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JRS Europe organised a public confer-
ence on March 29 entitled The Invisible 
Borders: Forced Migrant Destitution in 
Europe. The conference was intended 
primarily as a networking event for the Ad-
vocacy Network on Destitution (ANDES). 
It was an opportunity for those active in 
the �  eld of migration to discuss the is-
sues and propose solutions with academ-
ics, policymakers, private individuals and 
organisations not directly 
associated with refugee 
issues. The conference 
began with a private press 
brie� ng for journalists, in-
cluding representatives-
from the BBC and the EU 
Observer. Eritrean refugee 
Simon Tesfamichael be-
gan by recounting his ex-
perience seeking asylum 
in Italy and the conditions he encountered 
there. Stefan Kessler, Senior Policy and 
Advocacy Of� cer of JRS Europe, contin-
ued by declaring destitution a ëëpan-Euro-
pean problemíí that has not transpired by 

accident, but has arisen directly from state 
policy. Kessler stressed the importance of 
putting ìpressure on EU policy-makers to 
change the framework so that destitution 
will endî. The conference commenced 
with a welcome from Michael Schöpf SJ, 
Regional Director of JRS Europe and con-
ference chair Gabriele Erpenbeck, Com-
missioner for Migration in the government 
of Niedersachsen (Germany). This was 

followed by the premier of the 
short �  lm Somebody Among 
Us, produced by JRS Europe. 
After highlighting the political 
background and social trauma 
associated with destitution, 
two keynote speeches by Jean 
Lambert MEP and Nicholas Be-
ger, Director of Amnesty Inter-
national EU, were made. Both 
speakers stressed that solidar-

ity was needed throughout all EU plat-
forms to approach a solution to destitution 
successfully. The second half of the con-
ference consisted of simultaneous work-

shops to discuss the problem of destitution 
from � ve perspectives: destitute migrantsí 
access to education, healthcare, hous-
ing, social services and work. The day 
concluded 
with a pan-
el discus-
sion on the 
results of 
the work-
s h o p s .
The AN-
DES con-
f e r e n c e 
highlighted 
the need 
for collaboration on the issue of
forced migrant destitution in the EU. Utiliz-
ing a network of organisations that could af-
fect change, a more comprehensive strat-
egy to advocate for destitute migrants was 
developed. An estimated 100 representa-
tives of trade unions, governments and 

migration organisations attended ANDES.

Kessler stressed 
the importance 
of putting ìpres-
sure on EU policy-
makers to change 
the framework 
so that destitu-
tion will endî.

The ANDES con-
ference high-
lighted the need 
for collaboration 
on the issue of
forced mi-
grant destitu-
tion in the EU. 



Refugee speaks out about 
life in destitution

by Cathal Foley
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In order to humanise the policies sur-
rounding migration and destitution, JRS 
invited individuals who have experienced 
destitution � rst-hand to the conference. 
JRS Europe welcomed Goitom Yosief As-
melash, a 31 year old Eritrean, to speak 
of his experiences to the public. Asmelash 
arrived in Malta in the 
summer of 2006, after a
six-month journey from 
his homeland through 
Sudan and Libya. While 
studying geography at As-
mara University, Asmelash 
(who aspired to become a 
highschool teacher) was 
drafted into the army ñ an 
inde�  nite commitment, 
as Eritrea has been in a state of emer-
gency since 1998. Asmelash spent three 
unwilling years with the army before de-
ciding to Å ee. ìDeserting the army can 
land you in prison for treason, but being 
a deserter caught while trying to cross the 
border is the worst. They can shoot you 
for this,î Asmelash explained to the crowd 
of journalists at the conference. Once 
in Sudan, Asmelash lived at a refugee 
camp. The situation for Eritrean refugees 

in Sudan, however, is very unstable, as
Asmelash explained: ìOccasionally, Su-
dan improves its diplomatic relations with 
Eritrea, and then thousands are simply 
sent backî. After two months in the camp, 
he crossed the desert into Libya in a 
crowded car. ìThe people who take you 
across the desert know you are desper-

ate and would do anything 
to get out of there. They 
stop often and ask for more 
money. They donít save 
room for extra water or 
food, because that doesnít 
bring them money - peo-
ple doî. Asmelash arrived 
in Libya after making sev-
eral extra payments and 
bribes to the traf�  ckers. 

He spent three months in Libya, traveling 
from Benghazi to Tripoli before attempting 
to cross the Mediterranean sea to Malta 
in a boat with 25 people. ìI was lucky I 
made the journey in one go, without being 
sent back at any point along the wayî, he 
says, admitting that the 3,600 US dollars 
he paid is little compared to the sums now 
requested for the same trip. Once in Mal-
ta, Asmelash was sent to an overcrowd-
ed detention centre, where he shared a 

two-room space with 80 other migrants. 
He spent a year there before his applica-
tion for asylum was approved. He was 
subsequently moved to an open centre 
while he searched for employment. The 
open centreís conditions were austere 
and overcrowded - an old school with 30 
beds in each room, housing almost 900 
people. After he found employment as a 
cleaner, Asmelash moved out of the cen-
tre into private accommodations. ìBut if at 
any point I lost my job, I would have been 
homeless, because the open centre does 
not take you back once youíve got a job, 
no matter how precariousî. For the last 
three years, Asmelash ñ who has since 
received refugee status ñ has been an 
employee of JRS Malta, assisting other 
asylum seekers from Eritrea and else-
where. While he has � nally found stability 
after his journey, many others are left des-
titute by the state. The appalling conditions 
he described to the crowd were from his 
own experiences and opinions; it is JRSí 
hope that Asmelashís testimony brought a
face to the many numbers as-
sociated with migration be-
ing discussed at the conference.

ìOccasionally, Su-
dan improves its 
diplomatic rela-
tions with Eritrea, 
and then thou-
sands are sim-
ply sent backî
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by Cathal Foley

Poor access to healthcare a major 
distress for destitute migrants

Finding the political ï 
will to end destitution

Encouraging migrants ï 
to speak for them-
selves

Improving national ï 
asylum standards

Creating policies that ï 
help keep migrant 
families together

Changing migration ï 
statuses that prevent  
social inclusion, such 
as ìtoleration  status-
esî in Germany and 

      Romania
   

Getting governments ï 
to recognise the basic 
rights of migrants

The destitution conference featured a 
panel discussion between six JRS na-
tional of! ces. The discussion, which 
was chaired by JRS Europeís Policy 
and Communications Of! cer Philip 
Amaral, examined the role social serv-
ices and government policies play in 
contributing to destitution.
   While there were many possible so-
lutions to destitution put forward by the 
panel, two main issues emerged from 
the discussion. The ! rst was improving 
access to healthcare for migrants, who 
often fear being apprehended while ac-
cessing social services. The second 
was improving communication with pol-
icy makers to make asylum procedures 
more effective.
   The establishment of a network of medi-
cal associations, health service providers 
and migrant organisations was suggest-
ed to combat the current situation faced 
by destitute migrants seeking medical 
attention; a major cause of distress for 
destitute migrants is lack of access to 
such public services. Heiko Habbe of 
JRS Germany stated that undocumented 
migrants are fearful of visiting doctors 
because of laws which obligate medical 
practitioners to report undocumented mi-
grants to the state authorities. Giuseppe 
Trotta of JRS Italy echoed this sentiment, 
stating that undocumented migrants are 
essentially criminalised by society and 
face the threat of prison. They are often 
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apprehended when they attempt to ac-
cess social services.
    The panel also highlighted the lengthy 
processing time of asylum applications. 
While their asylum claims are being proc-
essed, migrants are often left destitute. 
Government policies must be re-exam-
ined to shorten the average length of the 
asylum seeking procedure. Louise Zanre 
of JRS UK strongly stated the procedure 
is much too long in the UK, while Andre 
Costa of JRS Portugal spoke of migrants 
having to wait for up to eight months be-
fore a decision regarding their application 
has been reached. 
   Migrant destitution is caused by a va-
riety of inter-connected factors. Common 
strategies and solutions can be devel-
oped when organisations collaborate to 
address the many factors which contrib-
ute to the state of destitution. 

The Refuge
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Future Challenges 
in Combating 
Destitution:
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The Spanish connection: the Jesuit 
NGO network in Spain

by Cathal Foley

Cathal Foley, JRS Europeís media in-
tern, talks to the General Coordinator 
of Pueblos Unidos, Daniel Izuzguiza:
   Concern for the forcibly displaced is 
not contained by European national 
borders; effective networking between 
refugee organisations is of paramount 
importance to the well-being of migrants 
across the EU. While JRS has no of� cial 
presence in Spain, there are many refu-
gee organisations that share JRSí ethos.
   One such organisation is Pueblos 
Unidos, a Madrid-based member of 
Servicio Jesuita a Migrantes which has 
been in operation for over a decade.
   ìWe provide a number of services for 
the migrant population in Spain, with a 
particular interest in undocumented mi-
grants or migrants with irregular statusî, 
says Daniel Izuzguiza, General Coordina-
tor of Pueblos Unidos. Such services in-
clude offering legal advice, information on 
job and employment issues, housing and 
creating educational and cultural projects 

Stefan Kessler, JRS Europeís Policy 
and Advocacy Of! cer, and the main 
organiser of the ANDES conference, 
claimed that the event succeeded in 
achieving many of its goals. He speci� -
cally cited the networking aspect of the con-
ference as a positive beginning to future 
collaborations on the issue of destitution: 
   ìWe really got people from very different 
parts of the civil society wall to discuss the 
issue of destitution. It was a good starting 
point for further coalition building and that 
was one major aim of the conferenceî. 
  Kessler also made a point to com-
mend his own organisation for not only 
contributing to larger European hu-
man rights networks, but also taking 
the initiative to set up new networks.
   In areas that did not meet his expec-
tations, Kessler lamented that the lack of 
policy makers present at ANDES greatly 
limited the discussion and potential re-
sults of the conference; however, he 

by Cathal Foley

Destitution conference successful at 
forging new networks

ìWe really got people from 
very different parts of the civil 

society wall to discuss the 
issue of destitutionî
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remained hopeful that the connections 
made at ANDES will eventually be used to 
get into closer contact with policy makers.

continued on page 5
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   Kessler was keen to express the po-
tential ongoing bene� ts from ANDES. The 
conference provided a strong starting 
point from which the ! edgling network can 
remain active and expand. The next step, 
Kessler stated, will be to reevaluate the 

emphasis put on the different areas of des-
titution ñ what needs to be prioritised and 
what can be dealt with to a lesser extent.
   Ultimately, ANDES was successful in 
bringing various organisations together 
on the issues of destitution and will hope-
fully bring forced-migrant destitution 
onto the agenda of the European Union.
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dealing with the integration of migrant 
families and second generation families.
   Pueblos Unidos is fuelled by seven 
staff members with over 200 volun-
teers and is active in supporting de-
tainees originating from Bolivia, Mo-
rocco,  Nigeria, Brazil and China etc.
   It is well known that detention has a 
detrimental effect on the physical and 
psychological state of detainees, yet re-
cent laws passed in Spain allow an irregu-
lar migrant to be detained for up to two 

months. The conditions of detention facili-
ties are  of great concern for Pueblos Uni-
dos: ìThe conditions are much worse than 
Spanish prisons, so we have the situation 
of persons who have not committed any 
crime but are placed in detention which is 
much more dif! cult than regular prisonî.
   Referencing a report published by Pue-
blos Unidos, Izuzguiza explains that most 

ìWe are working with 
almost all NGOs which 
have shown an interest 
in detention issues, both 
at a local level in Madrid 

aostering a small alli-
ance.íí

The Refuge

Looking for opportunity, but � nding 
humiliation

An anonymous young man from Brazil 
tells his story to Sister Brígida More-
ta from behind the glass wall of the 
detention centre:
  ìI came to Spain only to work, to ! nd new 
opportunities for myself and my family. Af-
ter several years of living here, coming 
out of the metro station, the police asked 
me for my documents. I told them I am 
in the process of regularization but, since 
I donít carry the receipt with me, ther ñI 
donít know how long it wasó they took 
me to the airport in order to deport me. I 
shouted and resisted as hard as I could, 
so ! nally the aircraft captain said he 
would not take me. So they took me back 
to the centre. All the way back they were 
calling me names, insulting and cursing. 
   I felt so humiliated, treated as a terrorist 
or a criminal, that now I want to go back 
to my country. I was treated worse than
an animalî.

of the people who are detained in Spain 
have already established themselves 
and their families within the community; 
many are even in the process of aquiring 
a residence permit. 
However, due to a 
perceived risk of 
" ight, the migrant is  
detained when ap-
prehended by the 
authorities. Izuzgui-
za denounces the 
whole procedure, 
which ìbreaks the 
life of people and 
their families...
people have been 
working and de-
veloping their lives 
in Spain and at a 
certain moment, the 
police detain them 
and lock them up, 
so the initial sensa-
tion is one of the life 
being totally cut offî.
   Pueblos Uni-
dos suggests viable alternatives to 
detention, such as scheduled appoint-
ments with the authorities so migrants 
can continue living a normal life while 
still being monitered by the state.

   Izuzguiza recognises that grand-scale 
changes can only occur if refugee or-
ganisations collaborate on the issues. 
While improving the coordination be-

tween Pueblos Unidos 
and other Jesuit or-
ganisations (including 
JRS) is of strategic 
importance, creating 
a network with other 
non-Jesuit, detention-
related organisations 
is also vitally pertinent.
   ìWe are working 
with almost all NGOs 
which have shown an 
interest in detention 
issues, both at a local 
level in Madrid and at 
a national level where 
we are fostering a 
small allianceî, states 
Izuzguiza. Pueblos 
Unidios is now ìplay-
ing an important role 
in bringing all of the 
organisations together 

at a state levelî which from a legal point 
of view, will give them a stronger hand 
in lobbying the Spanish government as 
they begin the process of drafting new 
regulations for detention centres in Spain.
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The Pueblos Unidos team
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Ceimigra leading the way

A mA mA migrigrigrigrantantantant man sn sn sn surrurrurrurrurrurrurrurrurrurrurrurrurrounounounounoundeddeddedded by by by by by po po po po policliclicliclicliclicliclicliclice oe oe oe oe oe oe oe on tn tn tn tn tn tn tn tn tn tn the he he he he he he he strstrstrstrstrstreeteeteeteeteeteeteeteeteeteeteeteeteets os os os os os os of Mf Mf Mf Mf Mf Mf Madradradradradradradrididididid

Several Jesuit organisations exist in 
Spain to ease the plight of refugees and 
irregular migrants. Ceimigra stands 
out particularly as an organisation 
utilising networking to a full extent. 
Ceimigra was established jointly by 
the Society of Jesus and the regional 
government. It currently strives to create 
a strong network of communication and 
projects between religious societies, edu-
cational institutions and the government.
   Ceimigra is a centre of studies and 
training, and works with academics and 
universities to educate the public and 
policymakers on migrant issues. It coop-
erates with some universities in masters 
degree programs on co-development and 
on other issues related to migration man-
agement and integration. It also conducts 
research and publishes studies largely 
concerned with the healthy integration of 
migrants into Spanish society.
Beyond this educational and research 
network, Ceimigra is proud of its connec-
tions to other religious migrant organisa-
tions such as Migreciones and Pueblos 

Unidos. Director Josep Buades recog-
nises the role which networking plays in 
immigration issues: ìWe are strongly in-
volved in inter-religious issues, not only 
theological or spiritual dialogue, but also 
relations between the religious and the 
laityî. Strong networks help engender the 
growth of migration issues in the political 
sphere.  Ceimigra is actively involved in 
creating relationships with politicians, 
campaigning and advocacy. 
  Ceimigra also works directly with mi-
grants on community integration. Though 
Spain faces high unemployment rates, the 
organisation trains migrants in basic job 
skills to help them become more competi-
tive in the labour market. Ceimigra sees 
Spain as a good destination for migrants 
due to the many entitlements they can 
receive compared with other EU states. 
Even without a legal residence, migrants 
who are registered at their local town 
council receive basic healthcare and mi-
nors have the right to education. Buades, 
however, laments that recent laws passed 
in the Spanish government restrict family 

reuni! cation among migrants. ìOnly if you 
are wealthy, have you the right to live with 
your familyî, Buades quips. 
particularly as an organisation utilising 
networking to a full extent. Ceimigra 
was established jointly by the Society 
of Jesus and the regional government. 
It currently strives to create a strong net-
work of communication and projects be-
tween religious societies, educational in-
stitutions and the government.
   Ceimigra is a centre of studies and 
training, and works with academics and 
universities to educate the public and 
policymakers on migrant issues. It coop-
erates with some universities in masters 
degree programs on co-development and 
on other issues related to migration man-
agement and integration. It also conducts 
research and publishes studies largely 
concerned with the healthy integration 
of migrants into Sd of its connections to 
other religious migrant organisations such 
as Migreciones and Pueblos

by Cathal Foley
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   Following last yearís I Don’t Know 
Where to Go JRS brochure, JRS re-
searcher Rozemarijn Vanwijnsberghe 
recently returned to Africa to carry 
out more research on the situation 
for African migrants 
who are trying to get to 
Europe. ìIn the context 
of this research, I went 
to Mauritania and Sen-
egal. The whole idea is 
the western route, what 
is happening to the peo-
ple who are trying to get 
to Europe and who are 
blocked there?î, she said.
  The aim of the trip ìwas to 
get stories of the migrants 
to know what they really 
go through...the stories of 
the migrants is one of the 

African migrants face a ìworrying 
situationíí

by Cathal Foley things that JRS is really looking for in or-
der to tell people what is really happening 
with them and what is there experienceî.
  There, she met with the ìMixed Com-
mission of Bishopsî - bishops from Tuni-
sia, Morocco, Algeria , Libya, France and 
Spain - who meet bi-annually to discuss 

pressing issues such as migration prob-
lems. She stated that they are ìvery wor-
ried about the current migration situationî.
  One of the main aims of the meeting 
was to engender networks between the 
different countries and strengthen the 

few sparsely existing ones: 
ìDuring two days, we worked 
together (with the bishops) 
at the beginning of May and 
basically they wanted to hear 
what is the JRS model and 
what is the JRS experience - 
not only in the region - but also 
in other countries...what could 
they learn from that in order to 
try to join hands moreíí.They 
also sought to ìlearn from 
JRS in terms of legal knowl-
edge and lobbying workî.
   The bishops condemned

The 1951 Geneva convention, 60 years 
of refugee protection

A group photo taken of the Commission Mixte de la Méditerranée continued on page 8

To mark World Refugee Day (20 June), 
JRS looks at the 60th anniversary of 
the 1951 UN refugee convention to see 
how it continues to impact statesí abil-
ity to provide protection for refugees.
   In response to the horrors of World War 
II, nearly 60 years ago the UN family of 
nations took the ! rst concrete steps to-
ward the construction of a global system 
of refugee protection.  
  ìThe 1951 UN refugee convention is 
the cornerstone of international protec-
tion. The safety offered to millions of men, 
women and children, and the opportunity 
to rebuild their lives in dignity, is a clear 
testimony to its importanceî, said JRS In-
ternational Director, Peter Balleis SJ.
   Most signi! cant has been the establish-
ment of a refugee de! nition centred on 
an individualís fear of persecution as a 
cause of " ight, rather than focusing on a 
particular situation. Equally important was 
the introduction of a universal obligation 
to provide limited, but important forms of 
assistance to refugees, including, most 
signi! cantly, the obligation never to return 
refugees to places where they would risk 
persecution.

principles ñ seen as politically inconven-
ient or ! nancially burdensome. Refugees 
are frequently con! ned to remote camps 
or unjustly detained in violation of their 
right to freedom of movement. Likewise, 
they are unjustly denied documentation, 
the right to work, and access to essential 
services. Increasingly states limit access 
to their territories and fail to provide asy-
lum seekers with access to fair refugee 
determination procedures.
   ìIf the convention were fully implement-
ed, both in letter and spirit, the lives of 
many refugees " eeing Libya across the 
Mediterranean, Somalis " eeing to Kenya 
and countless others could be protected 
and sometimes even saved. Protection 
from human rights violations is the birth-
right of all of usî, Fr Balleis continued.
  While the scope of the conventionís 
de! nition falls short of the more expan-
sive one used by JRS, which includes 
forced migrants displaced by generalised 
con" ict, economic injustice and environ-
mental disasters, its interpr tation has 
nonetheless evolved over time. In recent 
years, the convention has proved respon-
sive to emerging needs by broadening the 

refugee de! nition to include  new groups 
such as victims of sexual violence, and 
persecution by non-state actors like rebel 
groups and militias.
  ìIn places like the Democratic Repu-
bilc of Congo, where rape is rampant, 
thousands of women have been forci-
bly displaced. The recognition of sexual 
violence as a form of persecution has not 
only allowed them to be granted legal 
protection, it has pushed organisations to 
establish programmes to meet their spe-
ci! c needsî, added Fr Balleis.
  Next December, the UN Refugee Agency 
will convene a meeting of governments in 
which it will ask each state to pledge: the 
adoption of one substantive measure to 
improve refugee protection. JRS urges 
governments to take this challenge seri-
ously. 
  While there is much to celebrate this 
year, there is still ample room for im-
provement.
  While there is much to celebrate this 
year, there is still ample room for im-
provement year, there is still ample room 
for improvement year, there is still ample 
room for improvement.
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Avoiding further tragedy
by Philip Amaral

  The UN refugee agency (UNHCR) estimates that since 
March, 1.500 persons have perished in the Mediterra-
nean Sea as they � ed life-threatening danger in Libya. 
Joseph Cassar SJ, director of JRS Malta, recently told 
the Financial Times, ìSome people have been beaten 
and practically forced onto the boats Ö many have been 
in Libyan jails and detention centres for months or even 
years. Or they have been in the hands of smugglers.î
   In May a ship carrying 600 sub-Saharan Africans cap-
sized in rough seas, a tragedy which saw 150 migrants 
drown off the Tunisian coast. The director of JRS Italy, 
Giovanni La Manna SJ, called for an end to the ìcar-
nage once and for all Ö If the necessary help had 
been provided, this tragedy could have been avoided.î 
   Since mid-January tens of thousands of persons have 
� ed from Tunisia and Libya to the Italian island Lampedu-
sa and Malta. In response, some member states ñ at the 
European Commissionís behest ñ have repatriated to their 

   On 1 June the European Commission published new 
rules for the Reception Conditions Directive. First adopted 
in 2003, this EU law lays down minimum standards for what 
member states should provide to asylum seekers, such 
as accommodation, material conditions, employment and 
health care. In line with the EUís plan to establish a Com-
mon European Asylum System, the Commission introduced 
amendments in 2008 in order to raise the common recep-
tion standards. Since then negotiations between Parliament 
and Council have been deadlocked, mostly due to the lat-
terís reluctance to adopt rules they perceive as too strict and 
costly. The new proposals are the Commissionís attempt to 
facilitate agreement. Rules on detention feature prominently. 
Member states could detain asylum seekers, only in the last 
resort, and when other suf! cient but less coercive means do 
not work. Administrative authorities may order detention, but 
a judge must review it within 72 hours. Persons would not 
need to be informed on the maximum duration of their de-

by Philip Amaral

New rules published for the 
reception conditions 

directive
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more refugees from Libya to Europe, as it is an effective 
way to prevent further loss of life. Secondly, governments 
must show true EU solidarity by relocating refugees and 
asylum seekers from Malta, in order to help them provide 
protection to new arrivals. Finally, EU governments must 
ensure that people can access protection on European 
territory, and to asylum procedures, in safety and dignity.

 They also called for stronger relations and more dia-
logue between the Christian and Muslim populations, 
claiming that ìfear and mutual ignoranceî play a large 
role in creating hostilities between both sets of people.
   While the situation for Africaís migrants may be worrying, it 
is reassuring to know that not everyone is turning a blind eye. 
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