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Introduction

Through many years of experience working with refugees 
and asylum-seekers globally, the International Rescue 
Committee (IRC) has observed first-hand the transformative 
power of inclusion and the great benefits of successful 
integration not only for forcibly displaced persons, but also 
for the communities that host them. 

For example, a study by the National Bureau for Economic 
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A renewed and improved  
EU Action Plan on Integration

On the 7th of June 2016, the European Commission presented 
its ‘Action Plan on the Integration of Third-Country 
Nationals’.3 The document identified 52 measures for the 
Commission to support member states and civil society 
organisations in their efforts to foster migrant integration, 
focusing particularly on pre-departure and pre-arrival 
measures, education, employment, access to social 
services and active participation in society. 

The 2016 Action Plan, supported by the member states 
through the Council,4 represented a critical step towards 
shaping a common European framework for integration 
policy, particularly as the power to legislate and act on 
integration remains in the hands of individual member 
states.5 Its positive portrayal of migration and integration at 
a time of pronounced political uncertainty and xenophobic 
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Ileana, a young doctor from Honduras, arrived in Spain 
two years ago. In Honduras, she worked long hours as 
a hospital assistant: “Every five days I had to be on call 
for 12 hours… I didn’t have holidays so I was tired very 
often, but I was happy.” 

In addition to her hospital work, Ileana volunteered at 
an NGO, talking to young people so as to dissuade 
them from joining the ‘Maras’, powerful and violent 
gangs which operate in Central America. However, 
because of this activism, troubles began: “I received 
death threats which forced us to flee my home country 
and abandon my job.” Both Ileana and her husband 
were pursued by these gangs: “we had no choice but 
to flee as far as we could.” 

Together, they arrived in Barcelona. Whilst studying 
at medical school, she took Catalan language classes 
at Accem, an IRC partner working to improve the 
quality of life of refugees and migrants in Spain. As 
well as assisting with Ileana’s asylum application, 
Accem offered Ileana active job-seeking support. 
Services include personalised guidance interviews, 
pre-employment and occupational training. With the 
organisations assistance, Ileana managed to validate  
her degree in Spain, meaning she could find work as  
a medical assistant. 

Ileana recognises that transition is never easy: “I was 
afraid… I felt insecure in employment despite my 
previous work experience. Having medical knowledge 
wasn’t enough, I had to master many administrative 
tasks that were not familiar to me. Fortunately,  
I was provided with assistance when I needed it.” 
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Recommendations on evaluating, 
reviewing and monitoring the Action Plan 

The Commission should, as originally planned, evaluate the 2016 Action 
Plan to assess gaps and identify strengths and successes. This evaluation 
of past and current measures should be interactive and inclusive, inviting 
views from actors involved at all levels and stages of the integration 
process. Furthermore, the outcomes of this evaluation should be made 
public wherever possible.

1 Evaluation

4 Involving Parliament 

5 Global leadership in 
welcome and integration

3 Indicators to  
monitor progress

2 Annual review and 
regular reporting

The Zaragoza Indicators should be agreed as a baseline to identify 
one common set of indicators to measure progress towards 
a commonly accepted definition of integration. However, these 
indicators should be further disaggregated by gender and immigration 
and/or protection status to better monitor the integration outcomes 
of forcibly displaced people, including refugee women, specifically. 
Member states should coordinate the collection of relevant data and 
provide this regularly to the Commission, with a view to monitoring  
progress towards achieving the SDGs for displaced people specifically.

The Commission should present the evaluation and renewal of the 
Action Plan with a strong focus on refugees and asylum-seekers as 
a pledge at the Global Refugee Forum in December 2019 in order to 
strengthen global credibility and emphasise the role of the EU as a global 
leader in welcome and integration. Member states should explicitly support 
this pledge, ideally through the Finnish Council Presidency.

The Commission should set a clear timeline for the implementation of the 
Action Plan, ideally 5 years, and should strengthen the mechanisms to 
review priorities and monitor implementation by including a transparent 
annual reporting process, with an interactive and moderated online 
platform to assess progress. This should be aligned with the annual reviews 
for the European Semester process and include a joint debate in the LIBE 
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Five principles and three priorities for  
a renewed and improved Action Plan

Within its broader aims to support the integration of all 
third-country nationals, the IRC believes that a key priority of 
the renewed Action Plan should be to catalyse and support 
partnerships and strategies aiming to foster the labour 
market integration of refugees and asylum-seekers, including 
by tackling the specific obstacles faced by refugee women. 
The European Commission should ensure that the actions 
laid out in a renewed and improved EU Action Plan on 
Integration reflect the strengths and needs of refugees  
and asylum-seekers throughout their integration pathways.  
While the Action Plan should address the integration of 
all third-country nationals, in this section we set out the 
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Priority 1: Partnering for a long-term  
common approach to integration 
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and home affairs, cooperating directly with the Commission 
and its own Directorates.

The establishment of consultation structures between 
national authorities and local implementing partners of  
EU integration funds would also help guarantee input  
from a wide range of civil society actors and should  
ensure the burden of reporting does not rely extensively  
on service providers. 

Joint ownership and decisive leadership 
There is a clear need for leadership on integration at the 
EU level. A renewed and improved Action Plan led by the 
Commission with buy-in and related Global Refugee Forum 
pledges from a number of Member State ‘champions’, in 
close partnership with relevant stakeholders, would provide 
stronger legitimacy for common European actions at 
national level. At the same time, private sector involvement 
through fora such as the IRC-coordinated Business 
Refugee Action Network (BRAN)21 and following the 2017 
Partnership for Integration22 are essential in catalysing the 
role of European businesses to create a refugee-friendly 
business environment.
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Recommendations on  
a partnership approach 

Ensure that the functions of the existing inter-service group on 
integration are extended, more visible and expanded to include 
at least annual meetings on integration among Director Generals of all 
relevant Commission Directorates and regular reporting to Commissioners. 
DG Home should champion the rights of refugees and asylum-seekers 
within these structures, and should encourage the establishment of 
specialised taskforces on social inclusion of displaced populations within 
other Directorates.

1 Inter-service  
collaboration within  
the Commission

4 Partnering at the 
local level

3 Joined-up monitoring 
of EU funding for 
refugee and asylum-
seeker inclusion

2 Collaborative  
agenda-setting

The Commission should encourage all member states to establish joint 
monitoring committees and should itself ensure coordination among 
existing Commission monitoring committees. The Commission 
DGs managing integration funding through the ERDF, ESF+, AMIF and 
Erasmus+ should organise yearly meetings with managing authorities – 
and joint monitoring committees where relevant – in each member state.
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Above: IRC staff and participants from Project CORE, a programme where the IRC provides web development training to refugees  
and asylum-seekers in Germany. IRC.

A renewed Action Plan should therefore understand 
early intervention as critical to facilitating labour market 
integration and therefore to the success of long-term 
integration more widely. This is particularly true in the 
context of protracted asylum procedures. Offering 
support services such as professional training before 
status determination can also prevent ‘blunting’ of existing 
professional skills and individual motivation to learn and 
work. The EU and its member states should increase the 
number of language courses on offer and relax access 
conditions so that those with whose asylum claims are yet 
to be assessed can access courses and gain qualifications 
earlier. Such measures are atypical of a largely status-
orientated approach employed by many member states.

Privileging strength based and refugee  
focused programmes
Supporting individualised pathways is also essential to long-
term labour market integration.34 This requires holistic case 
management, including a strength-based approach that 
understands each individual brings skills that can help them 
prosper in their new home. 

This approach promotes skill development and fosters 
independence, self-direction and self-support. Targeted 
professional support remains very important, but is more 
effective if the individual plays an active role in setting and 
meeting their own goals.

Implicit here is the recognition that self-sufficiency can also 
be reached through entrepreneurship and self-employment. 
On the pathway to self-sufficiency, refugees and asylum-
seekers require ‘bundled’ services — employment services 
such as job matching and referrals, vocational training, 
and entrepreneurship support must be offered in parallel 
with services like language training, childcare, soft-skill 
development and support in accessing professional networks. 

Policy-makers at regional and national levels must continue 
to work with employers to identify strategies for employing 
refugees and to overcome the policy barriers that constrain 
labour market integration. Employers Together for 
Integration,35 launched by the Commission in 2017, is  
one such initiative, much like BRAN36 mentioned earlier.
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Recommendations on early intervention  
and labour market integration 

The Commission and member states should gather more recurrent 
and updated disaggregated data on the employment gaps faced 
by refugees and asylum-seekers at the EU and national level by, for 
example, creating more frequent midterm updates as part of the European 
Labour Force Survey. In addition, comparable data should be collected on 
issues beyond employment outcomes (job/no job) to provide insight for 
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Priority 3: Prioritising the strengths  
and needs of refugee women

Although the Action Plan is aimed at all third-country 
nationals, refugee and asylum-seeking women should be 
understood as a specific group requiring particular attention 
– their strengths and needs need to be prioritised rather 
than simply focused upon. 
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A coherent and structural approach  
to empowering (refugee) women
These objectives also require specific and long-term 
transformative approaches to women’s economic 
empowerment at the national level. The EU Agency for 
Fundamental Rights (FRA) has found “little evidence of 
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Recommendations on prioritising the 
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