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Abstract

:

The resettlement and integration of a displaced population into a new society faces a plethora of challenges. These range from lack of national legal frameworks to plan and implement planned relocation, to the absence of a long-term vision, inadequate funds, and poor institutional structures. The 3-year EU Erasmus+ funded REGARD Project (REbuildinG AfteR Displacement) set out to address some of these challenges and develop guidance with a focus on the roles and responsibilities of the host and the resettled community in order to understand the needs of both. This paper focuses on the Swedish experience (one of four case studies in the project) in the aftermath of the mass influx of Syrian refugees in 2015. A needs assessment conceptual framework of both host and displaced communities guided the multi-method approach applied in the Sweden case where data was drawn from a scoped literature review on issues related to integration and social cohesion complimented and validated by in-depth interviews with a number of municipalities and non-governmental organizations all working with asylum seekers resettlement. The results of the research indicate that while the Swedish case was a relative success by comparison to others in Europe, there was still systemic shortcomings that needed attention. First, cooperation and coordination between government and non-governmental actors and at different levels up and down the chain of services provided for resettled refugees is still lacking where the reality on the ground is not fully grasped by centrally driven policy and decision-making. Second, what determines the effectiveness of resettlement and integration efforts is focusing on the individuality of each displacee’s needs and circumstances where one-size does not fit all, and recognizing that integration is a two-way process that has to involve both host and guest community and not simply the absorption of one into the other. Finally, the paper concludes that the pressured and often highly politicized situations both host and guest community are put into usually force rapid responses, while long-term visions and sustainable solutions when adequate time is taken to establish trust and build viable networks between the two communities can lead to far better results.
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1. Introduction


1.1. General Introduction


The need to protect people from the negative outcomes of displacement and possible inadequate resettlement is drawing the attention of scholars from diverse fields with at least 82.4 million people around the world forced to flee their homes, displaced by conflicts, disasters, and development activities; among them are nearly 26.4 million refugees, and around half of whom are under the age of 18 [1].



Moreover, in the recent decades, scholars have begun to question the reliability and effectiveness of resettlement activities [2]. Among the challenges identified by the scholars that hamper effectiveness of resettlement are lack of national legal frameworks to plan and implement planned displacement properly; lack of experts, documentation, and systematization of outputs and outcomes; the absence of a long-term vision; inadequate funds; poor institutional structures and political leadership; and problems in implementation [3]. Shortcomings of this nature have further increased the vulnerability of displaced communities.



In addition to the trauma suffered by the displaced communities due to displacement, studies show that the host communities typically recognize displaced communities as a potential threat and/or burden to the host environment, host population, host state, and neighboring countries [4].




1.2. The REGARD Project


This paper is based on the findings of the EU Erasmus+ funded REGARD Project (REbuildinG AfteR Displacement). REGARD is a collaborative three-year research initiative which aims to develop competencies in rebuilding communities following disaster and conflict induced mass displacements from the perspective of the built environment. Universities from the UK (University of Huddersfield, University of Central Lancashire), Sweden (Lund University), Estonia (Tallinn University of Technology) and Sri Lanka (University of Colombo) were the main partners in the project and formed the four case study countries for empirical data collection and analysis. The primary focus is on both the host and the resettled community in order to understand the needs of both communities.



The project has distinct seven objectives/outcomes. This paper focuses on the Sweden case and is based on data, analysis, and outputs of objectives 1 and 2:




	
Identify the needs of the communities following disaster and conflict induced mass displacements in the perspective of built environment.



	
Investigate the role of the built environment in enhancing social cohesion between host and displaced communities.



	
Explore the knowledge, skills, and competencies required by the built environment professionals to address the needs of the host and displaced communities.



	
Develop, test, and implement an innovative series of training courses in catering for the needs of the host and displaced communities.



	
Develop associated curricula and resources for teachers and learners.



	
Introduce new uses of ICT in education by formulating technology-enhanced learning environments and materials to facilitate teaching and learning.



	
Propose policy recommendations to the built environment professional bodies in upgrading the professional competencies to address the needs of the host and displaced communities.









1.3. The Sweden Reception and Resettlement Case


Sweden has seen a relatively stable immigration of displaced (measured by asylum applications) over the last 30 years as illustrated by Figure 1 below. The two spikes can be directly connected to conflicts. The first, 1992–1993, showing large populations from Bosnia-Herzegovina, Serbia, and Montenegro and the latter 2014–2015 spike being largely from Syria, Iraq, and Afghanistan [5].



Data organized by gender was only available from 1995. Since 2000, 34 percent of asylum seekers were registered as women/girls and 66 percent as men/boys. During this time period, 32 percent of asylum seekers were children and, of these, 28.6 (9.2 percent of the total asylum seekers) were unaccompanied by a parent or another adult. This subpopulation increased greatly during 2014–2015, where the number of children and unaccompanied minors increased by a factor of 10 which put a huge strain on the reception system.



Figure 2 below presents the Swedish reception system as a simplified flow chart. It formally starts upon arrival in the country, but in practice upon registration at one of three migration agency facilities located in the three largest, albeit not the only ports of entry, cities in Sweden (Stockholm, Gothenburg, and Malmö).



Upon registration of asylum application, an initial identity determination is made through any available documents the new arrival might carry. In addition, any applicant above the age of six has their fingerprints taken and checked towards the European database (only aged above 14 are checked) and all applicants have their photograph taken for future asylum seeker identification card (LMA-card). The asylum seeker must ensure that the agency has an updated living address at all times in the process [6]. The asylum seeker then waits for an asylum investigation appointment which was on an average 280 days (2018 numbers) (P. Engman, personal communication, 11 April 2019). During this time, the migration agency investigates the applicant’s background and potentially provides a public council depending on the difficulty of the case. In the case of a clear approval or denial, no public council is provided. Seventy one percent (25,493/35,512) of the cases that were finalized in 2018 had a public council involved in them (P. Engman, personal communication, 11 April 2019). On average, the time from initial registration to asylum decision was 507 days for the year 2018 (P. Engman, personal communication, 11 April 2019).



In 2018, 11,217 decisions were made where asylum was granted at the Migration Agency (see Figure 3). Following a positive asylum decision, the asylum seeker is granted right of work and residence and the term most used is newly arrived. It should be noted that the newly arrived resident is likely to have been in the country for a long time. A variety of introductory programs aimed at integrating the newly arrived into society are generally aimed at labor integration through education and/or internships.



After granting residence, responsibility for the newly arrived resident is no longer with the Migration Agency. While they remain involved, the Swedish Public Employment Service leads the process in collaboration with the Migration Agency, Tax Agency, Social Security Agency, County Administrative Councils, and Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions, the latter being a union of, and for, the municipalities and counties of Sweden [7] (p. 2).



However, this process is neither as smooth nor as straightforward as outlined above. Challenges to the system of settling and integrating displaced population proved to materialize in every stage and not only due to the fact that the number of arrivals might have overwhelmed the system’s capacity to cope. The challenges proved to be also structurally inherent in how the reception, resettlement, and integration system is designed and continued to operate regardless of feedback of its shortcomings. Section 2 of this paper will outline the methodology and data collection methods adopted in the research as well as the main and critical concepts the project and paper dealt with. Section 3 will focus on the needs assessment of the displaced population arriving in Sweden and how such basic needs were understood and met by Sweden’s bureaucracy and local government.





2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Data and Methods


A comprehensive literature review and synthesis in the four countries of displaced population’s needs and their interaction with the built environment produced a conceptual framework that guided the pursuant needs assessment (see Figure 4). Only what was relevant to the Sweden case was included in the actual needs assessment. For example, Sweden does not build temporary or permanent shelter camps for displaced population as is the case in Sri Lanka, and therefore any issues of design standards or cultural/climatic appropriateness of dwellings were not included in data collection. Nor are issues of water and sanitation relevant to the Sweden case, as all asylum seekers are absorbed into the existing, or re-purposed, housing stock and have access to the same infrastructure and amenities as the host population.



For the Sweden case data collection, two groups of interviewees were approached: representatives of Swedish municipalities and representatives of Swedish NGOs who in one way or another were engaged with refugees or integration. In total 11 interviews (8 with integration and resettlement officers in municipalities and 3 with NGOs working with refugees and asylum seekers) were carried out in two stages where four out the eleven were interviewed again in more depth and as part of developing guidance and recommendations. The municipalities approached were chosen based on three criteria: municipalities which received the highest number of asylum seekers in 2016 and 2017, in total numbers as well as in relation to the total number of inhabitants in the municipality (based on data compilations made by the Delegation for Migration Studies); municipalities with the best conditions for integration of refugees (Evaluation of municipalities’ conditions for integration of refugees were based on The Integration Index, an index developed by Charlotta Mellander (Professor of political economy) and Sofia Wise (PhD in political economy) as a means for measuring what the conditions look like for integration in Swedish municipalities. It takes into account three parameters (all data are from 2015): the degree of segregation with regard to housing of individuals with foreign background; number of working individuals amongst those born in a country outside of Europe; and a comparison of the average wage of working individuals born in a country outside of Europe with that of working individuals born in Sweden); and municipalities with the worst conditions for integration of refugees. In total 32 municipalities were contacted, whereof eight responded positively and three responded negatively to our request, yielding a 25 percent positive response rate. Municipalities responding negatively to our request stated lack of time and resources as reasons for not participating, or a perception that the REGARD project deals with issues outside of the municipalities’ work areas.



Out of the eight municipalities finally interviewed, one pertained to the category of highest number of asylum seekers in 2016 and 2017, three to the category of municipalities with the best conditions for integrating refugees, and four to the category of municipalities with the worst conditions for integration of refugees. All municipality representatives interviewed in one way or another worked closely with integration issues, for instance as integration strategists or managers.



In total ten NGOs were contacted. Out of these only three responded to our request, luckily positively, yielding a 30 percent positive response rate. As for the three organizations interviewed for the community needs assessment, one organisation offers activities for parents and children with both Swedish and foreign backgrounds, with the overall aim to support integration, acceptance of multiculturalism and language education; another organization works with children and adolescents to create meeting points, organize meaningful activities and give everybody the same opportunities regardless of background, aiming to promote young people’s interest in becoming active members of society; and the last organization had emerged as a grassroots organization working with the integration of newcomers in some suburbs of Stockholm, focusing on very practical matters and needs of newcomers (e.g., by providing furniture or bicycles, or arranging social activities for people to integrate and enter into dialogue with municipalities and authorities).



It should be noted that the Swedish Migration Agency (Migrationsverket) was approached, but did not wish to participate as the Agency perceived that the project deals with issues outside of their mandate.



The interview questions were organized around the sectors/services/needs the REGARD Project covers (i.e., housing, socio-cultural, social infrastructure, physical infrastructure, economic, governance, and a special focus on communities with special needs). The interviews aimed at first factually documenting the processes and procedures municipalities and NGOs followed in order to cater for refugees’ needs in such sectors; and then progressed into scrutinizing and assessing the adequacy of such procedures as will be outlined below in the results and discussion section. The emphasis in the interviews was on assessing the alignment between policies and strategies on the one hand, and to what extent they were designed and implemented around refugees’ needs for integration into a new society. Examples of questions included how asylum seekers/refugees gain access to housing: whether it is arranged by themselves, local authorities’ social housing, affordable housing schemes, friends, and families, or dispersed across the country with no agency or choice on the part of the refugees, and what are the consequences (pros and cons) of any of these methods. A similar approach was applied to how refugees and asylum seekers access and navigate complex and unfamiliar education and healthcare systems in a foreign language and to what extent procedures allow them any element of choice.




2.2. Concepts Description


The remainder of this section will attempt to define and review central and critical concepts to the project such as such as displacement, forced relocation, resettlement, host communities, and the built environment. A clear understanding of these concepts and indeed processes proved to be crucial for those working with displaced population as well as the host community. As will be elaborated later on in the paper, such lack of understanding remains at the center of many challenges to successful integration of displaced population or achieving any reasonable social cohesion.



Displacement has many framings and definitions, perhaps the most comprehensive of which is the one offered by the International Organization of Migration (IOM) in its glossary of definitions: “The movement of persons who have been forced or obliged to flee or to leave their homes or places of habitual residence, in particular as a result of or in order to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations or generalized violence, violations of human rights or natural or human-made disasters”. (https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/iml_34_glossary.pdf–accessed on 17 November 2021). Displacement, in other studies, is a situation whereby people are compelled or forced to leave their homes due to persecution, a situation of disruption or armed conflict, and cannot return to their homes at their own will [8]. Another study defines displacement as a disaster impact that is largely determined by the underlying vulnerability of people to shocks or stresses that compel them to leave their homes and livelihoods just to survive [9]. In that sense, displacement can either be internal, within the confines of a state (in the case of internally displaced persons) or cross-border, across an internationally recognized border to another country (in the case of refugees) in search of refuge or protection. There are three types of displacement namely: (1) Disaster-induced; (2) Conflict-induced; and (3) Development-induced [10].



Disaster induced displacement and resettlement (NIDR) is caused by natural hazards or environmental disasters. Conflict-induced displacement, on the other hand and as the term implies, describes situations in which people leave their homes to escape political violence [11]. Development induced displacement (DeID) can be understood as forced relocation of people to make way for project works. Infrastructure development projects frequently result in the displacement of people from homes giving way to dams, highways, or other large-scale construction projects [12].



Resettlement is the transfer of refugees from an asylum country to another state that has agreed to admit them and ultimately grant them permanent settlement. It is unique in that it is the only durable solution that involves the relocation of refugees from an asylum country to a third country [13].



It is equally important to define and differentiate between the following groups in the context of this project. An asylum seeker is a person who has left their country of origin and formally applied for asylum in another country but whose application is yet to be concluded [14]. Asylum seeker is defined as anyone registered as seeking asylum and is awaiting a decision on their application [15]. A refugee, on the other hand, is defined in the 1951 Refugee Convention as someone who is unable or unwilling to return to their country of nationality “owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion.”



With forced displacement, the consequences of resettlement will have an impact on two communities: the community that is being relocated (displaced community) and the community receiving the newly relocated community (host community). Host community refers to the country of asylum and the local, regional, and national governmental, social, and economic structures within which displaced people live. Displaced people live within host communities with or without legal status and recognition by the host community. The roles of communities, both refugee and host communities in the settlement and integration of refugees cannot be over-emphasized. The functions of host communities towards the incorporation of refugees are (1) providing material assistance to community members; (2) defending the interest of the community; (3) overcoming isolation; (4) promoting the community’s culture; (5) rebuilding and reinforcing refugees’ sense of belonging; and (6) empowering refugees by making them aware of their rights and responsibilities through information sharing and networking [16,17,18,19].



Finally, there is no universally accepted definition for the term “built environment”. According to the website “Designing building Wiki”, the term ‘built environment’ refers to aspects of our surroundings that are built by humans, that is, distinguishable from the natural environment. It includes not only buildings, but human-made spaces between buildings, such as parks, and infrastructure that supports human activity such as transportation networks, utility networks, flood defenses, telecommunication, etc. [20].



In the context of relocation of a population, [21] emphasizes the important role played by the build environment in the relocation process. She states that relocation is not only a process of building houses but also a process of introducing an entirely new built environment to people who may not be familiar with its structure and functioning. In this process, both human activities and the built-environment are expected to adjust to each other. The REGARD Project, therefore, extends the definition of the built environment to include critical services such as health and well-being, education, economic opportunities and access to the labor market, and several other sectors that aid in the integration of displaced communities and could affect social cohesion.





3. Results


The true impact of displacement cannot be measured or studied by only focusing on direct costs or consequences. Zetter and Pearl (2000) [22] argue that it is important to take overall costs and benefits of all interest groups, such as displaced populations, host communities, governments, donors, and agencies. In the REGARD project as a whole, and particularly in the Swedish case, the impact of relocation and effect on social cohesion was studied through examining the needs of both new arrivals and the host communities in the critical sectors that form the built environment as framed by the above noted conceptual framework.



The needs assessment was first carried out through a literature review followed by in-depth and validation interviews as referred to above. While all the sectors were touched upon and covered in the actual data collection (housing, socio-cultural, education, health, economic, physical infrastructure, governance, and communities with special needs), only the first five sectors will form the focus of this paper in the Sweden case with special reference to women and children’s needs as they appeared to be critical and of higher profile during the interviews.



3.1. Housing Needs


In Sweden, upon asylum registration the Swedish Migration Agency (Migrationsverket) inquires if the applicant requires housing or will provide housing on his/her own. Accommodation provided by the Migration Agency is on a no-choice basis. The asylum seeker might be moved from one facility to the other during the period his/her asylum application is being processed because there is fluctuation in the Migration Agency’s housing facilities [6]. Housing provided by the Migration Agency tends to be located in smaller municipalities or on the outskirts of larger ones; however, this varies greatly across the country.



Asylum seekers who provide their own housing rely largely on family and friends for finding housing and this is much more common in densely populated areas such as Stockholm, Gothenburg, and Malmö [23]. Those who wanted to seek asylum in Sweden were provided initial temporary housing (ankomstboende) by Migrationsverket before moving on to special asylum seeker housing arrangements (asylboende). Those who are not sure whether they wanted to seek asylum in Sweden are left to the mercy of NGOs who provide them with emergency housing. Churches, mosques, hostels, and some private individuals help in finding housing for the arriving asylum seekers. In other words, civil society plays a great role in making sure arriving asylum seekers are provided a place to stay.



Within two months of an asylum application approval, asylum seekers who previously were housed by the Swedish Migration Agency are allocated to a Swedish municipality, which is to provide housing for the now refugee according to the Swedish Code of Statutes (2016:38), also known as Bosättningslagen. Which municipality the refugee is allocated to is determined, among other things, based on the municipality’s size, the local labor market situation, and the number of refugees and newly arrived already living in the municipality, in combination with the specific needs of the refugee. These factors are taken into account by Migrationsverket when it decides how big a portion of the refugees accepted by Sweden every municipality should receive (Municipalities Interviews). As such, the newly arrived resident normally has little say in where he or she will be settling [24,25].



The portion of refugees which are provided housing via municipality arrangements vis-a-vis those responsible for finding their own housing reportedly varies significantly from municipality to municipality. Some municipalities reported that almost every refugee arriving was finding housing on his/her own, whereas other municipalities described almost the opposite situation.



One of the advantages of Bosättningslagen is that it helps municipalities prepare for the reception of refugees, and that it hence may facilitate integration. Adequate information, time to prepare, and working along long-term perspectives were mentioned by many interviewees as key for successful integration, especially in the initial reception of refugees to the municipalities.



Among the advantages of providing one’s own housing is that the refugees get to decide on their own where they wish to live, which means that they may stay near family and friends, and that managing to find housing on one’s own provides a sense of agency and pride in being able to provide for oneself. Staying near family and friends was stressed as an important factor for successful integration by one municipality representative, as this creates a sense of safety and solidarity. However, this also leads to segregation as most refugees choose or, for economic reasons, are forced to choose housing in certain districts, resulting in cases of illegal contracts, third hand contracts, overcrowding of apartments, and non-favorable lodging agreements (inneboende in Swedish).



An increasingly prominent issue is the group of individuals who have managed to establish themselves in Sweden, but whose initial housing provisions were ending (NGOs Interviews). As housing queues are often long, these individuals and their families were not able to find housing easily, and had to look for housing outside of the big cities, away from their newly established social networks. This risk contributes to social alienation and isolation, especially as many refugees are relying on public transport as their main mode of accessing the city. Overall, temporality of housing arrangements was mentioned both by municipality and NGO representatives as an issue causing uncertainty, and as a potential contributor to mental health issues—a specific issue that will be further elaborated on in the paper.




3.2. Socio-Cultural Needs


In the reviewed literature, newly arrived residents interviewed indicated that they wish to be socially integrated into society, motivating the need for social integration by understanding the new society, learning about Swedish culture and rules, making friends, and obtaining a general sense of wellbeing. However, the same interviews also pointed out that many refugees may feel that they are “stuck” between their own and the host community’s culture, which points to the fact that as well as being keen on adapting to and learning how to function in a new society and culture, they still have specific needs that may need to be catered for.



One of the expressed difficulties is in connecting with Swedes and the perception that Swedes are comparably introverted and difficult to connect with [7] (pp. 27–28). Consequently, there is a great need for meeting points facilitating cultural exchanges, a need which is hard to cater for. Both the creation of such meeting points and encouraging everyone including established Swedes in society to participate were mentioned by one NGO interviewee as crucial for integration. Refugees need the right conditions to understand Swedish society, as it may be hard to penetrate or understand from the outside when Swedes, in general, are not always good at explaining social codes. These meeting points need to be more natural than what is currently the case, and here civil society again may play a great role.



Finding and building relevant social networks of all kinds by refugees is the most prominent need mentioned both by municipality and NGO interviewees, on the REGARD project needs assessment, as they are essential for integration and many, especially the quota refugees, arrive without access to these and many other resources, thereby having a weaker social security network. A great help to overcome the issues mentioned above is to have family and friends nearby as a source of comfort, but also a place of refuge from which exploration towards integration can be safely pursued [7] (p. 65). A lack of nearby family is, therefore, a barrier to integration, as several asylum seekers and newly arrived residents speak of the difficulties in concentrating on studies, education, and future work when their loved ones are stuck in refugee camps, have disappeared because of war, or internal conflict is ongoing back home where family and friends live [26] (p. 21), [7] (pp. 6,21–23,32).




3.3. Education Needs


The SFI (Svenska för Invandrare) is a national language teaching program funded and implemented by the local municipality. For this reason, SFI drastically differs geographically when it comes to the number of students and funding. The municipalities’ priorities differ much when it comes to SFI, which in turn is likely to influence the quality of the education [27]. Again, refugees’ opportunities for integration into Swedish society are dependent on the specific focus, resources, and policies of the single municipality, and how consequently the opportunities for integration may differ greatly depending on where in Sweden the refugee is placed, how quickly they have access to a place on the SFI courses, number of students in the class, etc.



The educational needs of refugees also vary greatly, as groups arriving include everything from quota refugees to highly educated refugees. With differing needs and a wide range of levels of educational among refugees, there exactly lies the greatest challenge for many municipalities—to cater for a group whose needs vary greatly, when resources and opportunities may be restricted. For highly skilled or educated refugees, a prominent barrier to accessing the Swedish education system is proper documentation or certification of skills and education. However, for lowly educated or semi-skilled refugees, there is an overall need for vocational training, on a high school level (yrkesgymnasium) with language support in particular.



The most prominent problem mentioned by both municipality and NGO interviewees with reference to education, and in particular with reference to language education, was how the Swedish society and system were simply not adapted to illiterates (Municipalities Interview). Many interviewees in the course of the REGARD Project mentioned that they believed that for some groups the Swedish education requirements are far too high, and that extra education or language are not necessary for all groups.



The case of illiterates illustrates how hard it is for un-skilled or low-skilled and educated individuals to manage the Swedish system on the whole. One interviewee stressed the importance of creating good conditions for low-skilled workers or low educated people, in order for them to grow as human beings and be able to provide for themselves (Ibid). Part of this work might consist of lowering the language and other requirements of many jobs, which many municipality interviewees deemed were unnecessarily high or bureaucratic and made it difficult for many job seeking refugees to find work.




3.4. Health and Well-Being Needs


Mental health issues such as depression, PTSD, difficulties concentrating, and more were by far the most prominent health issues mentioned during interviews. Refugees being burdened by traumatic experiences is not unique to Sweden, but [28] points out that traumatic experiences make refugees more vulnerable in stressed situations, which increases a feeling of helplessness and anxiety, which in turn can influence integration [28] cited in [7] (p. 6). This conclusion is supported by another study, which found that “the migration process and the environment in the new country contributed to the increased risk of developing mental illness”. The same study pointed to the lack of control of their lives, long asylum process, and self-isolation due to language barriers, culture, and discrimination as likely causes [29] (pp. 13–15). Findings from the interviews in the REGARD project are in line with these conclusions. In addition, it was mentioned that cultural differences may be an issue, as many refugees may not be willing or know how to talk about their mental health problems. Practical difficulties such as long waiting times, access to mental health professionals able to cater for refugees’ specific issues, and access to interpreters were also mentioned as common issues, and psychological care for unaccompanied minors was pointed out as a particularly urgent problem.



Moreover, during the asylum process and the establishment process, the asylum seeker or newly arrived resident is forced to relive trauma through the repeated telling of their story to various administrators. This issue is increased as administrators can change during the process and the story has to be retold, increasing the risk of mental health issues [7]. Women were mentioned as often being forgotten when talking about the health of the family. They were mentioned as being more alienated than men. Violence in families may be a problem, and here refugee women may be particularly vulnerable because of their weaker social networks.




3.5. Economic Needs


While an asylum application is being processed, an asylum seeker might be allowed to work given that certain conditions are met. These conditions pertain to the degree of certainty according to which the asylum seeker’s identity can be ascertained. While the Swedish Migration Agency issues the work permits, it does not know how many of the asylum seekers actively work (P. Engman, personal communication, 11 April 2019) (Statistician, Swedish Migration Agency), as many refugees may receive work via personal contacts or the like. Once a refugee has gotten his/her asylum application approved, he/she may choose to be enrolled in an establishment program (Etableringsprogrammet) led by the Swedish Public Employment Service (Arbetsförmedlingen). The goal of the program is for the refugee to, as quickly as possible, learn Swedish, find a job, and be able to manage his/her own livelihood. Within Etableringsprogrammet, the resident combines language studies at SFI with job seeking efforts such as internships, courses, and similar [30].



However, the Swedish Public Employment Service has limited possibilities for education and other activities. As such, the staff of the Swedish Public Employment Service appear to be generally concerned with the family situation, and the refugees’ educational and vocational background appears to matter less. The result is that some newly arrived residents feel pressured to seek jobs they lack experience in or do not want [26] (p. 5). Some newly arrived residents, especially those with a high educational or vocational background, had difficulties adjusting to the long path in order to receive a comparable position [7] (p. 25). Certain “quick tracks” (Snabbspår, for instance it is possible to go through the SFI program quicker than what is normally the case) are in place for academics with specific backgrounds, such as doctors where the demand from the labor market is greater [31].





4. Discussion


This section will reflect on the issues identified in the needs assessment research phase and elaborate on the nuances and root causes of challenges facing refugees and asylum seekers, as well as the host community including government structures in resettlement and social integration.



The starting point in further understanding housing needs challenges is further analysis of the Bosättningslagen. Bosättningslagen stipulates that all municipalities are obliged to receive refugees whose asylum applications have been approved, if they are allocated to the municipality by the Migration Agency. While the law does not give any indication as to the amount of time municipalities have to provide refugees with housing when they arrive, several municipalities interpreted that the provision of accommodation should last for two years, due to the possibility of receiving government grants during the first two years. Other municipalities use the average apartment queue length as their guide, while yet others strive for permanent solutions, albeit sometimes in the form of older apartments [24]. The average time that newly arrived refugees can rely on the municipality for housing thus varies from municipality to municipality and significantly affects their experience with resettlement and integration.



The room for interpretation that exists in Bosättningslagen was problematized by several municipality interviewees (Municipalities Interview Summary). Negative implications include that the reception and support that refugees receive varies, depending on the resources available and the general focus of the municipality. This means that refugees may not be treated equally or be offered equal opportunities depending on where in Sweden they are placed. The above also means that whether the needs of refugees are met or not is not so much dependent on the actual strategies or laws of the Swedish government, but more on how municipalities choose to interpret these strategies and what resources they have at hand. Consequently, integration of refugees is largely managed on a municipality level, or at least is directly affected by municipality policies to a greater extent than the policies of the Swedish state, resulting in what is euphemistically termed a ‘postcode lottery’ for the refugees and asylum seekers.



Municipality interviewees stressed how “government strategies actually are not taking into account the specific needs of the municipalities” (Ibid). For instance, one interviewee mentioned how the Migration Agency does not take the host municipality into account in the planning of its asylum centers (asylboende). It was mentioned that for the establishment of such centers, the Migration Agency enters into contracts with private players without communicating with the municipality as such. Placement of asylum reception centers and the inflow of new inhabitants that comes with them disturb the municipality’s welfare system, which Migrationsverket, according to the same interviewee, does not take into account.



Another structural issue that affects the housing situation of refugees and newly arrived in Sweden was mentioned by municipal interviewees, and is two-fold (Ibid). First, it involves the diversity of statuses or types of residence permits that refugees receive. This differs because not everybody has the right to the same help and support, which poses problems both as refugees are treated unequally, and as some refugees may think they are entitled to services they are not entitled to. Second, housing providers (landlords) require tenants to have stable and regular income, a requirement which few refugees fulfil. This is an issue both for those refugees taking part in the Etableringsprogrammet, and those who do not. The money received when taking part in the Etableringsprogrammet counts as stable income by housing providers, but as Etableringsprogrammet lasts only two years, and many refugees may have to spend the first year of their stay queuing for housing, this means that when they have gotten enough points to access housing, they often will have only one year or less left of Etableringsprogrammet (and hence only one year left of stable income, which many housing providers deem not secure enough).



Alleviating housing needs difficulties are measures aiming at creating greater awareness among landlords and social housing authorities about the limitations for refugees to meet standard housing requirements [32]. Training of housing providers on the specificities of refugees’ housing needs is a factor in improving refugees’ access to suitable housing, in combination with providing information to refugees themselves on housing options and housing markets [33]. Successful housing projects do not further reinforce social isolation of marginalized communities, but reduce or eliminate both physical isolation and improve access to basic services for refugees.



The need for taking individuals’ backgrounds, motivations, and aspirations into consideration prevails also with regard to meeting their socio-cultural needs. This becomes particularly evident when discussing language education, especially as refugees’ varying backgrounds with regard to language and other education have presented themselves as major obstacles to designing effective integration measures. The more integration measures take the specific characteristics of individuals’ skillsets into account, while matching such initiatives with the needs of the host community, the more effective they are in the long-term.



Language training needs to be adapted to the various stages of the integration process [34], in terms of how higher language training is made available targeting highly skilled refugees [32,35] and providing informal learning opportunities for those with limited educational backgrounds [33], but also in terms of language education targeted to specific occupations or sectors in order to provide participants with relevant and work specific vocabulary and ensure that they are ready for the labor market.



The findings from [26] are supported by [7], who found that many newly arrived residents have the stance that language is the path to a job, rather than having a job being key to the language. Furthermore, [7] (p. 22) express that “[their] results indicate a paradoxical connection where the hunt for work can risk education and thus development of language”. Similar to the government’s stance, newly arrived residents see job acquisition as vital for integration. Those with a high vocational or academic educational background see the job as a goal in itself, whereas for refugees with lower vocational or academic background it is more the ability to be self-reliant and the way in which the job integrates a person into society that is of importance. The former group tends to act more independently in their job seeking, while the latter is more dependent on council from friends and family or authority/NGO [7] (pp. 20–22).



Much of refugees’ needs related to culture lie in understanding and adapting to a new cultural context once arriving in their host community. Bettering of both refugees’ understanding of the host community’s culture, and vice versa, may take place both before and after the refugees have arrived in their destination community [36]. Equally, the focus needs to be on integration as a two-way process and on mutual efforts to reach understanding, and not solely the absorption of one culture by the other. Both guest and host community need to work together to solve integration challenges, with the benefit that each becomes accustomed to the other’s culture.



Inclusive integration process characterized by equality requires the involvement of a multitude of stakeholders in society, and not simply the refugees themselves or those who are directly involved in the design and execution of integration measures [35,37,38,39]. Several sources [32,40,41,42] specifically mention the use of mentorships and volunteer interaction to support the creation of meaningful social networking. Such mentorships and social networks are seen as helping refugees in the process of making friends, navigating their new community, and overcoming cultural barriers between their own and the host community.



Another important prerequisite for promoting fairness and equality is instating strong anti-discrimination frameworks and the promotion of intercultural dialogue [32,36,41]. Measures for facilitating intercultural dialogue are, for instance, ensuring that the professionals involved in the integration process, such as social workers, should be highly culturally competent and possess both cultural sensitivity towards the individuals they meet and a political awareness of the bigger situation they are dealing with (e.g., the background of the conflict that led to the displacement, a fair degree of historical and political knowledge of the area the displacees come from, and a general cultural understanding of their society) [43,44].



When it comes to health and well-being, the most prominent factor mentioned is to consider health as a “cross-cutting issue affecting many aspects of the integration process” [32], and “recognizing that all factors play an important role in affecting refugees’ health” [44]. In other terms, successful approaches to refugees’ health and wellbeing look upon health from a holistic perspective, not treating it in isolation from other aspects of refugees’ lives. Successful approaches do not only look upon the systematic treatment of diseases or cases as such, but also take into account cultural and social factors such as community needs assessments, education, or assessments of beliefs and expectations.



This is no clearer than when looking at the intricate and complex connections between children and women’s education and health needs and their overall integration in a new society.



Women were portrayed as at risk of being alienated and isolated, due to factors such as maternity leave, weaker social networks, and hardships regarding entering the labor market. Women may be extra exposed both physically and mentally when they are supposed to be integrated into a new culture where society lays a lot of demands on them, in addition to the already existing demands from family and relatives. Violence within the family is also a concern, as many women do not have social networks in place to support them. Women with young children are particularly vulnerable and in need of extra language and parental support, as well as help in creating social networks. All these factors come together to determine an individual’s experience and what forms of support they need to be offered and at what stage in their life.



Children, on the other hand, face challenges when it comes to education due to language barriers, incorrect placement, and lack of support from home. These challenges cause several children to drop out of school before achieving their post-secondary education [45] (p. 2). As children have the right to attend school and learn Swedish at an earlier stage in their asylum application process, they also often serve as translators for their families and have to take responsibility for their parents’ integration process if they arrived with their parents or after family reunification, which causes further complications as will be highlighted below.



A study regarding children and the Swedish asylum reception structure highlights findings that, in the political discourse, asylum seeking unaccompanied children are talked about differently than adult asylum seekers, with a focus on their vulnerability resulting in their right of residence being motivated by compassion rather than a right to asylum as political subjects [46] (p. 34). What is critical is that unaccompanied children make up a greater portion compared to the whole child population when it comes to psychiatric problems, with 3.4 percent compared to 0.26 percent [46]. Another study further confirms that the migration process and the environment in the new country contributed to the increased risk of developing mental illness. The study pointed at the lack of control of their lives, long asylum processes, and self-isolation caused by language barriers and discrimination as likely causes [29] (pp. 13–15).



Interviews with children in Sweden pointed out three important factors for their wellbeing: the presence of parents; going to school; and having social contacts in their spare time [47] cited in [46] (p. 35). The presence of parents is an apparent issue for unaccompanied children. In Sweden, each refugee child who has been granted right of residence has the right of reunification with their parents. While this is generally a good thing, as indicated above, some of the children interviewed by [45] indicated that the reunification brought with it problems as the children had become independent and used to a degree of freedom where they can decide much on their own. Upon reunification, several challenges appear as the child must readjust to having a guardian and losing some of their independence. In addition, the children, having obtained a knowledge of the Swedish language and the Swedish system, were obliged to take responsibility of their parents’ integration process, resulting in, among other things, missing school days as well as an almost role reversal and parents’ overdependence on their children [45] (pp. 30–33).



As further evidence of the interconnectedness of integration factors across sectors and services, the REGARD project found that three discourses dominate the literature on what constitutes good practice in relation to education of children and young individuals, namely: the importance of a welcoming environment free of racism; the need to meet psycho-social needs, particularly if there are prior experiences of trauma; and linguistic needs [48]. Apart from promoting a commitment to social justice, an inclusive approach, and supporting the learning needs of students, successful integration measures within this sector have involved recognizing the complexity of needs of asylum seeker and refugee children, and the importance of parental involvement, community links, and working with other agencies [48].



When it comes to economic needs, access to the labor market and employment, historically, the focus on work versus education has depended greatly on the conditions of the Swedish labor market. During periods of high demand from the labor market, migrants could move directly into the labor force, even with little or no knowledge of Swedish. Conversely, during periods of low demand, government efforts always aimed at making the migrant more appealing and employable in the future, focusing on education. These trends have been observed both nationally and on a local scale [26] (pp. 32–33).



The strongest barriers portrayed were an unnecessarily bureaucratic Swedish system, unrealistic requirements for low skilled jobs, and a general lack of jobs for refugees with little or no educational background. Sweden is at large a rather bureaucratic country, and the Swedish reception system is perceived as complex and difficult to navigate for many asylum seekers and newly arrived residents, especially if these come from a lower educational background [7] (pp. 21,23). This “square” bureaucracy, or treatment by officials, is seen as a barrier to integration and newly arrived residents and asylum seekers often express that informal paths, such as personal contacts and meetings, are more functional for gaining an understanding of the system [7] (pp. 6–7).



The effective determination and measuring of refugees’ previous qualifications, skills, and education have been pointed out as barriers to prompt and effective integration, which further makes the individualization of the integration process more difficult. Examples from other countries abound, one of which quoted by interviewees is the flexible approach endorsed by Hungary, where there are two possibilities for recognition of documents and qualifications: one is represented by the official path and getting recognition by the Hungarian Equivalence and Information Centre, whereas the other possibility is represented by a more flexible approach involving the chosen institution [49]. Another example of alternative ways of assessing refugees’ previous competencies is the Jobprofil competency assessment in Austria, where initial assessment is followed by an interview and the results are made available to the Public Employment Service in order to facilitate employment [33].



Many interviewees did not perceive that the Swedish government has any explicit strategies in place to cater for the needs of refugees, or at least did not know whether any such strategies exist. The two strategies most prominently mentioned were Bosättningslagen and Etableringsprogrammet, both of which have been discussed in detail above. Most interviewees were also unsure as to whether these strategies were implemented as was intended (Municipalities Interview).



Where the system seems to work at cross purposes or ignore contextual realities, is with many low qualified professions (e.g., cleaning or hotel personnel) where there is great need for human power. Many refugees are willing to work and to fill these positions, but cannot do so because of extensive Swedish regulations and overambitious requirements with regards to language and other skills. Most employers require at least high school education, even for the simplest of tasks. Private companies may be in need of employees but require proper documentation and moreover often Swedish education, which further adds to the difficulties for many refugees to find work.



Measures promoting the employment of refugees not only refer to facilitating access to education and the effective determination of previous qualifications, but also the importance of addressing the employers themselves. This aspect is two-fold. First, promoting refugees as a talented and useful workforce to employers, as well as promoting the acceptance for and understanding of foreign education [34,39]. This is important for working against the stigma of employing refugees that still prevails in certain contexts. Second, the importance of involving employers themselves in the design of measures aimed at facilitating refugees’ introduction into the labor market, while allowing employers to have an active role in designing policies and programs will ensure that these policies and programs would meet the demand and needs, and be attractive to other local employers [41].



Other measures facilitating introduction into the labor market are providing possibilities for combining work (e.g., in the form of volunteering, internships, work experience, or apprenticeships) with language education, tailored mentoring, or initiatives which involve training in combination with employer placements [32,33,41]. It has been pointed out that both the location in which refugees are resettled and the quickness of the initial access to the labor market affect refugees’ labor market introduction [33]. It may therefore be beneficial to match refugees with the most appropriate dispersal location based on factors including their education levels and work experience, as well as promote fast decisions on asylum cases in order to shorten the time before refugees’ access the host community labor market.




5. Conclusions


The literature review and the results and discussion above of the Sweden case point to four cross-cutting factors as especially important in the striving for successful integration, namely: the individuality of the integration process; seeing integration as a two-way effort; increasing efforts to collect data in relation to integration matters; and putting integration initiatives in a long-term perspective. These four factors do not present themselves as sector specific but should rather be viewed as underlying prerequisites and conditions for integration initiatives to be able to strive for sustainability and efficiency, regardless of whether these measures are aimed at displacees’ introduction into the labor market, at acquiring language skills, education or training, at tackling health issues, or at other integration related areas.



First, the individuality of each displacee or refugee is central to a meaningful integration. For that process to take place the stress needs to be on the importance of client-centered and strength-based practices where personal motivation is allowed to take a central place in the services provided aiming at resettlement and integration [32,37]. The focus on individualized integration efforts is coupled with an emphasis on the importance of refugees’ involvement themselves in the design of the integration process, for the above mentioned individualization to materialize [36].



Second, integration as a two-way process means the necessary involvement of both host and guest community, and to not simply regard this process as the absorption or assimilation of one community into the other [32,33,35,36,39,41]. Both host and guest community have to be equally involved and make a mutual effort to adapt to a situation which is novel to both, working around an idea of integration based on social cohesion and inclusion. One study emphasizes how “supporting the wider participation of refugees in society implies a process of mutual acceptance and adaption of cultural features that are exchanged on the basis of equality” [35]. Integration needs to be seen as “a process that involves an entire community, not just its most recent members” [41], and one in which the entirety of society needs to respond in order to bring about systemic change and adapt to both the needs of refugees and host community.



Third, displacement of populations puts both host and guest community into pressured and often highly politicized situations which require quick solutions. However, integration processes are lengthy and complicated, and are not always best addressed by short-term initiatives. Interviewees, especially in Sweden, described many of the current integration efforts carried out as “putting out fires” instead of aiming for growth and sustainability. Moreover, integration projects “need time to establish, build trust and create networks between refugees and local organizations and agencies”, all of which take time [33].



Fourth, many of the implications of mass population displacement are yet to be known and still require further research, especially in the light of recent migration movements during 2015 and 2016, and at the time of writing the unfolding situation in Afghanistan and its anticipated consequences. Research on integration is therefore encouraged within all policy areas [32], as well as putting in place adequate instruments for collection of both qualitative and quantitative data. Qualitative data are stressed as an important complement to the measuring of integration in terms of numbers and statistics. In other words, “targeted longitudinal qualitative research will also be useful to better understand refugee integration in all policy areas and to understand the nuances that statistical data cannot reveal” [32].



While the Swedish case is considered a model one in Europe by comparison, several municipality and NGO interviewees stressed the importance of cooperation and coordination between various actors and levels in order to address some of the shortcomings outlined above. This referred both to better cooperation and coordination between municipality and government functions, as well as better cooperation between municipalities and civil society. One good practice example of working strategically, while at the same time promoting this type of coordination and cooperation between local and national entities, involves setting up a Refugee Taskforce, involving city services, social welfare, local NGOs, and independent volunteers, all coordinated by the local authorities. The purpose of such a Taskforce is to ensure cooperation between refugee shelters to promote the exchange of good practice, ensure appropriate information exchange with citizens, and bring in civil society, while simultaneously facilitating asylum seekers’ access to relevant organizations as early on in the integration process as possible.



To be more specific, for example promoting cultural competency, for effective promotion of equality, fairness, and social inclusion to take place suggests a change in the discourse as to how refugees are treated. One source suggests that problems experienced by refugees should perhaps be better seen as “problems of exclusion” rather than “problems particularly experienced by migrants”, as they are commonly phrased [40]. Similarly, another source criticizes the Swedish language education system put in place for refugees as “problematizing migrants”, given the extensive state sponsored language training provided, while what might be necessary is a problematization of the host community via strengthening of anti-discrimination measures and equal opportunities training for the host citizens [50].



Adequate policies should take into account and include all aspects of life, and not only focus on isolated areas of refugees’ lives, such as labor market introduction. In certain contexts, the question of how to introduce refugees to the labor market may prevail. To counter this, one study suggests a shift in focus of the strategic work with integration issues, where establishment in the labor market should be seen as more of a long-term goal rather than the primary aim of integration [39]. Individual targeted and focused initiatives should adopt a holistic perspective which places the individual in a bigger context and takes into account various types of participation in society. Taken all together this may create a sense of belonging and contribute to more sustainable integration [39].
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Figure 1. Asylum seekers to Sweden for the years 1988–2018. Source: Swedish Migration Agency, n.d.-a, n.d.-b. Gender data were not collected prior to 1995. 
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Figure 2. The Asylum Process in Sweden. Adapted from information from the Swedish Migration Agency (Swedish Migration Agency, 2019). 
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Figure 3. Granted applications for asylum 2010–2018 by quarter. Source: Swedish Migration Agency, 2019, Statistics-Asylum. 






Figure 3. Granted applications for asylum 2010–2018 by quarter. Source: Swedish Migration Agency, 2019, Statistics-Asylum.



[image: Sustainability 13 12812 g003]







[image: Sustainability 13 12812 g004 550] 





Figure 4. Community Needs Assessment Conceptual Framework. 
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