, programme goals, 
how to teach Bulgarian through 

conversation and inclusion in 
appropriate cultural events.

Volunteers	 who	 act	 as	
mentors are motivated peo-
ple driven by a desire to do 

good. People who want to lay 
the foundations of their new 

life in Bulgaria are motivated to 
learn more about the culture, life-

style, and customs of the country where 
they want to build their 
new home.

Caritas’ mentoring 
programme helps these 
two groups of people 
realise their dreams, 
building a bridge to 
their worlds, hopes 
and desires to show 
their best, erasing 
the imaginary barri-
ers	of	prejudice	and	
fears.

Our Practice: Caritas Mentoring Programme

Non-formal education is important for both chil-

dren	an
d	adults

.	It	enab
les	diffe

rent	lea
rning	st

yles	to	

be used. A competitive principle exists because of the 

many games, but teamwork is also encouraged. This is 

how many valuable skills are developed. The mind, the 

heart and the hands work together. Thus, one discov-

ers one’s own interests and talents.

(Diana Nedeva, Caritas)
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The Mentoring  
Programme was 

awarded ‘Voluntary 
Initiative 2016’, a compe-
tition jointly organised by 
the National Alliance of 

Voluntary Action and 
the Tulip Founda-

tion.
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Our Practice:

Excursions around the Country, Picnics,  
Cultural Evenings and Intercultural  
Festivals

Excursions	are	
an	informal	way	of	
introducing	asylum	
seekers or benefici-
aries	of	internation-
al	 protection	 to	 the	
history	 and	 geogra-
phy of the country. 
Positive emotions, new 
knowledge and the cre-
ation of more contacts 
with people outside their 
usual environment help 
their future integration 
in Bulgaria. Participants 
in these activities have the 
opportunity to familiarise 
the local community with the cultural and 
culinary	 traditions	 of	 the	 different	 countries	
from which they come. This is done through 
short exploratory bus trips to the historical 
and geographic sights of Bulgaria, as well as 
to	museums,	galleries	and	parks	in	Sofia.	In	the	
period January – May 2017, 318 people partici-
pated.

Excursions	are	an	effective	way	for	children	
to socialise with their peers. One example is 
the one-week	summer	camp,	now	a	tradition, 
which includes children at risk from our 
public support centres in 

Sofia,	Malko	Tarnovo,	Kuk-
len and Banya, as well as children fromBanya, as well as children from, as well as children from 

the SAR centres where Caritas works, who also 
took part this year. The summer camp took place 
by	 the	 seaside,	 near	 Varna.	 There	were	many	
games, competitions and walks organised for 
children to learn about others and themselves. 
We believe that during the summer camp a lot 
of new friendships were formed, the children 
became	more	 independent	 and	 self-confident	
and they were given a unique opportunity to 
be in a multicultural environment. Participants 
were from Bulgaria, Iraq, Syria, Afghanistan and 
in	total	spoke	six	different	mother	tongues.

Caritas also organises various cultural 
events, sometimes with the assistance of 
other organisations and governmental 
or	local	projects.	For	example,	the	Soli-
darity Festival was organised with the 
‘Multi Kulti Collective’ and with the sup-
port	 of	 the	 Sofia	Municipality	 in	May	
2017. Within the framework of the 
festival there were two screenings of 
feature	films,	a	pop/	jazz	concert,	an	
exhibition of vulnerable people, an 
area with Bulgarian and foreign cos-
tumes where one could dress-up and 
take a photo, and opportunities to 
participate in workshops on laugh-
ter, drawing with henna, compost-
ing,	 jewellery	manufacturing,	cal-
ligraphy and storytelling.

© ‘’St.Anna” archive centre, Caritas

© Caritas archive  
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How do the art activities help women 
seeking asylum and beneficiaries of interna-
tional protection?

This is the time they spend outside the 
home and the centres where some are still ac-
commodated. Usually they are very secluded 

and do not go out. Many of 
them tell me that they are 
afraid – even when they want 
to go somewhere, they are 
afraid of getting lost, wor-
ried about negative people, 
of what can happen while 
their husbands are at work. 
They fear being left alone 
with the children, so these 
activities in the ‘St. Anna’ 
centre are a breath of 
fresh air for them. They 
diversify their everyday 
life and are a way to ac-
quire new knowledge 
and experience.

The women who come 
here	 create	 wonderful	 items	 –	 jewellery,	

scarves and hats, a variety of items, which then 
are sold at bazaars for handmade accessories. 
There are also specialised stores that purchase 
handcrafted	jewellery	and	thanks	to	these	pro-
ceeds, some of the excursions that Caritas or-
ganises can be funded. Women are very happy 
to have the opportunity to help in this way.

Since arriving here, and because of what 
happened on their way, many of them lost their 
pride	 and	 confidence.	 They	 are	 worried	 that	
they are not accepted as normal, skilled people. 
Through	these	activities,	they	regain	the	confi-
dence that they can also give something back 
– their own experience.

Knitting is a great skill, even if it looks in-
significant	 compared	 to	 other	 things.	 I	 have	
seen how a Syrian and an Iraqi knit together, 
one showing the other non-traditional ways 
of knitting. They thank each other when they 
learn from one another. During these activi-
ties, they get to know each other and become 
closer. There are Syrians who are Christian 
and here they communicate with women 
who are Muslim. It is a friendly atmosphere. 
Muslim women tell us, “now we have Chris-
tian friends. We respect all religions.”

(Sofia Bahoudeila)

There were also discussions, audio ex-
periences, a Suggestopedia lab, a dispens-
ing station, dry milk and books, as well as 
a role-playing game that allowed decision 
makers and their relatives to become vul-
nerable. Another positive aspect of the 
festival were the messages for human-
ity and solidarity with vulnerable groups 
which visitors wrote on small, col-
ourful	flags.

© Caritas archive  
© Caritas archive
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Our Practice: 

Financial	Training		
for Coping with Obligations 	
and the Challenges of Everyday Life

Caritas’ collaborators, in partnership with 
the company Experian – partner and donor of 
the	organisation	–	organised	financial	 training	
in Arabic for refugees. Of particular interest 
to the participants was the part related to the 
budgeting of family expenses. There were many 
additional	 questions	 on	 the	 subject	 including	
insurance, work time, employer’s obligations 
under an employment contract, and housing 
– hire agreement, normal rental rates in out-
lying quarters, non-rented apartment rentals, 
what to pay attention to when signing a rental 
contract, normal clauses in a contract, how the 
agencies work for non-movable property, what 
the deposit is, and how much it is, and so on. 
The training presentation was translated into 
Arabic and distributed to the attendees. There 
is a translation and delivery of additional mate-
rials on the signing of a labor contract, drawing 
of quick credits, renting a house, and the provi-
sion of personal data.

© “St.Anna” archive centre, Caritas

If	there	is	a	signed	agreement	for	in-
tegration	with	the	municipality:

Equal access to education and training 
is an indicator of assessing the integration 
process according to the Ordinance on the 
conditions and procedure for concluding, 
implementing and terminating the agree-
ment on the integration of foreigners with 
granted asylum or international protec-
tion.

According to Art.1� of the Ordinance, 
the mayor or a representative appointed by 
the mayor has the responsibility to organ-
ise the development of an individual inte-
gration plan for each child, part of which 
will include activities to respond to their 
educational needs. If necessary, the family 
may be pointed to regional education man-
agement. The municipality should ensure 
access to pre-school, primary and second-
ary education (Art.6), of the children with 
international protection as the obligations 
and the responsibility to control the scope 
of children under compulsory schooling. 
Access to training includes the provision 

of vocational training 
and the implementation 
of mechanisms to inte-
grate	 beneficiaries	 of	
international protec-
tion into lifelong learn-
ing policies.

The obligations 
of	 the	 beneficiar-
ies of international 
protection in rela-
tion to education 
and training are to 
record and ensure 
the attendance 
of kindergarten 
and state or mu-
nicipal school 
of children who 
are	 subject	 to	
obligatory pre-
school and 

school education (Art.17, 
item 2 of the Ordinance) and to be includ-

ed in Bulgarian language training (Art. 17, 
item �), although the ordinance does not 
currently stipulate who is responsible for 
ensuring access to such training.

�3



What we offer:

•	 To	ensure	that	applicants	for	international	protection	can	access	Bulgarian	language	
education - an important prerequisite for both initial adaptation and integration. It is espe-
cially important for children to have some knowledge of Bulgarian before joining school. Dis-
interest in the Bulgarian language makes it difficult for the integration process in school and 
the acquisition of the necessary knowledge in the different disciplines is a serious obstacle 
for the parents in finding work.

• To develop and implement measures to ensure the inclusion of refugee children and 
students in the Bulgarian educational system. As children’s access to Bulgarian school is al-
ready	in	place	and	in	practice	there	is	no	obstacle	in	enrolling	children	it	is	necessary	to	pay	
special	attention	to	the	subgroup	of	the	children	attending	the	mainstream	school	in	terms	
of Bulgarian language education and all other subjects in view of quality training to validate 
the knowledge for the class.

• To work with individual and autonomous universities in order to prepare admission 
criteria in various programs that also allow the admission of young people who have received 
international protection.
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Access to Social Assistance  
and Social Services

Individuals granted refugee or hu-
manitarian status are entitled to social 
assistance (Art. 2(6) from the Social As-
sistance Law). In order to apply for social 
assistance, refugees have to submit their 
application to the respective Directorate 
for Social Assistance (DSA), part of the 
Agency for Social Support (ASS), according 
to their permanent or current address. 

It is very important to have psychological 

help for asylum seekers. Somebody to under-

stand them, to introduce them to what awaits 

them. Owner of a restaurant – a Syrian

Social workers are the connection between asylum 

seekers
	 or	 ben

eficiarie
s	 of	 pro

tection	
with	 ins

titution
s,	

such as when they need to register their children with a 

school or when they need a GP. After leaving the recep-

tion centres, refugees are totally unaware of what will 

happen	
to	 them

.	 It	 is	 es
pecially

	 difficult	 for
	 those	w

ho	

want to integrate – most of whom we are helping through 

this challenging period. 

Sofia Bahoudeila, Caritas
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Is there a positive story that you could 
give as an example of successful integra-
tion?

Most of them are success stories. We 
have a case with a Syrian family - a man and 
a	 woman	 with	 a	 little	 girl.	 They	 fled	 first	
to Turkey from Syria. There they were in a 
neighbourhood	with	other	Syrians.	They	fled	
from	 the	 conflicts	 that	 arose	 among	 fellow	
citizens separated for political beliefs. One 
group were supporters of President Bashar 
Assad, another for the opposition. In Turkey, 
the situation for refugees is quite dire. There, 
no refugee status is granted. 

The family had a relative in Egypt and 
decided to try to live there. They moved, but 
they	did	not	find	peace.	In	recent	years,	inci-
dents of crime have increased there, reach-
ing dangerous levels. They have been robbed 
several times. The woman was the victim of 
a kidnapping. Once the family reunited, they 
decided to escape. They had a friend who was 
placed in a camp in Bulgaria. They managed 
to	buy	tickets	for	Sofia.	They	were	accommo-
dated here at the ‘Ovcha Kupel’ camp. 

The head of the family was about 30 
years old and the wife was 26 years old. The 
man came to us and asked us to help him 
get legal assistance for the status applica-
tion	 procedure.	 In	 their	 first	 attempt,	 they	
received a refusal. Then they appealed and 
were approved. During that time, both of 
them attended the Bulgarian language cours-
es in the centre. They learned the language, 
though not perfectly, but at a good level. Im-
mediately after being granted a status, the 
woman started working in a call centre with 
her Arabic language. The man was a Maths 
teacher	 in	Syria	and	 found	a	 job	at	an	Arab	
school	in	Sofia.	We	enrolled	the	child	in	a	kin-
dergarten. By the time they got their status, 
they started working, and a month later they 
had the opportunity to rent a home. Their lit-
tle girl is already going to school. They feel 
very positive. The man was here last week. He 
told us he wanted to start his own business. 
Now I, or my colleagues, will assist him with 
the	municipality	to	find	out	what	documents	
he needs and what procedures he must go 
through	to	realise	his	business	project.	

Vasimir El-Hatib –  
Case Management Coordinator 

Different types of social assistance:

1. Social assistance can be monthly, 
one-off or targeted.

In order to receive social assistance, one 
has to apply according to one’s current or 
permanent	 address in the respective DSA 
(Art.26(1)). Within	 20	 days	 of the applica-
tion’s submission, a social worker must com-
plete a questionnaire and compile a report. 
The questionnaire is conducted at the appli-
cant’s home (current or permanent address). 

Social assistance is provided only after 
an assessment of the family’s income, age, 
family	 status,	 health	 condition	 and	 prop-
erty ownership. 

Despite being entitled to receive social 
assistance, only a handful of refugee and hu-
manitarian status holders actually apply for 
it, due to the complicated bureaucratic proc-
ess and because of the lack of information 
about	 its	existence	 in	 the	first	place.	These	
problems can be overcome by informing 
the	beneficiaries	of	international	protection	
about their rights in applying for it, as well as 
enabling them to be accompanied by a social 
worker from the NGO sector, who can guide 
them through the application 
process.  

Sometimes urgent consultations 

are needed. For example when refu-

gees	ha
ve	come	for	a	j

ob	inter
view	or	

a conversation with our social workers. 

Those	 w
ho	 are	

emotionall
y	 affect

ed	

by the new situation here, from all the 

uncertainty about their future in our 

country, need immediate help. 

Part of my task is to help the per-

son discover these resources in order 

to cope with the particular problem 

to be able to ‘take them out’ and take 

advantage of such approaches. Here 

is	my	 ro
le	 to	he

lp	him	find	 th
e	paths

	

that are best for him and his/her fam-

ily. Their situations improve as soon as 

they feel supported and see that there 

is someone who has given them a help-

ing hand and accompanied them along 

this path. It is important for them to 

understand that they are not alone. 

Mimi Georgieva – a psychologist
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When a person comes to us 
who has heard about Caritas from 
a	 leaflet,	 a	 contact	 or	 has	 been	
referred to us by another organi-
sation, I or one of my colleagues 
conducts an interview with them. 
We record their data, talk and 
understand where they came 
from, why they came here, what 
they need, their plans for the 
future. On the basis of what 
help they have requested, we 
determine to what extent we 
can be useful. There are also 
services that we cannot of-
fer. We get to know the indi-
vidual and determine what 
we can do for them. Inte-

gration processes that do not have a 
timeframe are launched. 

The length of time of our support de-
pends on the needs of people. They can 
turn to us to enrol a child at school and a 
year later they could ask us for legal aid. 
Our practice is to keep in touch with fami-
lies for whom we have been fully support-
ive. These are families who already live at 
an external address, go to work, their chil-
dren attend school, and they have already 
gone their own way to integrate success-
fully in society. 

Vasimir El-Hatib –  
Case Management Coordinator 

2. Residential social services in the commu-
nity including a family centre for accommoda-
tion, a centre for temporary accommodation, 
a crisis centre, a transit centre, protected resi-
dence, observed residence and a shelter, are 
also accessible to the refugee and humanitar-
ian	status	holders.	 In	order	to	benefit	from	of	
the above-mentioned services, an application	
for	accommodation	must be submitted to the 
DSA	 according	 to	 the	 permanent	 or	 current	
address	of the applicant. After the submission 
of the application, the DSA assesses the social 
needs of the person and prepares their pro-
posal for accommodation which is then sent to 
the respective DSA,	within	which	the	residen-
tial services belong. Thus, it is this 
DSA that issues an 
order for pro-
viding accom-
modation for the 
applicant. 

What is prob-
lematic about us-
ing this service is 
that the capacity 
of the residential 
social services is 
very limited and of-
ten there are no free 
spaces for the appli-
cants. 

What was your first encounter with Caritas and 

why did you start to work for the organisation?

When I arrived a few years ago it was really hard. My 

wife and I know English, we have a good command of it. 

Sometimes	we	fi
nd	someone	to

	translat
e	from	Bulgar-

ian.	 It	 to
ok	me	a	 long

	 time	 to	fin
d	 langu

age	 cou
rses.	

Eventually I found them in Caritas. When we started to 

visit the ‘St. Anna’ centre, we loved the place. 

I love my work as a social worker. When I came here 

four years ago at the beginning, we did not know about 

Caritas, and we had a huge need for someone to trans-

late for us and explain what the procedures were to 

support us. (I.A. - social mediator, Caritas)

© Ivelina Berova
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3. Another type of 
social assistance is the so-called family 

benefits.	 This	 type	 of	 assistance	 is	 avail-
able	as	a	financial	 support	and/or	as	a	so-
cial investment for families whose income 
is	 below	 or	 equal	 to	 350	 BGN.	 Applicants	
receive the assistance monthly up until 
the child completes their secondary educa-
tion and not later than their 20th birthday. 
This is valid for children, who are living in 
the country but are not accommodated in 
one of the specialised insti-
tutions for children, run by 
the state. 

Family	benefits	are	pro-
vided by the DSA by way of an 
application with supporting 
documents being submitted 
to the respective DSA, accord-
ing to the permanent or current 
address of the applicant.

Even so, the access to fami-
ly	 benefits	 for	 beneficiaries	 of	
international protection is hidered, as ac-
cording	 to	 the	 law	 on	 family	 benefits	 for	
children	 (Art.3),	 they	 are	 not	 specifically	
mentioned as one of the groups entitled 
to	such	benefits.	Therefore,	when	applying,	
refugee or humanitarian status holders can 
be	 rejected.	 Therefore,	 to	 overcome	 this	
problem,	when	applying	for	family	benefits	
it	is	more	effective	for	a	social	worker	from	
the	NGO	sector	to	accompany	the	benefici-
ary of international protection, and in cases 
of	 rejection,	 to	 contact	 the	 lawyers	 from	
the Bulgarian Helsinki committee. 

Applications:
http://pomosti.oneinform.com/molbi/

What are the aims of Caritas’ activities in sup-

port of asylum seekers and beneficiaries of interna-

tional protection?

To become independent. Although we stay with 

them, and we are ready to help them again. If I call and 

tell	som
ebody	t

hat	I’ve	
managed	

to	find	e
mployment	

for him, and he replies that he has already found some-

thing - that is great. In Caritas, we appreciate when an 

individual has already found a way to manage by them-

selves. We give them support at the beginning, and 

then comes the time for them to make their own way. 

(Ahmed Bazoon – Social Mediator, Caritas)

If	there	is	an	agreement	for	inte-
gration	signed	with	the	municipality:

Social assistance and social serv-
ices are one of the indicators for 
evaluation of the integration process 
according to the Ordinance on the 
conditions and terms for conclud-
ing, implementing and terminating 
the agreement for integration of 
foreigners with granted asylum or 
international protection of 19th 
July 2017. 

According to Art.1� of the Ordinance, 
the	mayor	or	an	official	appointed	thereby	
has	the	responsibility	to	direct	the	benefi-
ciary of international protection to the Di-
rectorate of Social Assistance, and if neces-
sary, to assist in providing access to other 
administrative services and to organise the 
development of an individual integration 
plan for a child or family member, together 
with the Directorate of Social Assistance 
and the child’s legal representative. 

P r o v i d i n g 
access to social 
assistance and 
social services 
(in accordance 
with Art.11 
of the Ordi-
nance) goes 
through the 
Directorate 
of Social 
Assistance 

by current address and in-
cludes: access for people receiving inter-

national protection under the conditions 
for Bulgarian citizens to monthly social aid 
under	 the	 Social	 Assistance	 Act;	 one-off	
targeted social allowance for issuing an 
identity card; targeted heating allowance; 
social	 services;	 one-off	 social	 benefits	 for	
incidental healthcare, education, utility 
and other vital needs; to ensure payment 
of the hospital medical aid for diagnosis 
and treatment in the medical institutions 
for those with no income and/or personal 
property; the option to use the Temporary 
Accommodation Centre social service for 
three months per calendar year; and an op-
portunity to be enrolled in programs and 
measures to protect children.

What	are	the	small	things	 in	your	

everyday life that make you happy?

When I think about it, there are a 

few, they make me smile – the fact that 

I have discovered Caritas. I am happy to 

have found security in Bulgaria. 

(M. from Syria –  

a lone mother of 3 children)
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What we propose:

• To ensure access to vulnerable groups of people seeking and receiving international 
protection (unaccompanied children, people with disabilities, the elderly, single mothers etc.) 
of appropriate support activities (psychological assistance, healthcare, guidance to appropri-
ate social services, etc.) in the process of their adaptation and integration.

• Special attention should be paid to unaccompanied children: providing shelter and ac-
commodation for them at border crossing points and reception centres; ensuring a working 
mechanism to protect the best interests of the child; providing a legal representative, a sepa-
rate social worker on the case, and an interpreter to facilitate this process; as well as a spe-
cialised residential service.

• To make an amendment to the Family Allowance for Children Act (Art.3) to explicitly 
include beneficiaries of international protection as eligible for family allowances, overcom-
ing the interpretation of the present provision as inappropriate.

Our Practice:

A Cash Assistance Program 	
targeting vulnerable groups: refugees, migrants, asylum seekers looking for support 
and protection at the registration and reception centres in Sofia

Asylum seekers in the centres also need 
additional financial support in addition to 
the services they receive through SAR. The 
Cash Assistance service provides modest ad-
ditional financial support for asylum seekers 
accommodated in the SAR reception centres 
in Sofia and Harmanli, in addition to the serv-
ices they receive there. According to Caritas’ 
practice, this modest, financial support is ex-
tremely low. 

Although the amount of aid is considered 
to	be	insufficient,	it	is	the	only	source	of	funds	
for	 the	majority	 of	 people,	 thus	 is	 highly	 ap-
preciated and used extremely economically. 
Evaluation interviews revealed that voucher 
assistance is a very valuable service for peo-

ple who otherwise do not receive anything. 
What is scarce or in very limited quantity 
is	 fresh	 food	 –	 over	 95%	of	 the	 value	 of	 the	
vouchers are spent on food and the amount 
is enough for up to two purchases. This kind 
of support also helps people to preserve their 
personal dignity, for example when one needs 
to buy sanitary products but no organisation 
has planned to donate such items, one is able 
to	 buy	 them	 for	 oneself.	 Vouchers	 empower	
asylum seekers, although they are to a lesser 
degree able to independently make such deci-
sions whilst waiting for their status, when they 
are responsible for very little else. For the pe-
riod January-May 2017, vouchers were given 
away	to	1,562	people.
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Access  
to Healthcare

I	remember	my	fi
rst	case

	after	I	w
as	recen

tly	employed	a
t	‘St.	An

na’.	It	w
as	

a	woman	from
	Iraq	wh

o	was	n
ine	months	p

regnant
.	Traffickers	ha

d	forced
	her	

and some of her family to travel across the Bulgarian border – they walked 

for many hours through a wooded area. She arrived in a miserable condition. 

We immediately provided her with medical aid. She was accommodated in the 

‘Ovcha Kupel’ reception centre and delivered her baby at ‘Maichin Dom’ – I was 

with	he
r	 for	alm

ost	 the	
whole	 t

ime.	She	h
ad	a	diffi

cult	 lab
our,	exp

eriencin
g	

complications at the birth. However, once she delivered her baby she was so 

happy, as if nothing had existed before. My colleagues and I have always been 

there to translate everything that happens – from consultations with physi-

cians, to explaining to her that the drip should be changed – absolutely eve-

rything. Everyone realises that the language barrier is serious. Some say that 

we are all people, we can understand and use sign language, but not in such 

cases. In situations like these, refugees realise how important it is to know 

Bulgarian. There are elderly people with very severe diseases who have been 

able to go to hospital. For many of the people we help, being able to get them 

to a hospital is tantamount to saving their lives. They are endlessly grateful. 

They cannot even describe it in words. We have had cases of cancer patients at 

differen
t	stages

.	We	have	h
elped	th

em	to	go	to
	a	hospi

tal,	and
	then	th

ey	have
	

been granted a status and have chosen to leave the country.

(Sofia Bahoudeila, Caritas)

This support is provided by the social 
mediators of the Centre for Integration of 
Refugees and Migrants, ‘St. Anna’, which is an 
important	link	between	beneficiaries	of	inter-
national protection and the healthcare sys-
tem. Support is tailored to individual needs, 
and may include booking an appointment with 
a GP, a review of health insurance status, and 
interpretation and accompanying when mak-
ing payments of health insurance and various 
medical facilities. 

In 2016, we helped 70 people to register 
with	a	GP	–	the	first	step	to	ensure	access	to	
the health services that Bul-
garians have. 

The	 language	 barrier,	 the	 need	 to	 fill	 in	
documents and errors in the social security sys-
tem are among the common barriers to much 
needed access to healthcare.

Our Practice 
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Asylum	seekers

There are numerous acts that concern the 
order in which the Bulgarian citizens access 
services,	 but	 there	 are	no	 specific	procedures	
for asylum seekers. In general, people who are 
still in the process are entitled to health insur-
ance, access to medical care and free use of 
medical	 services	 just	 as	 for	Bulgarian	 citizens.	
(Under the Asylum and Refugees Law and the 
Health Insurance Act – Art.33, 3� and �0). Pri-
mary healthcare is the responsibility of SAR and 
is carried out with the assistance and support 
of international and local NGOs. 

Beneficiaries of international protection 

The	 beneficiaries	 of	 international	 protec-
tion have the same healthcare rights as Bulgar-
ian citizens but must now pay their own health 
insurance. However, people	often	do	not	know	
that they have to go through a specific pro-
cedure when they already have an ID card is-
sued. Those receiving international protection 
must send a copy of their ID card to SAR (partic-
ularly in ‘Ovcha Kupel’), in order to be issued an 
official	note	from	SAR	to	the	National	Revenue	
Agency (NRA) with the aim of transferring the 
health insurance of the person from the per-
sonal number of a foreigner (PNF) to a single 
civil number (EGN). 

Then,	 the	 international	protection	benefi-
ciary completes Statement No.7 in the relevant 
NRA regional unit by address registration. 

If	 this	 procedure	 is	 not	 followed,	 the	
NRA system may insist that there are 
payments	 to	 be	 made	
for	health	insur-
ance for previ-
ous	 years	 which	
are	 in	 fact	 non-
existent.

Health insurance for workers

If	 the	 beneficiary	 of	 international	 protec-
tion works with an employment or civil contract, 
the health insurance is paid by the employer at 
a 60:�0 percentage ratio, which is deducted 
from the employee’s salary. An internationally 
protected person who is unemployed or self-
employed (for example with a freelance profes-
sion as a physician, craftsman, trader, farmer, 
etc.) pays their own health insurance which, at 
August 2017, totalled 18.�0 BGN per month. It 
is deposited at the bank, which is located in the 
relevant NRA district unit following the comple-
tion of a locally provided form with two copies. 
The	form	must	be	completed	exactly,	in	order	
to	pay	the	money	deposited	into	the	correct	
bank account. 

In the case of unpaid health insurance for 
more than three months, the person in the NRA 
system has ‘discontinued health entitlements’, 
which are reimbursed after the payment of out-
standing amounts. If a person has ‘discontinued 
health entitlements’, they must cover the cost 
of the health services they wish to use, such as 
hospital examinations, for example. If they want 
to re-establish their health entitlements and go 
to hospital, besides paying the amount, the per-
son must also take a ‘note of amounts due’ to 
take to the physician they wish to be examined 
by as the physician cannot check the re-estab-
lished health entitlements immediately in the 
system. An unpaid health insurance reference 
can be made on the NRA’s website af-
ter entering a personal 
ID.

© Ivelina Berova
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Paying health insurance contributions, in 
principle, frees one from having to pay health-
care costs. However, there are certain mini-
mum fees required when staying in hospital 
per	day	 (as	of	2017	 the	 cost	was	5.80	BGN)	
and also for a check-up by a GP or dentist 
(as of 2017 the cost was 2.90 
BGN), as well 
as servic-
es that are 
covered by 
the NHIF 
( N a t i o n a l 
Health Insur-
ance Fund). 
Children do 
not have to 
pay a medi-
cal examina-
tion fee and for 
pensioners the 
examination fee 
is 1 BGN. More 
information can 
be found on the 
NHIF website. 

A person with 
continuous health 
insurance can use 
urgent medical and 
dental care while in another EU country if he 
has a European Health Insurance Card (EHIC) 
which is issued free of charge. 

Choosing a General Practitioner (GP) 

Any health-insured person with paid 
health insurance must choose a GP. This may 
be done during the procedure for obtaining 
international protection or as soon as possi-
ble afterwards. The GP carries out prophylac-
tic examinations, issues referrals for specialist 
physicians	and	issues	a	medical	certificate	for	

starting employment, etc. If a 
person already has a GP and 
wants to choose a new one, 
they can only register with 
their new physician during 
the periods 1st-30th June 
and 1st-31st December 
each year. For administra-
tive reasons, in practice 
some physicians stop 
enrolling new patients 
a few days before the 
end of these periods. 
Therefore, it is advis-
able not to wait until 
the last day. 

I	have	en
counter

ed	difficulties	w
hen	wor

king	as	a
	social	

worker, but with determination on my part and from my col-

leagues, everything concludes well. Especially when enroll-

ing with a GP, very often a physician refuses my registration 

application after hearing that the individual is a refugee. I 

have to explain that, in the end, we all have equal rights, and 

that coming from another country does not mean they are 

not	enti
tled	to	h

ealthcar
e.	Variou

s	excuse
s	have	b

een	made,	

such as, “They are here only temporarily. Even if I enrol them, 

what	is	
the	poin

t?	This	w
ill	only	c

ause	a	b
ig	heada

che.”

 (Sofia Bahoudeila – Caritas)

© Ivelina Berova
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If	there	is	an	agreement	for	integra-
tion	with	the	municipality:	

Access to healthcare is one of the indi-
cators for assessing the integration process 
according to the Ordinance on the condi-
tions and terms for concluding, implement-
ing and terminating the agreement on the 
integration of foreigners with granted asy-
lum or international protection as of 19th 
July 2017. 

According to Art.1� of the Ordinance, 
the	mayor	or	an	official	appointed	thereby	
has the responsibility to inform the person 
who has received international protection 
about the possibility of choosing a GP in the 
territory of the municipality and to inform 
the relevant regional health inspector and 
health insurance fund about the concluded 
integration agreement. 

Access to healthcare includes the pro-
vision of health services to persons granted 
international protection (Art.10 of the Or-
dinance). 

Regional health in-
spectorates, in turn, 
must provide the 
person who has con-
cluded an agreement 
on integration, with 
information on the 
procedure for carry-
ing out compulsory 
immunisations and 
requisitions and the 
drawing up of a plan 
to carry this out, 
(only if the person 
does not yet have 
a GP). They must 
also provide in-
formation on 
prophylactic ex-

aminations and studies and 
the preparation of a plan for their perform-
ance; information on the right of access to 
healthcare activities under national and 
regional health programs; information on 
health requirements for admission to kin-
dergartens and schools; and the implemen-
tation of anti-epidemic measures if neces-
sary (Art.23 of the Ordinance).

Can you tell us what difficulties you experienced as a parent of 

a child with a disease such as epilepsy? 

In	 this	 r
espect,	

I	did	no
t	have	a

ny	difficulty.	B
ulgaria	

has	help
ed	

me. A year ago, my little daughter had an epileptic attack. We imme-

diately took her to a hospital, and she was taken directly to the ward. 

Now every six months she goes to hospital for three days to review her 

condition and to assess how her medication is working. Occasionally, 

during these periods, there are separate episodes in which the condi-

tion	flar
es	up,	bu

t	check-
ups	eve

ry	six	months	ar
e	mandator

y.	We	went	

to the hospital with a friend who knew Bulgarian. It would have been 

very	diffi
cult	for	

me	to	und
erstand

	what	m
y	child’s

	conditio
n	was	an

d	

what treatment she needed if there was no one who knew the lan-

guage. I am very pleased that there is a teacher in school who cares 

a lot about my daughter. Whenever I see her there, I feel completely 

relaxed about my daughter. 
(R. from Lebanon)

Difficulties 	
in Accessing Healthcare 

Problems with the access to healthcare 
are the	language	barriers	and	the	refusal	of	
some	personal	physicians	to	register	appli-
cants	still	seeking	international	protection. 
As	a	justification	for	this,	they	claim	that	their	
capacity of patients is full and that there is no 
way to deregister the people who are known 
to	have	moved	abroad.	This	is	a	major	problem	
because a person who pays health insurance 
will not be entitled to examinations covered 
by the NHIF. 

Asylum seekers and beneficiaries of 
international protection who move abroad 
must inform the National Revenue Agency 
that they are leaving so as not to make it 
difficult for new people to be registered 
with GPs.
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Support for Access  
to the Labour Market

According	 to	 the	 European	 legal	 frame-
work, EU members must grant access to the la-
bour market to asylum seekers not later than 
nine months from the date when they applied 
for protection. In Bulgaria this period is current-
ly three months. 

The 2011/95/EU Directive of the Euro-
pean Parliament and of the Council states 
that people receiving international protec-
tion have unrestricted access to the labour 
market	and	the	right	to	professional	support,	
such as vocational training. 

Although there are no legal obstacles, ref-
ugees	have	many	obstacles	in	the	way	of	find-

ing employment. The	language	barrier	 is	the	
most	 serious	 obstacle, and one of the main 
requirements of the employers in Bulgarian 
organisations and companies is minimal knowl-
edge of the language. Most of the services 
and options available to support people who 
have received international protection in 
Bulgaria	for	integration	into	the	labour	mar-
ket are available only in Bulgarian. For regis-
tration	at	the	Labour	Office,	they	are	required	
to	be	proficient	in	Bulgarian	in	order	to	be	able	
to complete the registration form, as well as to 
carry out a professional consultation with the 
employee from the relevant bureau.

© Slam Clothing
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Vocational		
training	opportunities

For inclusion in vocational training, regis-
tration	is	required	at	the	Labour	Office.	For	the	
first	professional	level,	one	needs	to	have	com-
pleted the initial stage of basic education or 
successfully completed a literacy course under 
the Employment Promotion Act for people over 
16 years of age. For the second and third lev-
els, they need to have completed the seventh 
grade or primary education, and 
for the fourth level, they 
need to have completed 
their secondary education. 
The minimum level of edu-
cation required for obtain-
ing the corresponding levels 
of	 professional	 qualifications	
is	 regulated	 by	 the	 Vocation-
al Education and Training Act 
(Art.8.�). Without a document 
certifying the level of education 
attained,	the	beneficiaries	of	in-
ternational protection cannot be 
included in the vocational training 
organised	by	the	Labour	Office.

Sometimes I have the feeling that people in Bulgaria think that all refugees are cooks and hair-

dressers
.	This	is	n

ot	the	ca
se!	They

	just	nee
d	to	find

	an	oppo
rtunity,	

we	also	
have	diffi

culty	fin
ding	

differen
t	jobs	fo

r	them.	

Some	broug
ht	diplo

mas	and	c
ertificat

es	that	c
ertify	th

eir	educ
ational	b

ackgrou
nd,	but	m

any	

did not bring any with them. Young people, even if they have a diploma, they have no experi-

ence. Some have graduated only from high school, others have been at university but have never 

worked. 
Some	have	a

	CV,	but	
others	n

eed	help
	with	com

pleting	t
heirs.	Th

ey	do	no
t	know	h

ow	to	w
rite	

it so we call them into the ‘St. Anna’ centre and help them. I explain to them what information to in-

clude,	ho
w	to	sav

e	and	up
date	it	e

very	yea
r	if	they	

have	wo
rked	in	d

ifferent	
companies	a

nd	areas
.	

There are people who have worked all their life, had a house and a business. Everyone comes 

with some skill, but unfortunately, not everyone realises it. For example, someone comes from a 

small	villag
e	and	I	a

sk	him	what	he
	can	do,

	and	he	
answers

	“nothin
g!”,	“But

	how?”,	
I	ask	him

,	“do	

you	kno
w	how	to

	breed	a
nimals?”,	“Ye

s,	of	cou
rse,	I	had

	many	cow
s!”		So	th

ey	do	ha
ve	the	sk

ills,	but	

they	jus
t	do	not

	know	th
ey	can	u

se	them
	to	find	

employment	here
.	They	do

	not	hav
e	a	docu

ment	

proving that they have the experience. 

When they tell me that they do not know how to do anything, I check their papers, see where 

they lived, and start asking questions. Once you have lived in a village, then you can look after 

animals,	maintain	a
	garden,

	grow	di
fferent	

crops.	W
hen	I	tal

k	to	the
m	and	rea

lise	they
	have	th

e	

skills,	th
is	builds

	their	se
lf-esteem

	and	the
y	becom

e	more	confi
dent	tha

t	they	kn
ow	something.	I

	

ask	them
	about	t

heir	dail
y	lives,	a

bout	the
ir	lives	b

efore,	h
elping	th

em	to	prep
are	a	CV

	and	givi
ng	

them hope that they can use the lessons learned from their previous lives.

(Ahmed Bazoon – social mediator, St. Anna Centre, Caritas)

Recognition		
of	foreign	diplomas	

Recognition of a foreign diploma for ac-
quired	 education	 or	 qualification	 is	 often	 an	
extremely complex process. Sometimes it is 
also too lengthy and costly, especially for pro-
fessions such as medicine, dentistry, law, etc., 
requiring exams. It requires exceptionally good 
command of the language, as it takes a lot of 
time because of the prolonged administrative 
procedure, which is a serious 
disincentive. © Ivelina Berova
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For lower quali-
fied	professionals,	em-
ployers are relatively 
flexible	and	understand	
what the competences 
of the candidates are 
without necessarily re-
quiring diplomas. 

For people without 
formal education or train-
ing, low-skilled work is the 
only opportunity. Such va-
cancies, however, are low 
paid. 

Often	employers,	due	to	
the	lack	of	information,	mis-
takenly believe that benefi-
ciaries	 of	 international	 pro-
tection	require	a	work	permit	
or	their	recruitment	requires	a	
different procedure than that 
for Bulgarian citizens. 

The opening of a bank account for a pro-
tected person can sometimes be problematic, 
but it also depends on the bank’s internal poli-
cy. Some banks require, in addition to a Bulgar-
ian personal document, a valid passport issued 
by the country of origin. In other banks, they re-
quire	a	Bulgarian	identification	document	and	a	
Bulgarian	travel	certificate,	whilst	some	banks	
only ask for the Bulgarian personal document 
to open an account. 

The programme for employment and train-
ing of refugees aims to facilitate the integra-
tion of people who have been granted refugee 
or humanitarian status in the labour market 
within the past two years by providing them 
with Bulgarian language courses, training for 
acquiring	 professional	 qualification	
and providing sub-
sidised employ-
ment. In fact, only 
a minority of refu-
gees, however, 
could be included 
in the programme 
by	 2015.	 For	 now,	
only	two	beneficiar-
ies of international 
protection have been 
part of the Refugee 
Employment and 
Training Programme 
(UNHCR, 2017). 

For the recognition of 
foreign diplomas for tertiary educa-

tion	from	unregulated	professions,	a	benefici-
ary of international protection must apply to 
the NACID. 

For the recognition of foreign diplomas for 
completed higher education by regulated pro-
fessions, the responsible institution is deter-
mined by the acquired profession. For example, 
for a medical profession, a person with granted 
status should contact the Ministry of Health. 

When recognising foreign secondary edu-
cation diplomas, a person who has received 
international protection must contact the Re-
gional Education Unit. This may be necessary 
whenever a person receiving protection wants 
to have a Bulgarian driving license.

There are many good people who deserve to be helped. The selec-

tion	is	n
ot	deter

mined	at	
first	gla

nce,	but
	in	obse

rving	th
em	at	work

,	

whethe
r	they	a

re	making	an
	effort	o

r	just	try
ing	to	u

se	you.	I
f	they	a

re	

conscientious, they remain; if they have no desire, they leave. 

Seven people are currently working with me. Bulgarians do more 

work because they know the language, they communicate with the cli-

ents. Our work is mostly with clients. If they were in a workshop with 

machinery
,	they	w

ould	no
t	need	t

o	communicate.
	Here	th

ey	just	s
tand	

and watch if they do not know the language. 

It is worthwhile that the people I’ve hired are chefs. That’s their 

profession. Only one or two are still being trained. Some of them have 

worked their whole lives, one of my workers even ran their own restau-

rant. 

(Syrian restaurant owner) 

© “St.Anna” archive centre, Caritas
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A	person	seeking	protection:

• has	the	right	to	work	after three months 
from the application for protection

• requires documents including a registra-
tion	 card	 issued	 by	 SAR,	 as	well	 as	 an	 official	
note	certifying	their	right	to	work,	a	certificate	
of non-conviction (which cannot be issued, but 
the state may guarantee for an individual)

• Issuing a no-conviction certificate to a 
person	in	proceedings:		

Art.54	(1)	states	that	the	State	Agency	for	
Refugees together with the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs,	 the	 International	 Federation	 of	 Red	
Cross and Red Crescent Societies, the Interna-
tional Committee of the Red Cross and NGOs 
shall provide assistance to foreigners seeking 
or having received international protection be-
fore the authorities of another state or an in-
ternational body and shall provide them with	
the	documents	necessary	for	the	exercise	of	
their rights. 

(2)	For	objective	reasons,	wherever	an	asy-
lum	seeker	or	beneficiary	of	international	pro-
tection cannot be provided with a document 
under paragraph 1 above, the	State	Agency	for	
Refugees,	on	the	basis	of	the	data	it	has	es-
tablished,	and	a	declaration	signed	by	the	for-
eigner, organises the issuing of a certificate. 
On	these	grounds,	the	competent	authorities	
issue	a	Bulgarian	document	enabling	them	to	
use these rights. 

Thus, according to 
the Asylum and Refu-
gees	 Law,	 Art.54	 (1-2),	
individuals seeking or 
with granted protection 
may	be	issued	a	certificate	
from SAR to serve before 
the Ministry of Justice for 
the purpose of issuing them 
the	 certificate	 of	 non-con-
viction in order to start em-
ployment. 

Asylum	seekers	or	benefi-
ciaries of international protec-
tion are required to complete 
a notarised Authentication 
Statement. 

Right to Work Under Acquired Status

•	 Employment	contract	and	social	secu-
rity:	

An employment contract is agreed, as with 
any	 other	 Bulgarian	 citizen.	 The	 difference	 is	
that the state provides their healthcare. The 
employment contract must be renewed every 
time the registration card is renewed, every 
three months.

A	person	who	has	been	granted		
refugee	status:

•	 has	the	right	to	work
• requires documents including an ID card 

and	a	certificate	of	non-conviction	issued	by	the	
Ministry of Justice

• should receive an employment	contract	
in line with the same legislation which applies 
to every Bulgarian citizen

A	person	with	humanitarian	status:
•	 has	the	right	to	work
• requires documents including an ID card 

and	a	certificate	of	non-conviction	issued	by	the	
Ministry of Justice.

• should receive an employment	contract	
in line with the same legislation which applies 
to every Bulgarian citizen.

© Ivelina Berova
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If	there	is	an	agreement	for	integra-
tion	with	the	municipality:	

Employment is one of the indicators 
for assessing the integration process ac-
cording to the Ordinance on the conditions 
and terms for concluding, implementing 
and terminating the agreement on inte-
gration of foreigners granted asylum or 
international protection as of 19th July 
2017. 

According to Art.1� of the Ordinance, 
the	mayor	or	an	official	appointed	thereby	
has	the	responsibility	 to	assist	 the	benefi-
ciary of international protection for regis-
tration	 in	 the	Labour	Office	and	for	other	
necessary administrative services. 

Providing access to employment (ac-
cording to Art.7 of the Ordinance) includes: 
information and consultation on vacancies; 
assistance in providing employment or for 
self-employment;	inclusion	of	beneficiaries	
of international protection and asylum, in 
employment policies. 

The	beneficiary	of	international	protec-
tion is	obliged	to	accept	the	appropriate	
work	proposed	and/or be enrolled in pro-
grams and measures for employment and 
training of adults as well as in programs 
and	 projects	 with	 an	 integration	 purpose	
(Art.17). 

At Caritas, we believe that the crite-
ria	for	determining	whether	a	 job	
is	 appropriate	 or	
not	 for	 an	 indi-
vidual should 
be reflected by 
the	 desire,	 skills	
and	 competenc-
es	 of	 the	 person	
themselves in the 
integration	 agree-
ment. 

For people who 
have left their country 
and home because of 
the atrocities of war, 
finding	 employment	 is	
extremely important 
to lay the foundations 
of their new life in the 
country they want to set-
tle in.

Our Practice: 

Support for Seeking  
Employment 

Support for seeking employment at 
the ‘St. Anna’ centre includes assistance	in	
finding work, support with contracts and 
organising	job	fairs	and	meetings	with	em-
ployers at the Caritas centre. Caritas’ social 
mediators liaise between their clients and 
employers at their initial meeting and at in-
terviews, as well as assisting once they have 
started	their	job	and	with	receiving	feedback.	
To facilitate a meeting between potential 
employers and asylum seekers, on 3rd May 
2017, we organised a labour exchange at the 
‘St. Anna’ centre for Integration of Refugees 
and Migrants. 

Jobseekers went through a preparation 
stage	to	prepare	a	CV,	interview	practice	and	
the preparation of the necessary documents 
to	 get	 started.	 Representatives	 of	 five	 pri-
vate	companies	took	part	in	our	first	labour	
exchange and conducted interviews with 
those who wanted to work with them. Initial-
ly	we	found	jobs	for	two	refugees.	The	com-
panies were pleased with them and called us 
to refer more people.

© “St.Anna” archive centre, Caritas
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What we propose:

In order to facilitate access to the labor market, measures should be developed to iden-
tify and validate the professional knowledge, skills and competencies of asylum seekers 
and refugees. This will inform employers of their skills and increase their chances of finding 
employment. 

One of the companies said 
they wanted to re-
cruit 39 of the 82 
people they inter-
viewed. 

Companies that 
operate	 outside	 of	
Sofia call us more 
often,	 but	 most	 refu-
gees	 want	 to	 stay	 in	
the capital city. Here 
they have acquaintances 
and they fear that if they 
relocate, they will not 
be accepted by the local 
community if they are in a 
smaller town. 

However, there are 
examples of refugees who 
have successfully started 
working outside the capital. 
Thanks to Caritas’ partnership 
with Slam Clothing EOOD & Co., 
four people received 

this opportunity. 
Since 1st August 2017, they 
work with the company pro-
ducing men’s shirts. In ad-
dition to providing work, 
Slam Clothing has helped 
people with their accom-
modation. 

Together with Ex-
perian we organised 
Arabic language train-
ing for refugees. We 
looked at topics such 
as insurance, working 
hours and obligations 
of the employer un-
der an employment 
contract. Additional 
materials were pre-
pared and distrib-
uted	on	the	subject	
of signing a labour 
contract.

© Slam Clothing

© “St.Anna” archive centre, Caritas
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PART III
Our Faces and Our Messages

Instead of a conclusion – 
here we share stories and 
thoughts from Caritas col-
laborators, employees and vol-
unteers, who directly support 
asylum	 seekers	 and	 beneficiar-
ies of international protection, 
and	in	the	field	of	advocacy,	both	
Bulgarians and refugees.

If we can look into the eyes of the person opposite and 

even for a minute experience what they experience, to try to 

understand what is happening to them, we realise that we 

can help them. If each of us imagines that we are in their 

place and meet with such a family and look into the eyes 

of these people, perhaps we will say, “You are like me!” If 

we communicate in this way, not only with the refugees, but 

with all the people here, life would be easier. (Maria)

© Bewar Mossa
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Bulgaria is proud of always accepting refugees, 
that we have always been tolerant of people of dif-
ferent origins and cultures and religions. I will be 
glad to preserve and defend my name in such a 
country.

The good thing is that there are currently 
many positive examples in Bulgarian society. 
Many	people	rent	out	their	flats	to	seekers	or	
receivers of protection, and they want to help 
them get involved in volunteering activities 
of Caritas. We have a great example with 
the Caritas Mentoring Programme. I	
am	optimistic	about	this	and	I	think	
there will be even more positive 
examples	and	we	are	certainly	
going in a good direction.

(Vasimir)

Fear is very per-
sonal, intimate. But it 

should not stop you from try-
ing. I think you should make an 

effort	to	overcome	it	yourself.	Try	
to communicate with people! Try	to	

destroy this barrier! I give this advice 
to those who are coming to seek sup-
port from Caritas.

(Imad)

© Ivelina Berova
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Knowing	the	other	–	this	is	the	only	
way. Get closer to them [refugees] and let 
them show you that there is nothing ter-
rible about having another culture. I think 
being human, we are alike. As	a	mother	
of	 two	 children,	 it	 touches	 me	 when	 I	
see	the	smiles	on	the	faces	of	children,	
whose	future	for	the	time	being	is	still	
unclear. There is no greater reward for 
me than when I go to the refugee centres 
in	Sofia,	at	least	ten	children	run	to	greet	
me, to kiss and embrace me. These mo-

ments, through which we can at least give 
them a carefree childhood, are the most 

satisfying ones. Because they really do not 
know what childhood is.

(Martina)

Yes, integration is 
happening	 –	 proof	 of	 this	
is	 found	 in	 our	 refugee	 col-
leagues	 who	 quite	 successfully	
fit into their environment. I ad-
mire people who find their way to in-
tegration against all odds. A long wait 
to receive status, the difficulty of issu-
ing a work permit, everyone makes them 
wait. Integration	can	take	place,	but	not	
without help, such as the one Caritas pro-
vides.

(Diana)
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In Bulgaria, there have been negative at-
titudes towards particular ethnic groups for a 
long time, but knowing the people belonging 
to these minorities personally, each of us can 
see others as people rather than as an ethnic-
ity. This is the only way. Personal contact and 
the desire to get to know the other. I have met 
many colleagues from the Middle East. I ap-
proach them with great interest. Under no 
circumstances should refugees and people 
seeking protection in Bulgaria be treated 
with pity. This is the same as dealing 
with people with special needs with 
pity. This immediately puts the one 
who pities in a superior position 
and makes the one being pitied 

– vulnerable. This is not good. For me, the solution is to take an interest in 
finding out more about the other person. An interest in one another and a 

desire to get to know them. The only way to accept the difference 
is to get to know them.

(Desislava)
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Knowing	is	
the key.

Just as refu-
gees try to under-

stand the Bulgarian 
laws and the Bulgarian 

national psychology, so 
should the Bulgarians, little 

by little, begin to understand 
them, by getting to know 

them. We are all people.
To change negative atti-

tudes, what is needed first and foremost is a personal willingness of each individual. More 
meetings between Bulgarians and refugees need to take place to overcome the attitude 
that seekers or beneficiaries of protection are dangerous. When they see a family that is 
right and honest, who obeys the laws and has a good heart - these barriers will fall.

Such a change in attitude helps many of Caritas’ activities outside the camps. It aims to 
familiarise refugees with various Bulgarian, Christian holidays. A good example is the partici-
pation of Bulgarians and refugees in the Baba Marta fun run event, the Solidarity Festival and 
many others.

(Sofia)
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I	want	to	start	from	the	ba-
sics	 –	 to	 change	 the	 attitude	
of the people around me. For 
them	 to	 see	 that	 I	 go	 to	 the	
centre and come back alive and 
healthy,	 enriched	 with	 a	 new	
story, with a good mood. I want 
to convey these attitudes to 
my	cousin,	to	the	younger	ones	
around	 me	 who	 are	 still	 grow-
ing in character. I want them to 
learn	 that	 it	 is	 not	 frightening	
to	be	from	Syria,	it	is	not	conta-
gious	to	communicate	with	any-
one	in	Afghanistan,	and	nothing	

will happen to you if you have someone in your class from Iraq. You need to be 
informed	about	the	subject	of	refugees.	Our	society	must	learn	that	we	are	peo-

ple,	not	figures,	not	terrorists	with	bombs	because	of	which	we	have	to	pay	
higher taxes, not people wanting to come and eat our bread, to live in our 

houses and to not pay anything.

(Nadia)
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Let	 everyone	 look	 first	 to	
their own family, a few genera-
tions back. Think about whether 
there are people in the family 
who came from somewhere who 
were in the same situation. In 
Caritas we say: “To	seek	equal-
ity in differences, not differ-
ences in equality.” 

Over the years Caritas has conducted various initiatives related to the integration of refu-
gees in our country. We are talking about events, the purpose of which was mutual acquaint-
ance and presentation of refugees as normal people to be accepted by the Bulgarian society. 
I say it with the clear consciousness that there has never been an attitude against them. 
Rather, the purpose of the various events – charity concerts and meetings that we organ-
ised	in	different	cities	in	the	country	–	was	to	allow	contact	between	the	Bulgarian	com-
munity and the refugees. I would say that, to date, there is no negative attitude for 
refugees if I must target the entire Bulgarian community. Such attitudes can be 
seen in the Bulgarian media, which feed on negative news. Negative attitudes 
are held by small groups of people who have a clear dislike of refugees. I 
would	not	say	that	their	opinion	represents	the	opinion	of	the	Bulgarian	
society as a whole.

(Emanuil)
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Be	 sure	
that any effort, 
albeit	 a	 little,	 is	 im-
portant	 and	 can	 lead	 to	
great change. Everyone can 
do something positive, you do 
not even need to work directly 
with asylum seekers and refugees. 
Everyone in their own sphere could 
contribute to positive change, at least 
by talking to friends, relatives, discussing 
the issue of refugees. It is up to us all to 
live in a better society. The	responsibility	
is ours, not someone else’s!

(Margarita)

6�
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We have to show the true face of these 
people. That they are no different than us, that 
just because we have a different language and 
culture that does not mean that we cannot live 
together. Unless we show the faces of the peo-
ple who remain in this country, we will continue 
to lose them as a valuable resource. These are 
young people who come here, about 30 years 

old. They are the potential for this country. 
The economy may improve in sectors where 

Bulgarians do not want to work. Most refu-
gees come from farming countries, they 

can safely handle such work. I’m not 
saying they do not have to work in 

the specialism they have, but there 
may be such specialists. It is not 

true that only low-educated 
people come here.

(Vladislav)

Freedom is dif-
ferent for everyone. My 
fellow citizens in Iran live under 
occupation, so freedom for me means 
for people to respect each other, not to 
divide according to religion, nation, for there 
to be no discrimination. I dream of getting a 
status. It’s normal for people to be granted this 
within 3-6 months, but it’s not been the case for 
me. I’ve been expecting documents for 20 months 
now. My biggest dream is that all the wars around 
the world would be stopped. There	should	be	no	
more refugees and no need for people to leave 
their	homeland	because	the	fate	of	refugees	is	
very, very difficult.

(Kayhan)
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Ahmed Bazoon from 
Iraq is one of Caritas’ most valu-

able employees, as he personal un-
derstands the fate of refugees. He is 

one of them. By education he is an electric 
engineer, but for nine years he worked as a 
journalist in his homeland.

He arrived in Bulgaria in 2015. For 
more than a year he waited for a status 

in our country. During that time, he 
learned about Caritas and soon be-

gan working as a social media-
tor in the organisation.

With a good word, competent advice, and 
a great desire to help, Ahmed from Iraq meets 
everyone who seeks help from Caritas. We 
know we can trust him because he knows very 
well what it is to be a refugee. After a proc-
ess that last almost a year, he has been grant-
ed refugee status in Bulgaria. He has gone 
through	many	difficulties	and	risked	his	life	in	
search	of	a	dignified	existence	for	himself	and	
his family.

He experienced a real horror the night 
when the engine of the boat he was on to 
reach the Greek coast stopped for the second 
time. His cries, and that of the seven other 
people	on	the	boat,	filled	the	night	and	could	
not drown out the sound of the waves; but it 
was as if someone heard their prayers.

He admits that he hesitated for a long 
time	 before	 taking	 this	 dangerous	 journey.	
His	profession	as	an	independent	journalist	in	
a country where links with political parties dic-
tate	the	‘objective’	information,	convinced	him	
that he had to leave as soon as possible. Many 
people are in similar situations in Iraq. Journal-
ists and human rights activists wishing to write 
about what is happening there are persecuted 
and threatened with cruel sentences. Thus, he 
decided	to	look	for	a	place	to	find	peace	and	
security for himself and his family.

The boat really proved to be a ‘life’ boat 
as the engine suddenly woke up and the ref-
ugees	finally	 reached	 their	 coveted	 goal.	 He	
promised himself one thing - this was the last 
illegal thing he would do.

Only Syrian citizens were granted refu-
gee status and the right to work in Greece, so 
after consulting two lawyers, Ahmed decided 

to seek protection from the neighbouring Eu-
ropean state - Bulgaria. After a three-month 
stay in the Busmantsi camp, he moved to the 
Ovcha	Kupel	centre	where	he	filed	his	refugee	
status documents. Fortunately, he carried an 
international passport and visa, which made it 
easier for the authorities.

Even while he was living in Ovcha Kupel, he 
realised he wanted to stay in Bulgaria. Among 
the Bulgarians he met wonderful people who 
were friendly to him. He knew that learning 
Bulgarian	 would	 be	 beneficial	 if	 he	 wanted	
to integrate successfully with us and started 
looking for courses to be enrolled in. From his 
acquaintances in the camp he learned about 
Caritas and immediately contacted the organi-
sation. He started attending free Bulgarian 
language courses and successfully passed the 
first	two	levels.	“It	was	great!”	Ahmed	remem-
bers	today,	who	now	has	a	confident	command	
of the language. When necessary, he also com-
municates in Russian, which he knows well hav-
ing graduated from university in Belarus.

Today, his experience helps other refugees 
to get through the administrative procedures 
more	easily.	He	 is	 very	helpful	 to	 jobseekers	
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and	 is	 personally	 committed	 to	 finding	 the	
most appropriate position for everyone. He is 
convinced that there is no one without a skill, 
so he has taken on the mission to build up the 
confidence	of	anyone	who	doubts	themselves	
and	 their	 knowledge.	His	 job	 is	 to	 communi-
cate with future employers to help refugees 
with information about signing an employ-
ment contract and everything related to work-
ers’ rights and obligations.

From his parents, Ahmed learned the 
most important lesson that helps him a lot in 
his work:

“When someone asks for help - give him 
your hand, do not turn him away.” So his par-
ents taught him.

A helpful conversation and the assurance 
that Caritas will do their best to help, have 
convinced many that Ahmed did not give emp-
ty promises, but worked hard 
and purposefully 
to provide 
the neces-
sary support 
to seekers and 
beneficiaries 
of protection in 
Bulgaria.

A l t h o u g h 
he is part of the 
refugee commu-
nity, he already 
has many Bulgar-
ian friends, loves 
his work and has 
turned down the 
invitations of his 
friends to move to 
Sweden or Germany. His sincere desire to live 
and develop in our country is in full contradic-
tion with the prevailing attitude that all refu-
gees have come, with one single intent, to take 
advantage of our social system:

“I	 am	 now	 in	 Bulgaria	 and	 I	 think	 life	
here is normal, nice, there is security. Yes, 
in	Western	 Europe,	 more	money	 is	earned,	
wages are higher, they will give housing. 
Well,	the	point	is,	I	do	not	want	to	be	some-
one who asks, ‘give me something, please!’ I 
have my hands, I have my head on my shoul-
ders, thank God, I’m healthy! I spend my own 
money. If you just want to stay, sleep, do 
nothing, and for someone to give you mon-
ey, ok – go. I do not want this.”

Here he feels happy and full of the aim to 
be useful. And when someone starts to speak 
Bulgarian	 better	 than	 him	 and	 confidently	
says that he no longer needs his help, it is the 
biggest prize for him.

He continues to be excited about every 
personal story of his brothers in fate, no mat-
ter where they come from, what religion they 
are, and what has expelled them from their 
native places. War and insecurity, lack of free-
dom, will not be the obstacles to his children 
and the children of those seeking protection in 
Bulgaria. He is convinced that a large number 
of asylum seekers have not escaped on a whim 
or in search of a higher living standard. Every-
one has left his friends, his house, his educa-
tion	and	his	work,	a	life	he	once	loved	to	find	
security.

“These militias and 
terrorist groups have de-
stroyed our countries. 
This is precisely what the 
terrorists are aiming at 
- all sides hating each 
other and thinking the 
same way about us,” 
he said. The grum-
bling of stereotypes 
and negative atti-
tudes towards refu-
gees, unfortunate-
ly, gives additional 
impetus to groups 
such as the ‘Islamic 

State’ and other armed groups 
reaping death across in the Middle East and 
now in Europe.

Although he knows that there are Bul-
garians with negative attitudes towards the 
refugees, Ahmed believes in the good. “Here 
I met really good and kind people. They do 
not	see	me	as	a	stranger	and	a	foreigner	 -	
they know I’m just a man. When they ask me 
what it is like to wear a ‘refugee’ label, it’s 
not difficult for me to answer: we are not a 
‘status’, we are human beings above all.”

In	 Bulgaria	 he	 feels	 happy	 and	 fulfilled.	
He continues to be interested in the fate of his 
homeland, so he often follows the news and 
occasionally combines his profession of social 
work	with	that	of	a	journalist.	The	difference	
is	 that	he	 is	now	confident	 that	his	 cause	of	
fairness	 and	 objectivity	 does	 not	 jeopardise	
him and his loved ones.
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The question today is:

How can I show  

my solidarity?
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