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Hugh Frazer, adjunct Professor at the National University of Ireland,  Maynooth
This article analyses the social aspects of migration in the NAPs 

on social inclusion and concludes that there has been modest 

but insufficient progress in this area.

One of the five key challenges that the European Commission and 
member states have agreed should be addressed as part of the EU’s 
social inclusion process is to overcome discrimination and increase 
the integration of people with disabilities, ethnic minorities and 
immigrants.

1
 The other agreed key challenges are to eradicate 

child poverty, to make labour markets truly inclusive, to ensure 
decent housing for everyone and to tackle financial exclusion and 
overindebtedness. 

The two yearly National Action Plans on poverty and social exclusion 
(NAPs/inclusion) are the key means whereby member states are 
expected to address these common challenges and to achieve the 
overall goal of the social inclusion process of making a decisive 
impact on the eradication of poverty and social exclusion by 2010. 
A new round of NAPs/inclusion was submitted to the Commission in 
autumn 2008. In preparing their plans member states were explicitly 
encouraged, when selecting the four key priorities to address in 
their new reports, to give more attention to the social integration of 
migrants as well as to active inclusion and child poverty.

2
  

Modest but insufficient progress or An opportunity missed
In fact the new NAPs/inclusion show only a modest increase in 
attention being given to the social aspects of migration. While the 
issue is mentioned more frequently than previously and while a few 
member states did make steps forward, only a minority (e.g. Austria, 
Denmark, Ireland, Germany, Greece, Malta, Portugal, Spain) have 

1 The EU’s social inclusion process is one of the three strands of the EU’s Open Method of Coordination 

on Social Protection and Social Inclusion (Social OMC). It was established as part of the Lisbon Process 

in 2001 with the aim of making a decisive impact on the eradication of poverty and social exclusion by 

2010.

2 Social Protection Committee, Guidance note for preparing National Strategy Reports on Social Protec-

tion and Social Inclusion 2008-2010, Brussels, 2008.

a specific objective in their NAP/inclusion on the integration of 
migrants. This compares with access to the labour market and child 
poverty which were key priorities for the vast majority of member 
states. 

In several cases when migration is selected as an issue it is combined 
with a focus on other issues such as disability, the situation of the 
Roma and the integration of other disadvantaged groups. Thus the 
issue is often not addressed as fully as it could have been. There 
are, however, a few cases where migration issues are treated fairly 
extensively when member states are dealing with other issues, 
notably access to employment, addressing educational disadvantage 
and combating child and youth poverty. 

Lack of a comprehensive and holistic approach
When member states do prioritise the issue they often take a rather 
narrow approach. Thus there is much emphasis in the NAPs/inclusion 
on increasing access to the labour market and overcoming barriers 
in relation to language and literacy that hinder integration and a 
certain amount on increasing access to education. However, there is 
only a limited amount on improving income and living conditions for 
migrants and on issues like access to health and housing. 

Limited data and analysis
While several NAPs/inclusion provide strong evidence of the higher 
levels of poverty and social exclusion experienced by many adults 
and children from a migration background the reports generally suffer 
from a lack of detailed data and comprehensive analysis about their 
situations and issues like gender are inadequately addressed. This 
lack of a deep and holistic understanding of the situation of migrants 
severely weakens the ability to develop a comprehensive policy 
response.
 
Lack of targets
Even where member states do prioritise the situation of migrants 
a key weakness is that in most cases they do not set quantified 
objectives for the reduction of poverty and social exclusion among 
migrants. Indeed it is a reflection of the low priority and the poor 
quality of available data that far fewer targets are set in this area 
compared to reducing child poverty and increasing access to 
employment. 

Limited coverage of discrimination measures
There is surprisingly little about the extent to which discrimination 
and racism are factors affecting the position of migrants whether in 
terms of access to education, participation in education or access to 
enabling services. This is also probably closely linked to the lack of 
emphasis on access to rights.

Some groups are neglected
While the situation of migrants in general is at least slightly more 
widely recognised in the current round of NAPs/inclusion than 
previously there is very little attention given to some of those groups 
that face the most severe situations, particularly undocumented 

The social aspects of migration in the 
2008-2010 National Action Plans on soc ial inclusion

© European Parliament

issue



13Social inclusion and equality27

migrants and asylum seekers. It seems that little attention is given 
in the NAPs/inclusion to some of the negative poverty and social 
inclusion consequences of restrictive policies such as limiting the 
right to work during the time applications for asylum are being 
processed, or limiting the level of social benefits or access to services 
for asylum seekers. The extreme situation of undocumented migrants 
leading to destitution, exploitation and very poor living conditions is 
largely ignored.

Need to strengthen governance
A key to developing more effective and comprehensive approaches 
to the social aspects of migration is to ensure that there are 
arrangements in place first to mainstream the issue in public 
policy making and to coordinate efforts across policy areas and, 
secondly, to ensure the active involvement of all relevant actors in 
the development, implementation and monitoring of policies and 
programmes. In particular this needs to include migrants themselves 
and the organisations working with them. Most NAPs/inclusion fail to 
specify with any detail the extent to which governance arrangements 
in relation to migration are being strengthened. However there 
are some interesting developments 
highlighted in a few cases such as 
the establishment of the Office of the 
Minister for Integration in Ireland with a 
cross-departmental mandate to develop, 
drive and coordinate integration policy 
across other government departments, 
agencies and services.

Some positive policy developments
More positively there are many interesting initiatives highlighted in 
the NAPs/inclusion which can provide the basis for more exchange 
of learning between member states in future. For instance, several 
member states, for example Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, Denmark, 
the Netherlands, Sweden and the UK, emphasise the integration of 
people from a migrant background in their efforts to increase access 
to employment. There are several interesting examples of member 
states (e.g. Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, UK) addressing literacy 
and language barriers to integration. One interesting example is the 
“Mummy learns German” project in Vienna which allows mothers 
of a child or children with a migrant background to attend German 
language courses at the kindergarten or school of their children. 
There are several interesting examples of initiatives to support the 
integration of children from a migrant background into the school 
system such as the effort in Austria to create more educational 
opportunities for children with a migrant background, the initiative 
in Greece to promote the integration of Muslim children into the 
education system, the emphasis on education supports in Ireland, or 
efforts to increase school attendance in Belgium. There is generally 
less consideration given to issues of health and social services but 
the Irish National Intercultural Health Strategy 2007-2012 is one 
interesting initiative to improve access to health services and to 
make health services staff more responsive to the situation of 
migrants.

Conclusions and recommendations
It is clear from this brief review of how the social dimension of 
migration has been covered in the NAPs/inclusion that it still 
remains an underdeveloped part of the EU process. Thus, the 
2008-2010 NAPs/inclusion represent a missed opportunity to make 
a significant step forward on the social aspects of migration. Above 
all this probably reflects the relatively low level of political attention 
that is given to the social aspects of migration. 

In the future there is a need for more member states to:
•	 make the issue a key political priority;
•	 ensure that better data and more comprehensive analysis on the 

poverty and social exclusion risks faced by migrants is available; 
•	 develop more comprehensive and holistic strategies;
•	 set clear evidence based targets for reducing poverty and social 

exclusion amongst migrants;
•	 strengthen links between social inclusion and anti-discrimination 

policies and programmes so that they are mutually reinforcing;
•	 strengthen governance arrangements through: more 

mainstreaming of the issue across policy areas; better 
coordination of policies; improved 
arrangements for involving migrants and 
organisations working with them in the 
policy process; more rigorous monitoring 
and reporting arrangements. 

At EU level one way to strengthen the 
social inclusion of migrants and ethnic 
minorities would be to make this issue 
the topic of a thematic year within 

the social inclusion process, just as child poverty was in 2007. At 
the same time the Social Protection Committee and the European 
Commission should remind member states that they should give 
particular attention to the situation of migrant adults and children 
when they are developing policies and programmes in the areas of 
child poverty and active inclusion. Likewise, if issues of housing and 
homelessness are to receive special attention during 2009 as part 
of the EU process, as seems likely, then it will be very important 
that the situation of migrants is made an important theme when 
developing work on this issue. This increased focus on the social 
aspects of migration then needs to be carried over into the EU Year 
on Poverty and Social Exclusion in 2010. At the same time the 
European Commission needs to start to rigorously monitor member 
states’ performance on this issue and clearly identify areas in which 
improvements are needed. 

“The lack of a deep and 
holistic understanding of the 
situation of migrants severely 

weakens the ability to develop a 
comprehensive policy response”

Hugh Frazer, adjunct Professor at the National University of Ireland,  Maynooth
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“roma are the most Prominent 
Poverty risk grouP. they are 

Poorer than other grouPs, more 
likely to fall into Poverty, and 

more likely to remain Poor”

Ivan Ivanov, Executive Director, European Roma Information Offi ce

This article examines the causes for the social exclusion of 

the European Roma minority in all fields of life and considers 

positive action as a way of bringing change to the current 

situation of the Roma in Europe.

The Roma are a unique European minority. They have no 
historical homeland and reside in almost all European countries. 
There are more than 14 million Roma in Europe, which 
makes them the largest minority group in Europe. According 
to a number of reports, Roma are the most disadvantaged 
community on the old continent. Different research studies and 
surveys show that they are also the most unpopular minority. 
A 2007 “Eurobarometer”, an EU wide survey on the opinion of 
EU citizens on issues related to diversity, discrimination and 
anti-racism, shows that more than 77 % of Europeans think that 
to be Roma in their societies is a disadvantage. The most recent 
Eurobarometer findings indicate that nearly 30 % of citizens 
of the 27 EU member states do not want to live next to Roma 
people. In some countries it reaches 45 % of the interviewed 
people.

Roma are the most prominent poverty risk group, especially in 
Central and Eastern European countries. They are poorer than 
other groups, more likely to fall into poverty, and more likely 
to remain poor. In some cases poverty rates among the Roma 
community are ten times higher than among non-Roma. Low 
education levels and lack of qualifications among Roma lead 
to disadvantages in the labour market. Roma face many more 
barriers re-entering employment than other groups and become 
caught in a vicious circle of impoverishment.

1
   

Roma are the most discriminated people in the field of education. 
Racial segregation of Roma children in schools, whether 
intentionally imposed or resulting from other processes, is a 

1 Dena Ringold, Mitchell Orenstain and Erika Willkens, Roma in an expanding Europe - Breaking the 

Poverty Circle, 2003.

widespread form of discrimination. Many Roma children attend 
so-called “Gypsy schools”, inferior-quality schools in which the 
overwhelming majority of children are Roma. These schools are 
inferior both in terms of material conditions and of quality of 
education; school buildings are run-down and ill equipped to 
provide for quality education, teachers lack basic qualifications, 
textbooks are out-of-date, and teaching aids are lacking.

2
  

Roma are also among the most discriminated in employment. 
The massive and disproportionate exclusion of Roma from 
employment is an undisputed reality in many European 
countries. This fact raises a serious human rights concern 
about the failure of governments to curb racial discrimination 
in employment as well as to undertake proactive measures to 
confront disadvantages facing the Roma in the labour market. 
Research under a joint project of the European Roma Information 
Office (ERIO), the European Roma Rights Centre (ERRC) and the 
International Helsinki Federation (IHF), based on structured 
narrative interviews with 402 working age Roma individuals in 
2005 and 2006, revealed that 64 % of working age Roma have 
experienced discrimination in employment. When asked “how 
do you know it was because you are Roma?”, an alarming 49 % 
said that they have been openly told by the employer or someone 
in the company, and an additional 5 % were told by the labour 
office.

3
  

Not only are the Roma the most discriminated against minority 
in Europe, but in recent years, they have also increasingly 
become subject to extreme prejudices and violent attacks.

4
 

The Communication of the European Commission on the 
implementation of the Race equality Directive 2000/43/
EC states that in the period of 2001-2006, the highest number 
of complaints received by equality bodies and national courts 
claiming discrimination were filed by Roma.

It is well documented that Roma communities have experienced 
serious discrimination in all fields of life. Even if all present-day 
discrimination against Roma could be eliminated, inequality 
would persist because of the legacy of past discrimination. 
Achieving substantive equality therefore requires compensatory 
measures designed to redress the effect of past discrimination as 

2 Separate and Equal - Combating discrimination against Roma in education, Public Interest Law Initia-

tive, 2004.

3 The Glass Box - Exclusion of Roma from employment, a report under a joint project of ERRC, ERIO and 

IHF.

4 Edwin Rekosh, Separate and Unequal, Public Interest Law Initiative Source Book, 2004.
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well as discrimination that continues in the present. 
Positive action should be used to bring change to the current 
situation of the Roma
Equality is unlikely to be achieved simply by treating everyone 
in the same way. To achieve substantive equality for Roma, the 
responsible authorities should make some accommodation 
for the special needs of this particular group. This includes 
adjusting employment criteria, enabling Roma to have access to 
employment and education, as a group historically excluded from 
these areas of life, additional training to take up job qualifications 
in a new field. It could involve better access to services by 
changing the way in which they are 
delivered, in order to overcome cultural 
and language barriers which have had 
the effect of excluding Roma from 
social services, health care or education 
provisions.

The new concept of equality, as outlined 
by Fredman

5
, should encompass four 

central aims:
-	 To break the cycle of disadvantage 

associated with membership of a particular group;
-	 To promote respect for equal dignity and worth of all persons, 

redressing stigma, stereotyping, humiliation based on 
membership of the group;

-	 To provide positive affirmation of individuals as members of 
the group;

-	 To facilitate full participation in society.

Measures to compensate for past discrimination 
Simply removing formal obstacles to equal treatment would be 
unlikely to result in equality of outcomes, if measures for the 
support of persons facing historic discrimination are not adopted.

Any action aiming to ensure the equal treatment of Roma needs 
to not only address the present situation, but also to seek to 
remedy the impact of past discrimination. An essential approach 

5	 Sandra Fredman, “The Future of Equality in Britain”, Equal Opportunities Commission Working Paper 

No.5, 2002.

in redressing past discrimination is through positive measures. 
Contrary to the popular perception that positive measures are 
illegal or discriminatory, they are, in certain circumstances, 
actually required by the principle of non-discrimination in order 
to bring about de facto equality.

Measures to eliminate present discrimination
It is necessary to identify the factors causing discrimination 
against Roma in order to develop appropriate remedies. In 
each particular case investigation should be carried out with 
the involvement of the Roma subjected to discrimination. Such 
investigation should address direct and indirect discrimination. 
An awareness raising campaign regarding the availability of anti-
discrimination legislation, the existence of equality bodies and 
their functions is necessary.

Desegregation measures should be taken in all fields in which 
Roma presently experience segregation, most notably in 
education and housing. Providing for the equal treatment of Roma 
in these areas requires targeted measures aimed at breaking the 
patterns of segregation and bringing about the inclusion of Roma 
in mainstream society.

6
 It is also important that desegregation 

measures do not violate the principle of equality and non-discrim-
ination by promoting the assimilation of Roma. In order not to 

violate the principle of non-discri-
mination, positive measures must not 
themselves lead to segregation and 
should only be continued until such 
time as the objectives from which they 
were developed have been achieved.

Measures to fight future discrimination 
and inequalities
A regular assessment of the potential 
impact of laws and policies on Roma 

should take place at the outset and adjusted, if necessary, so as 
to avoid any negative impact. The consultation and participation 
of Roma communities in this process is essential.

EU member states need to undertake short, medium, and 
long-term initiatives to fight against the prevailing climate of 
anti-Gypsyism. As long as racist prejudices and stereotypes about 
Roma pervade in public opinion, measures and policies aimed at 
furthering Roma equality will encounter resistance and failure. 
States should develop specific anti-racism campaigns designed 
to replace negative stereotypes about Roma with objective 
information. These campaigns should inform the public about the 
manner in which racism and discrimination have affected Roma 
communities, and highlight the valuable contribution that Roma 
have made to their societies.

6	 EU Network of Independent Experts on Fundamental Rights, Thematic Comment No.3 for a summary of 

findings of segregation of Roma in education and housing in many EU countries.

“Any action aiming to ensure 
the equal treatment of Roma 
needs to not only address the 
present situation, but also to 
seek to remedy the impact of 

past discrimination”

Ivan Ivanov, Executive Director, European Roma Information Office
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ENAR

european network against racism

• ENAR has published its 2007 Shadow Report on racism in 
Europe, available at www.enar-eu.org/Page_Generale.
asp?DocID=15294&langue=EN

• ENAR has adopted its 5th General Policy Paper on “Fighting 
racism and promoting equal rights in education and 
training”, which is available at www.enar-eu.org/Page_
Generale.asp?DocID=15287&langue=EN

• ENAR issued its response to a European Commission 
consultation entitled “Freedom, Security and Justice: What 
will be the future?”, as well as its position on the proposal 
for an EU Directive on basic socio-economic rights for third 
country workers. They are available at www.enar-eu.org/
Page_Generale.asp?DocID=15288&langue=EN

• ENAR issued its preliminary position on the proposal 
for an EU directive on implementing the principle 
of equal treatment between persons irrespective of 
religion or belief, disability, age or sexual orientation. 
It is available at www.enar-eu.org/Page_Generale.
asp?DocID=15288&langue=EN

• ENAR published its Memorandum to the Czech Presidency 
of the EU, which is available at www.enar-eu.org/Page_
Generale.asp?DocID=15290&langue=EN 

• The next edition of ENARgy will be published in May 2009. 
Information on previous editions is available at www.enar-eu.
org/Page_Generale.asp?DocID=15292&langue=EN 

43 rue de la Charité , B-1210 Brussels - Belgium 
Tel: +32-2-229.35.70 , Fax: +32-2-229.35.75
E-mail: info@enar-eu.org
Web: www.enar-eu.org 

Sign up to ENAR’s Mailing List: 
www.enar-eu.org

ENAR is a network of European NGOs working to combat 
racism in all EU member states. Its establishment was a 
major outcome of the 1997 European Year Against Racism. 
ENAR aims to fight racism, xenophobia, anti-Semitism and 
Islamophobia, to promote equality of treatment between 
EU citizens and third country nationals, and to link local/
regional/national initiatives with European initiatives. 
ENAR’s vision is of a world free from racism. 

This newsletter was produced with the financial support 
of the European Commission, DG Employment, Social 
Affairs and Equal Opportunities.

Articles published in ENARgy do not necessarily reflect 
the views or policies of ENAR or of the European 
Commission.

Responsible for publication: Pascale Charhon

Editor: Georgina Siklossy

Translator: Dominique Barbier
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“In many cases the emphasis is on the need for immigrants to 

adapt, most notably through training and support measures. In 

Austria, Italy and Luxembourg, for example, a primary focus is on 

providing language courses.”
1
 A corollary of this outlook is that 

few states initially made any link between the Social Inclusion 

Process and the implementation of the Racial Equality Directive. 

In its 2006 analysis of the NAPs, the Commission noted more 

frequent citation of the Directive, but queried “what, if any, 

practical impact it is having on the ground”.
2
 By concentrating 

on adaptations by minorities, an analysis based on institutional 

racism is neglected.

• Mainstreaming via the OMC

 The Social Inclusion Process is arguably a relatively successful 

example of mainstreaming ethnic equality. Ethnic minorities 

were recognised as a key priority from early in the life of the 

process, even if not at its very outset. Despite flaws and 

shortcomings, the Joint Reports are woven with references 

to issues relating to ethnic inequality. At the same time, the 

strongest focus within the Social Inclusion Process has been 

on employment as a barrier to social inclusion. This is the field 

where most detail emerges in the Joint Reports and the sole 

indicator relating to ethnic inequalities concerns employment 

rates. Yet it suggests that the process has been less effective 

in promoting social inclusion in other fields. A detailed study 

in 2004 concluded that “most of the NAPs/Inclusion have not 

generally presented coherent and integrated policies in relation 

to access to housing for migrants and ethnic minority groups”.
3
  

Taking an overview, the Social Inclusion Process does provide 

evidence of mainstreaming ethnic equality. Although this has 

not been based on an announced strategy (in contrast to gender 

mainstreaming), ethnic inequalities have in practice filtered onto 

the policy agenda. The open character of the OMC facilitates 

regular redefinition of its goals and instruments. This allowed 

“immigrants” to be added to the Common Objectives in 2002, 

despite having been omitted in 2000. It is testament to the fluidity 

of the OMC that this reference slipped away in 2006. Furthermore, 

the major lack of data on ethnic inequalities has been a persistent 

obstacle to forging a more elaborate European policy. In the 

absence of data, the contours of inequality remain fuzzy and there 

is no external benchmark against which to measure the relative 

effectiveness of competing policy prescriptions.

15 Commission, ‘Joint report on social inclusion 2004’, 96.

16 Commission, ‘Social inclusion in Europe 2006’, 137.

17 B Edgar, ‘Policy measures to ensure access to decent housing for migrants and ethnic minorities’ 

(Dundee: Joint Centre for Scottish Housing Research, Universities of Dundee/St Andrews, 2004) 76.
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