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A decade has passed since Homeless in Europe was last dedicated to migration and
asylum. During this period, the European Union has confronted new challenges
- from a war waged at its borders to the intensification of conflicts, persecutions,
and regime changes outside Europe. Since February 2022, more than four million
individuals fleeing the Russian invasion of Ukraine have settled in EU countries. The
activation of the Temporary Protection Directive has enabled swift entry and access
to rights; however, in the context of the protracted war, signs suggest that support
measures are being rolled back at the national level. In 2024, the highest numbers
of refugees arriving in Europe were from Syria, Venezuela, and Afghanistan, with
arecord number of Palestinians (12,000) applying for asylum. Palestinians fleeing
Israeli military occupation, or living in refugee camps such as those in Lebanon,
arrived in high numbers in Belgium, becoming the largest group of asylum seekers
in the country. No other EU country has received more Palestinian asylum seekers
than Belgium, where they are often among those forced to sleep rough, squatting,
orinhomeless shelters, in a context where, since 2021, more than 10,000 applicants
have not been accommodated by FEDASIL (the Belgian Federal agency for the re-
ception of asylum seekers).

Despite several attempts to reform and harmonise European legislation on migra-
tion and asylum over the last 10 years, the situation on the ground has remained,
worryingly, very similar to the one in 2015. Homelessness hasbecome an integrated
part of the asylum process in too many countries, and beneficiaries of international
protection continue to be at high risk of homelessness after they have obtained
refugee status. Meanwhile, the criminalisation of undocumented migrants (and
those supporting them) has proliferated in the current policy context. Adding to
this, the ongoing affordable housing crisis combined with heightened levels of
discrimination against migrants fuels a similar reality in 2025: migrants, including
asylum seekers and refugees, continue to be denied their fundamental rights, and
are forced to sleep on the streets of Europe.

European migration and asylum laws, and how Member States choose to implement
them, often work to restrict access to rights (including housing) and support rather
than enable it. Instead of creating paths to security and inclusion, they create barriers

which lead people into precarity, destitution, and homelessness. The EU’s newest
legislation under the Migration and Asylum Pact is expected to inevitably lead to
increased border control, criminalisation of immigration, increased detention of
migrants and decreased safeguards; simultaneously, the EU and its member states
are strengthening their focus on returns, to the detriment of a system based on
shared responsibility and support measures for the inclusion of migrants.

The prevalence of homelessness among migrants, including asylum seekers and
refugees, is not, and never has been, an accidental by-product of flawed systems;
it is a predictable outcome of legislation and policy choices. FEANTSA rejects
the idea that homelessness can be addressed while excluding certain groups or
without first addressing the systems that push people further into the margins.
Ending homelessness means ending homelessness for everyone; migrants are no
exception. This means recognising access to housing as a basic human right, not
a privilege based on residence status. Housing rights are universal.

The articles in this edition of Homeless in Europe address a variety of issues at
the intersection of homelessness and migration. From the importance of trauma
informed approaches, insights into how Housing First can be adapted for undoc-
umented migrants, and reflections on the impact of policy, we return to the topic
of homelessness among asylum seekers and refugees, not because it is new, but
because it persists. The prevalence of homelessness among migrants, including
asylum seekers and refugees, is directly tied to political will. As the articles in this
edition highlight, if the system fails to change, and it will be the most vulnerable
who continue to pay the price.

, Policy Officer, FEANTSA
, Communications Officer,
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The Role of Shelterin
Supporting Migrant Mental
Health

& ByKhadim Diagne, Peer Worker, at
L ;Tj Fondazione Casa della Carita Angelo Abriani,
- 4 and Laura Arduini, Psychiatrist, Fondazione

- - Casa della Carita Angelo Abriani

In this reflective article, Khadim Diagne and Laura Arduini discuss
the work of Casa della Carita in Milan, a shelter that supports
migrants facing complex mental health challenges, in particular
the psychological aftermath of torture. Drawing on years of
experience and national guidelines, the authors explore how
holistic, multidisciplinary, and trauma-informed care in shelters is
essential for supporting migrants experiencing homelessness.
They advocate for shelter spaces that are not only physically safe,
but emotionally stabilising, offering dignity, community, and timely,
individualised care.

Casa della Carita Angelo Abriani is a charitable foundation
thatruns a shelter in Milan. It opened in 2004 with the aim of
providing a reasoned and integrated response to the needs
of the most marginalised in society. With a structure that can
accommodate up to 140 people, and with the support of 80
members of staff and as many volunteers, Casa della Carita
accompanies and cares for each individual with a tailor-made
approach, making use of the educational, social, clinical, psy-
chiatric, legal and relational skills of a multidisciplinary team.
This framework guarantees that every individual's unique
needs are addressed, with a particular focus on their mental
health.

The multi-faceted problems that people face have made the
nature of our work increasingly complex in recent years, this
isalso due to the hosting of migrants with psychological prob-
lems. The increase in migrants arriving in Italy has led to a
growing demand in Milan for shelter for asylum seekers or
refugees who are either psychologically or physically vulnera-
ble. Our 20 years of experience working with individuals with
increasing complexities, who would otherwise have struggled
to find suitable shelter elsewhere, hasled us to develop a care
model tailored to complex cases.

According to UNHCR data for 2024, 122.6 million people are
forced migrants. They are forced to flee their countries for
political, economic or social reasons. Of these, approximately
22 5million are refugees, i.e., persecuted as defined in Article 1
of the Geneva Convention, more than half of whom are under
the age 0f 18. Globally, these numbers mean that1in 113 people
are now either asylum seekers, internally displaced persons
or refugees. In recent years, the number of migrants has pro-
gressively increased in Italy and, among these, the proportion
of applicants for international protection has also increased.
In 2024, Italy was the third-highest recipient of asylum appli-
cations in Europe, after Germany and Spain.

If we define torture as “the deliberate, systematic or wanton
infliction of physical or mental suffering by one or more persons
acting alone or on the orders of any authority, to force another
person to yield information, to make a confession, or for any
other reason™, it is not difficult to grasp how widespread of a
phenomenonitis.Its devastating impact has far-reaching con-
sequences beyond the individual, also affecting the community.
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In aworld where vast numbers of refugees are fleeing wars, persecution,
ethnic cleansing, and bloody dictatorships, the repercussions are wide-
spread. Although it is not easy to provide a precise number of people who
systematically suffer physical or psychological violence, our experience
indicates that a significant proportion of refugees have been victims of
severe forms of torture.

Torture is the systematic infliction of pain: research by Amnesty Inter-
national has shown that beatings are widely the most common method
of torture in over 150 countries. Beatings are inflicted with fists, sticks,
gun butts, improvised whips, iron pipes and electric wires. Victims suf-
fer bruises, internal bleeding, fractures, even damage to vital organs
and death. Rape and sexual abuse of prisoners are widespread. Other
common methods of torture include electrocution (in 40 countries),
suspension of the body (in 40 countries), blows with sticks on the soles
of the feet (over 30 countries), suffocation (over 30 countries), mock
executions and death threats (over 50 countries) and prolonged solitary
confinement (over 50 countries). Other methods include immersion in
water, the extinguishing of cigarettes on the body, sleep deprivation,
and sensory deprivation.

This disturbinglist is an opportunity to explore the subject of this article
beyond its relevance to clinicians or the development of new healthcare
services. It isnot merely a discussion about addressing the management
of a phenomenon that leads to psychopathology and socio-economic
distress, but rather a highly sensitive ethical and anthropological issue
that concerns human dignity, the undeniable rights of every individual,
and the fundamentals that define humanity and civilisation across the
world. Donatella Di Cesare (2016) notes that because it is intentionally
inflicted by others, torture is an especially harrowing form of trauma. Its
effects leave lasting wounds that are often difficult to heal. She is echoed
by Paul Ricoeur (1989), who states that at its core, beyond the physical
suffering it inflicts, torture is a deliberate act designed to break down
and dismantle a person’s very sense of self.

The Italian Ministry of Health’s 2017 guidelines for the care of refugees
and victims of torture and international violence focus on the importance
of creating suitable reception facilities, the value of the relationship
between practitioners and victims of torture, and the importance of
an integrated multidisciplinary approach. The guidelines refer to the
‘exhausted migrant effect’, asylum seekers who arrive in Italy and have
already suffered a high degree of physical and psychological trauma.
They describe how experiencing violence can trigger a cascade of psy-
cho-neuro-endocrine-immunological responses in victims, which may

compromise their immune system and make them more vulnerable
to infections and long-term health conditions. These are people with
whom we can almost never speak of a ‘timely response’ when it comes to
trauma, because they come to our attention only after enduring months
or even years of harassment in their country of origin, or in stalemate
countries such as Libya. There is, however, an opportunity to act as soon
as possible to address the re-traumatisation associated with the journey
to Europe and to prevent further damage that may result from the impact
of arriving in our country.

While our work does not focus on the initial first reception of migrants
upon arrival in Italy, we provide second reception shelter for vulnerable
migrants (some are accepted into the Reception and Integration System
(SAI) Mental Illness programme, and others arrive spontaneously at the
Foundation from outside the national reception centre network). We
dedicate significant energy to ensure that each migrant guest encoun-
ters a welcoming environment of warmth, familiarity, and recognition.

Based on our experience, we believe that specific criteria are essential
in order to meet a good standard of care. We try to keep these principles
in mind when working at Casa della Carita:

e Itiscrucial for migrants to be able to refer to a central hub that
is well known within the community and that can respond to a
myriad of complex problems all under one roof, without having
to travel to multiple locations across the city;

e Itisimportant to have knowledgeable staff who not only have
expertise in their individual fields but also have abroader under-
standing beyond their specialisation: doctors who are familiar
with legal matters, lawyers who know how to support vulnerable
people, social workers who have expertise in multiple disciplines,
and educators who are aware of political and transcultural pol-
icies and dynamics;
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»  Projects and pathways should be tailored to each individual, taking
into account their unique history and specific needs. There is no
set length of stay, nor a predetermined sequence of responses;

« Responding promptly is crucial - whether in an emergency, or
when faced with new requests — whilst also demonstrating an
ability to adapt and find creative solutions;

» The type of reception centre should be adaptable, particularly
for those who are highly vulnerable, ensuring a swift transition
from closely supervised community living to housing arrange-
ments that foster greater independence, whilst also being ready
to respond to potential setbacks;

» Acting as a bridge between Milan’s citizens and the state, com-
plementing the public system and proposing ideas and policy
recommendations;

» Offering a warm, family-like setting where individuals can live
for a period of time or can spend a few hours of the day, sharing
relationships based on dignity and respect.

»  Providing operators with spaces for one-on-one discussions with
more experienced colleagues to support them during challeng-
es and emergencies; periodic group supervision is also offered
with an educational, psychological and social slant, and to help
prevent burn out.

Supporting individuals who have suffered repeated trauma, torture, and
extreme violence is a difficult and deeply engaging journey that raises
very challenging questions. Italian government guidelines outline some
procedures for intervention, acknowledging the right of forced and
tortured migrants to receive care and peaceful citizenship. However,
establishing best practices and dignified procedures is only the start of
abroader conversation that must engage the entire community, in all its
components. When considering the care of those affected by violence,
there needs to be a focus on the most vulnerable - women, minors, and
those with mental healthissues. These are the voices that areleast heard,
often unable to recognise or articulate their suffering. Many questions
remain concerning the link between health and the violence suffered,
as well as a preventive view of stopping the transgenerational cycle of
violence.

ENDNOTES

1 WMA Declaration of Tokyo - Guidelines for phy-
sicians concerning torture and other cruel, inhuman
or degrading treatment or punishment in relation to
detention and imprisonment, Tokyo, October 1975
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Refugees on the Streets as
aDeterrent for Those Yet to
Come

By Daan Walpot, Lawyer in asylum and migration law,
Antigone Advocaten

Belgium is systematically denying asylum seekers their legal right
to shelter. This article by Daan Walipot outlines how the Belgian
Government’s refusal to provide reception places, despite
repeated court rulings, has become both a humanitarian and
constitutional crisis. Beyond logistical failures, the policy appears
to be a deliberate deterrence strategy. The consequences are
stark: thousands sleeping rough, essential services out of reach,
and a growing erosion of the rule of law in Belgian asylum policy.

‘Because Belgium respects human rights.' This is the response
of many refugees when asked why exactly they chose Belgium
astheir destination country. In stark contrast is the raw reality
facing many refugees once they arrive in Belgium. Instead
of honouring this reputation and shaping asylum policy to
effectively respect human rights, Belgium is rapidly trying to
getrid of it.

Since October 2021, asylum seekers have been systematically
denied shelter by the Belgian asylum authorities. Since then,
thousands of people in search of international protection have
slept on the streets for months before gaining access to the
Belgian reception network. The Belgian government claims
itis already doing more than its share of the European work,
blames other EU member states for not complying with their
obligations, causing refugees to travel on, and emphasises
that the focus should be on reducing the influx rather than
increasing reception capacity. Fedasil, the Belgian Federal
Agency for the Reception of Asylum Seekers, has already been
condemned thousands of times for its reception policy.! The
European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg has also repri-
manded Belgium on numerous occasions.?Its claim that there
isasituation of force majeure has repeatedly been established
as unfounded by national and European courts.

However, Belgian reception law leaves very little room for
interpretation: ‘The right to material assistance applies to ev-
ery asylum seeker from the moment they submit their asylum
application and remains in force throughout the entire asylum
procedure, including the appeal procedure.” This material assis-
tance takes the form of accommodation in a reception centre.
The right only applies to first time applicants for international
protection. In principle, subsequent applications do not entitle
the applicant to accommodation in a reception centre, unless
the Belgian asylum services consider that there are significant
new elements. The Belgian law implements the EU Reception
Conditions Directive of 2013. Among other things, this directive
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sets the equal treatment of applicants throughout the European Union
as anobjective that should contribute to ‘limit the secondary movements
of applicants influenced by the variety of conditions for their reception’*

These crystal-clear rights and objectives are fine in theory, but in prac-
tice they prove to be very relative. In 2023, Fedasil unlawfully refused to
provide shelter to 8,816 applicants for international protection. In 2024,
this number rose to more than 10,000. Since 2021, Fedasilhas been con-
victed more than 12,000 times by the Brussels Labour Court for refusing
to provide shelter to applicants for international protection who are
entitled toit.°In each of these cases, the Labour Court also imposes daily
penalties for each day that shelter is not provided. However, the Belgian
government systematically refuses to pay these penalties. Attempts to
seize government assets have also come to nothing. Even when the Eu-
ropean Court of Human Rights orders the Belgian government to provide
shelter to applicants who are entitled to it, Belgium simply continues to
ignore its obligations.

The Council of State, the highest administrative court, has already twice
overturned an instruction from the State Secretary for Asylum and Mi-
gration to refuse shelter to single men and only offer shelter to women,
children and families. Despite the established illegality, this practice is
nevertheless being continued. In this way, the ‘reception crisis’ is also
becoming a constitutional crisis in which the executive power system-
atically disregards the law and the judiciary.

The numerous convictions reflect the lack of legal arguments to justify
the shortage of reception places. The ‘crisis’ is a politically orchestrated
emergency for which the Belgian government bears full responsibility.
Since 2021, civil society organisations have been sounding the alarm
about the impending shortage of reception places. Despite the well-
known fluctuations in the number of refugees arriving, buffer capacity
hasbeen systematically reduced. In addition, due to a lack of funding for
asylum authorities, applicants sometimes have to wait more than three
years for a final decision, which means that it takes a long time before
reception places become available again. In the past, however, the Belgian
government has shown that it is capable of creating reception places at
short notice. Tens of thousands of Ukrainian refugees were rightfully
welcomed in 2022.5 Even during the large influx of refugees in 2015, the
government was able to create 15,000 places within a year.” This stands
in stark contrast to the political unwillingness and indifference of today.

Due to the ongoing lawlessness, asylum seekers denied reception are
looking for alternatives. They organise their own accommodation in
empty buildings where they at least have a roof over their heads. Instead

of supporting such initiatives while waiting for regular accommodation,
the police are clearing these sites by evicting people into street home-
lessness or by making them uninhabitable by drilling holes in the roof
so that rainwater can pour in. The law is only enforced when it works
against the refugees.

Meanwhile, Dutch and Danish courts have already ruled that asylum
seekers cannot be sent back to Belgium under the so-called “Dublin pro-
cedure”, which determines which country is responsible for processing
an asylum application. The judges ruled that, even though Belgium is
in principle the responsible Member State, returning the applicant for
international protection to Belgium entails a risk of inhuman treatment.®
While the Belgian government blames other EU Member States for failing
to fulfil their obligations, it is itself contributing to secondary movements
of refugees through a self-established ‘reception crisis’.

The new Belgian government is continuing along the same path and will
be even more restrictive where possible. The government plans to reduce
the number of reception places from 35,000 to barely 11,000. Although
the coalition agreement states that it is “unacceptable that applicants for
international protection are sleeping on the streets” and that “we must fulfil
our obligation to provide reception,” the focus is once again on reducing
the influx of refugees.®

In addition, the government wants to refuse shelter to refugees who have
already been recognised in another EU Member State. In practice, this
mainly concerns refugees with status in Greece, where they are removed
from their reception centres no later than 30 days after they received a
protection status and left to fend for themselves. Most of them end up
on the streets and therefore decide to travel on.

The government solemnly promises to first reduce the number of refugees
and then cut back on reception facilities. In practice, however, the exact
opposite is happening. In May, the Minister for Asylum and Migration,
Anneleen Van Bossuyt, announced a significant reduction in Fedasil’s
budget from 826 million euros this year to 138 million by 2029, even
though the current budget is already grossly inadequate to meet needs.°

It becomes even more cynical when the same minister launches a new
discouragement campaign on YouTube." Messages such as ‘Don’t come
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to Belgium’ and ‘The asylum centres in Belgium are full accompany videos
showing photos of asylum seekers sleeping on the streets. ‘These videos
do not show a dream image, but the facts, says Van Bossuyt. ‘Too many
people are travelling to Belgium because our system has been far too gen-
erous for far too long. Our message with these campaigns is honest and
clear: Belgium is no longer the land of milk and honey.’ The victims of the
current mismanagement are thus being used to deter refugees from
coming to Belgium. Following the same logic, the Belgian government
refused to temporarily accommodate asylum seekers in hotels while
they await a permanent place of reception.

Therevised Reception Conditions Directive of 2024 further restricts the
rights of refugees during their asylum procedure.? EU Member States
will be obliged to exclude refugees from reception centres as soon as
they are notified of the decision to transfer them to the Member State
responsible for examining their application for international protection.
This arrangement must be transposed into national law by 12 June 2026
at the latest and will partially transpose the deterrence policy into law.
The possibility of ending up on the streets should make refugees decide to
remain in the EU Member State where they first entered EU territory, even
if these are the Member States under the most pressure, such as Greece
and Italy. Conversely, asylum seekers for whom Belgium is responsible
are at risk of having to choose between homelessness elsewhere in the
EU or homelessness in Belgium.

In addition to undermining the rule of law, Belgium's policies also have
real consequences for asylum seekers. Traumas suffered in their country
of origin or en route are not given time to heal, they are merely com-
pounded by new traumas. In practice, access to a lawyer is often only
possible once an asylum seeker has been assigned to areception centre.
Thorough medical assistance is extremely difficult to obtain without an
address. Working is impossible. Crucial documents are also at risk of
being lost in the harsh life on the streets.

It is high time that the Belgian government stopped participating in a
relentless race to the bottom and once again fulfilled its legal obligations.
The erosion of the rule of law must stop immediately, first and foremost
for the refugees who are its primary victims.
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ENDNOTES - Refugees on the Streets as a Deterrent for Those Yet to Come
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Homelessness on Greek
Refugee Camps: A Form of
Institutional Racism and
Discrimination?

& Communications Officer at GCR, Secretary

by Agapi Chouzouraki, Lawyer & Advocacy
I & oy Officer at the Greek Council for Refugees
i k [  (GCR) and Spyros-Vlad Oikonomou, Advocacy
s »:&“;/
' of the Greek Housing Network

This article explores how Greece’s refugee reception system
has evolved into a form of institutionalised exclusion. Since 2021,
massive EU-funded camps known as “Closed Controlled Access
Centers” have physically and symbolically isolated non-European
asylum seekers under the guise of improved conditions. Agapi
Chouzouraki and Spyros-Vlad Oikonomou outline how these
securitised spaces resemble prisons more than humanitarian
shelters, reflecting a racialised logic of containment.

The last decade’s refugee influx to Europe has placed signif-
icant strain on border countries, with Greece becoming a
central node in the reception of asylum seekers. While ongoing
reports on the

,highlight persistent systemic challenges, the model
of reception employed by Greece, particularly since the start
of 2023;! constitutes a one-way housing prospect with no
available alternative.

Massive reception structures, based on the principle of

, seem to promote a simple message
forrefugees arriving in Greece: you are welcome to stay while
your asylum case is examined, as long as you stay “somewhere
else”. This not-in-my-backyard syndrome heavily underpins
the current racialised refugee management system.

Could this be considered a form of institutional racism and
systemic discrimination towards non-European refugees and
migrants? An examination of the UN Committee’s on the Rights
of Persons with Disabilities *

' certainly seems to highlight that the Greek reception
system employs quite a few of the “defining elements” of in-
stitutionalisation,2which in itself is a form of discrimination.
According to the

), which has been termed by the
European Commission as “[t]he best European classification
ofhomelessness™, people in accommodation for immigrants
such (e.g. reception centres) are also considered to experience
homelessness; additionaly, thereis a close connection between
homelessness and racialised people.*

Nevertheless, the answer cannot be a simple yes or no. In-
stitutional racism refers to systemic policies and practices
within institutions or states that, intentionally or uninten-
tionally, produce unequal outcomes for racialised groups.’ It
operates not through overt individual prejudice, but through
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https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/legal-standards-and-guidelines/crpdc5-guidelines-deinstitutionalization-including
https://www.feantsa.org/download/ethos2484215748748239888.pdf
https://www.feantsa.org/download/ethos2484215748748239888.pdf

laws, procedures, and norms that disproportionately affect racialised
groups. Applying this framework to refugee management, camps can
be analysed not just as spaces of asylum seekers’ temporary reception
facilities, but as institutional structures that embody and reproduce
racial hierarchies.

Greece'’s geography situates it as a primary entry point for migrants cross-
ingthe eastern Mediterranean and Aegean Seas. Following the 2015 great
refugee influx towards Europe, the European Union (EU) implemented
the , effectively outsourcing migration control to
Turkey, in exchange for financial incentives and political support.° This
deal (in reality, a press release with no binding legal value) resulted in
thousands of asylum seekers being trapped on Greek islands in squalid,
overcrowded camps for prolonged periods of time. The reluctance of most
other EU member states to share some of the responsibility through a
meaningful number of relocations, as one would expect in a Union of
solidarity, certainly has not helped either.

Yet, excluding this reluctance which remains embedded in the EU’s
to-be-implemented Migration and Asylum Pact, things have since
changed, even if not really for the better.

In the aftermath of the 2020 fire that burned down the notorious Moria
camp in Lesvos, the EU had to invest in improving reception conditions in
Greece. And invest, it did. Some five(ish) years and

later, the new (from 2021 onwards) EU-funded facilities on the
Aegean Islands, aptly named “Closed Controlled Access Centers” (CCACs),
are a stark reminder of the political rules of the game: better to sweep
the issue under the carpet, by “penning” asylum seekers “somewhere
else”, out of sight, rather than addressing the fundamental causes that
to this day expose them to undignified and unsanitary living conditions.

Part of the issue? A preconception seemingly shared by high level policy
makers that improving conditions might serve as a dreaded “pull factor”
for more to arrive, even though a track record of at the

borders and (an approach shared by
more member states than just Greece), imposing

or , seem to have failed to
convince those forced to flee their homes from just staying put.’

Of course, these institutional choices and failures disproportionately
impact on non-white, non-European asylum seekers, revealing an un-
dercurrent of racialised exclusion.

Greek refugee camps, such as Moria and its successor Mavrovouni camp,
in Lesvos, or Vathy camp in Samos and its successor, the “model” Closed
Controlled Access Center (CCAC) of Samos, have been widely criticised
for inhumane conditions. Overcrowding, lack of sanitation, limited
access to healthcare and medication, and exposure to adverse weather
conditions are just a few of the more visible common complaints.® Less
visible is the impact on the psychosocial well-being of asylum seekers,
in what (MsF) have identified as a “mental
health crisis”. These conditions are not incidental but symptomatic of a
system that normalises the degradation of racialised bodies.

Refugees are routinely subject to containment policies that spatially seg-
regate them from the general population, effectively creating racialised
zones of exception?®, by state decision. The camps, surrounded by barbed
wire,° are heavily securitised, resembling carceral spaces -something
also acknowledged by the in 2022- more than spaces
for the reception of those fleeing persecution, war, and severe material
deprivation. This physical marginalisation mirrors the symbolic margin-
alisation of non-European others in Europe’s racial imaginary.

The Greek asylum system’s inefficiencies are compounded by EU poli-
cies that disproportionately place the burden of refugee management
on frontline states. This unequal distribution reflects a racialised logic
wherein Southern and Eastern European countries, often depicted as
peripheral within the EU, become the main “gate-keepers” for non-
white migrants that inlack of alternative, safe and legal pathways, arrive
irregularly at Europe’s borders.

Greek and European media often portray refugees through alens of se-
curity and threat, reinforcing racialised narratives and divides. Refugees
-i.e. unarmed civilians- are depicted as invaders or burdens (the foe
as opposed to the friend), rather than individuals fleeing violence and
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persecution.” The fact that the theoretical underpinning of this foe and
friend approach, of securitisation, lie in the work of ,ajurist
and political theorist that in 1933 joined the Nazi party, just reinforces
the tragic irony of the situation.

This framing, in turn, legitimises harsh policies and fosters conditions
for public indifference —at the end of the day, if “they” are a danger, why
should “we” care if they are mistreated. It also reinforces a “Fortress
Europe” mentality and approach that equates non-white migration with
crisis and chaos. The fact that non-white refugees and migrants are fre-
quently, in countries such as Greece, the reason why the rest of “us” can
enjoy at our tables, seems to be forgotten in the equation
-unless, of course, “they” dare to demand what is owed for their work.

Public discourse in Greece has, at times, mirrored these narratives, fuelled
by far-right rhetoric and anti-immigrant sentiment. While solidarity
movements exist, they are often overshadowed by nationalist discours-
es that portray refugees as incompatible with Greek cultural identity,
as Greeks mostly tend to believe that immigrants do not contribute to
the country’s development (neither economically nor culturally).”2 This
discursive exclusion validates the mechanisms of institutional discrim-
ination, as the “other” is to be placed “somewhere else”, out of sight, as
they are not part of “us”.

Despite these challenges and despite the cutting of US-based funding
for human rights NGOs, including those in Greece, there are still voices
pinpointing institutional racism. Organisations such as the Greek Coun-
cil for Refugees (GCR) provide free legal aid and psychosocial support,
document abuses, and advocate for policy change, regarding reception
conditions, among others. Our work exposes the contradictions between
thelegal obligations ( ) and the lived realities of
camp residents.

However, such efforts are often constrained by limited resources and
political hostility. In recent years, Greek authorities have introduced laws
that restrict NGO activities and criminalise humanitarian aid, framing

these actors as complicit in irregular migration.!* These developments
reflect a broader trend of shrinking civic space and institutional en-
trenchment of discriminatory practices.

Greek refugee camps are not merely logistical responses to a humanitari-
ancrisis but are also sites where people live and where institutional racism
is enacted and becomes normalised. Through poor living conditions in
massive reception facilities, inconsistent access to basic services and an
unwelcoming public discourse, the camps function as tools of exclusion
for non-white migrants. Understanding these dynamics is essential for
developing just and equitable refugee policies that dismantle, rather than
reproduce, systems of racial inequality. This also entails recognising refu-
gees not as passive victims but as rights-bearing individuals

. Policies must move beyond securitisation and containment
towards inclusion, participation, and justice. This does not mean “open
borders” as scaremongering politicians frequently profess, but rather
treating people in accordance with their rights and the EU’s legal edifice.

Times are pressing for the Greek Council for Refugees and other human
rights and humanitarian NGOs. Your support is invaluable for the contin-
uation of our work, which consists of free legal and psychosocial services
to asylum seekers and refugees. Please visit our website if you wish to
support our work.
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ENDNOTES - Homelessness on Greek Refugee Camps: A Form of Institutional Racism and Discrimination?
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What Can Be Done to Address
Housing and Homelessness of
Undocumented Migrants?

By Garyfallia Mylona, Advocacy Officer at
the Platform for International Cooperation
on Undocumented Migrants (PICUM), with
contributions from Laetitia Van der Vennet,
Senior Advocacy Officer at PICUM, and
Michele Levoy, Director at PICUM.

This article from PICUM explores how undocumented migrants
across Europe are systematically excluded from housing. As
homelessness rises, so too does the criminalisation of those
simply trying to survive. From legal barriers and administrative
exclusion, to landlord discrimination and exploitative conditions,
Garyfallia Mylona, with contributions from Laetitia Vian der Vennet
and Michele Levoy, calls for an urgent shift toward a rights-based
housing approach: one that protects undocumented people from
both destitution and state violence, and ensures no one is left
without shelter due to their residence status.

In recent years, housing issues have gained increasing at-
tention at the EU level, with 2025 marking a pivotal year for
housing policy. A major milestone will be the adoption of the
first ever EU Affordable Housing Plan.! Preparations are un-
derway for the first-ever EU Anti-Poverty Strategy,?alongside
the renewal of the European Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan.?
Further, discussions on the Multiannual Financial Framework
(MFF) post-2027* have begun. These initiatives present an
opportunity to reshape the housing landscape in Europe.

While housing policy reforms are being planned, homeless-
ness has been on the rise.> This is particularly true for the
most marginalised, including undocumented migrants, who
are becoming a larger part of the homeless population. For
example, countries like France® and cities such as Brussels’
and Lisbon® are seeing growing numbers of undocumented
people experiencing homelessness.’ Still, much of the data on
homelessness in the EU remains fragmented. Most national
statistics'® and strategies® to combat homelessness focus
solely on regularly residing populations, perpetuating a policy
blind spot which leaves undocumented people invisible in
relevant discussions.

Although housing is a basic right,*? it would be wrong to as-
sume that everyone has equal access. Precarious residence
status correlates with social and economic instability, making
undocumented migrants highly susceptible to homelessness
and housing exclusion. Such challenges are often exacerbated
by structural discrimination and policies that systematical-
ly exclude undocumented individuals from basic housing
protections, or link housing to migration management. Any
policy efforts will fall short unless the needs and realities of
marginalised groups such as undocumented migrants are
explicitly addressed.

Undocumented people across Europe face a unique combina-
tion of barriers that affect their access to adequate housing.®®
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These can belegal, administrative, social, and economic, and often result
in their exclusion from both formal housing markets and public housing
systems. As aresult, many are left with little to no viable options for safe,
stable, and secure accommodation.

Legal and administrative barriers

People with temporary, precarious, or irregular residence status en-
counter various legal or administrative obstacles in accessing housing,
including private rental accommodation, social housing, and public
shelters.

Landlords typically require documentation that they cannot provide,
such as proof of income, credit scores, and national identification. In
many EU countries, undocumented migrants are excluded from public
or social housing programs.** Access to public shelters or assistance
with housing may also be hindered by requirements to show aresidence
permit or other documentation that irregular migrants cannot produce,
such as a social security number.

Exclusion from state-subsidised housing or any other state support
means that the only option is the private housing market, where undoc-
umented people face another multitude of barriers. As aresult, they are
often pushed to the margins of the private housing sector.

Discrimination, exploitation, and other barriers

Discrimination plays a major role in excluding undocumented migrants
from the formal rental market. Landlords often impose discriminatory
practices, rejecting potential tenants based on their residence status,
nationality, or ethnicity® Even in countries where there are no legal bar-
riers to renting to undocumented individuals, landlords may still refuse
to rent due to biases, prejudice or (founded or unfounded) fear of legal
repercussions. Discrimination can manifest as unreasonable, difficult
to fulfil requirements, such as demands for excessive documentation
and guarantees, including exorbitant deposits, abusive clauses and in-
flated prices. Racialised communities and persons with disabilities face
compounded challenges, as being undocumented exacerbates barriers
to accessing basic rights and services, including disability support.®

Many undocumented individuals live in severe poverty, working in low-

paid, informal sectors with unstable incomes and no formal employment
documentation, and are excluded from basic mechanisms of social pro-
tection that could provide a minimum social safety net. Undocumented
workers are systematically underpaid and exploited, which impacts all
aspects of their lives.” As rent costs rise, undocumented migrants are
often priced out of the market or forced to accept substandard housing
that may be unsafe or overcrowded. The fear of detection prevents many
from entering formal rental agreements even if they legally could, pushing
them into informal arrangements with no legal protections and a high
risk of exploitation. These often involve exploitation by “slum landlords™®
or informal brokers who rent substandard housing at inflated prices.

Language barriers and a lack of familiarity with the local housing mar-
ket further amplify inequalities and bureaucratic barriers, particularly
in countries where the process of renting a home can involve complex
paperwork and bureaucratic procedures.

Exclusion from public shelters

Access to public shelters is often restricted due to national registration
requirements, documentation checks, or municipality-specific policies.
Those with irregular residence status are typically deprioritised, facelong
waiting times, or simply denied access.”® Even when access to shelters
is possible, stays are typically short-term and non-renewable, unstable,
and sometimes deemed unsafe or inadequate - especially for families.?°
In that regard, families with children continue to face many challenges,
despite the EU’s commitment to ensuring access to adequate housing for
all children in need, regardless of their migration status, as part of the
European Child Guarantee.? Overall, shelter access for undocumented
migrants remains largely dependent on non-state actors (e.g. churches)
or local discretion.

In some EU member states, landlords can face legal repercussions when
renting to migrants with irregular residence status. Renting to undocu-
mented migrants can either be explicitly punishable by law or fall under
the application of laws related to the facilitation of irregular stay.? It can
also be deterred through legislation that mandates landlords to verify
tenants’ residence status before renting, and penalises them if they fail
to report undocumented migrants to the authorities.

The criminalisation of solidarity actions across Europe is escalating,
posing significant barriers to accessing housing and shelter for un-
documented migrants.?* The EU Facilitation Directive (2002/90/EC)%

HOMELESS IN EUROPE: MIGRATION AND ASYLUM

16



criminalises the act of facilitating the residence of irregular migrants,
and the broad definition of “facilitation” means that renting accommo-
dation to undocumented migrants can be considered a criminal offence
in several Member States.?

In November 2023, the European Commission proposed a recast of the
2002 Facilitation Directive, according to which, requesting or obtaining
a “financial or material benefit” for assisting a third-country national
to reside within the territory of a member state constitutes a criminal
offence.? The currently negotiated text still fails to clearly protect in-
dividuals who obtain a lawful financial compensation when helping
someone in an irregular situation or providing a service. This means
that landlords and others providing services traditionally offered in
exchange for money and without undue financial profit could still risk
criminalisation. Unless activities such as providing shelter are exempt
from criminalisation, the widespread criminalisation of solidarity that
has occurred throughout the EU since the 2002 Facilitation Directive
was adopted will most likely increase dramatically.?®

Further, the Return Regulation proposed by the European Commission
in March 2025% includes provisions that could criminalise undocument-
ed migrants experiencing homelessness. The draft regulation permits
immigration detention of up to 24 months for individuals deemed likely
to try to avoid deportation or comply with deportation orders, including
those without a fixed address. Mandatory reporting obligations are intro-
duced, potentially requiring public sector workers to detect and report
undocumented migrants. Additionally, the regulation mandates that
returnees provide a current residence address and accept official com-
munications, conditions that are often unattainable for undocumented
migrants lacking stable housing. These provisions may further deter
undocumented migrants from seeking essential services like housing
due to fear of detection and deportation.°

To address homelessness and housing exclusion among undocumented
migrants, it is essential to adopt arights-based approach ensuring access

to safe, adequate housing for everyone, regardless of migration status,
involving the following elements:

Invest in inclusive social policies: Develop and implement EU and national
social, anti-poverty and housing policies that truly reach people in pov-
erty and/or at risk of homelessness, regardless of their residence status.

« Recognise housing as a fundamental right: Ensure that legal
safeguards against eviction, housing exclusion and inadequate
housing conditions extend to all and are accessible to all, regard -
less of their residence status.

» AdoptaHousing First approach: Provide undocumented individ-
uals with immediate and unconditional access to stable housing
(e.g. emergency shelters, transitional housing or more permanent
housing), along with psychosocial and legal assistance, to help
resolve their irregular residence status.

« Enforce anti-discrimination measures: Implement and enforce
anti-discrimination policies in both public and private housing
markets to ensure equal access for undocumented migrants.

Ensure unhindered access to emergency shelters, regardless of resi-
dence status.

« Removelegal and practical barriers: ensure that undocumented
individuals can sign a lease, deposit rent guarantees, and open
bank accounts.

- Establish firewalls between housing services and migration
enforcement, ensuring that access to housing does not depend
on a person’s migration status.

« Decriminalise renting to undocumented people: remove legal
penalties for renting to undocumented individuals, shifting the
focus to protecting people from exploitation.

Housing is not a privilege tied to a person’s migration status. Despite
housing being recognised as a fundamental human right, undocumented
migrants continue to have this right systematically denied. As homeless-
ness rates rise across Europe and EU institutions, along with member
states, try torespond, it is essential to ensure that undocumented people
are notleft behind. Failing to do so isboth a failure of policy and abreach
of human rights obligations.

Ajoint PICUM-
FEANTSA report,
ontheissue of
homelessness and
access to housing
for undocumented
migrants, focusing
on undocumented
children, families,
and young people,
is scheduled for
publicationin late
2025. The report will
analyse relevant
frameworks and
practices in several
EU member states.

HOMELESS IN EUROPE: MIGRATION AND ASYLUM

17



ENDNOTES - What Can Be Done to Address Housing and Homelessness of Undocumented Migrants?
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to undocumented migrants, often through temporary
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care and legal advice. Unlike state-run shelters, LVV
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pp-16-19.

20 Forabetter overview of theimpact of homelessness
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2021,

21 For more, read PICUM, 2021,
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irregular situation may risk a fine and/or imprisonment
based onrules on facilitation of stay; a further seven EU
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fromrenting due to their migration status. If atenantis
found to be disqualified after passing the initial check,
landlords must notify the Home Office “as soon as rea-
sonably practicable” to avoid liability.

24 In 2024 alone, 142 human rights defenders in the
EU faced judicial proceedings for supporting migrants,
including providing shelter. For more, read PICUM,
2025,

25

26 See also Carrera et al., 2018,

27

laying down mini-
mum rules to prevent and counter the facilitation of
unauthorised entry, transit and stay in the Union, and
replacing Council Directive 2002/90/EC and Council
Framework Decision 2002/946 JHA, Article 3, par. 1a.

28 For further analysis of the new Facilitation Direc-
tive, read PICUM, 2024,

29

establishing a
common system for the return of third-country na-
tionals staying illegally in the Union, and repealing
Directive 2008/115/EC of the European Parliament and
the Council, Council Directive 2001/40/EC and Council
Decision 2004/191/EC

30 For further commentary read PICUM, 2025,
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Experimental Housing
Solutions for Migrant
Homelessness in ltaly

By Nicolo Cassano, Caritas Cuneo Fossano;
Elisa Gondolo, Housing and Migration Officer,
Social Cooperative “Momo”, Cuneo; Paolo
Infurna, Housing Sector Contact Person,
Mondoaltro Religion and Worship Foundation,
Caritas Diocesan Agrigento; and Caterina
Cortese, Social Policy and Senior Research
Officer, fio.PSD ETS (Italian Federation of
Organizations working Homeless People)

As migrant homelessness rises in Italy, two community-based
projects are offering new models of support. In Cuneo, the
Accoglienza Diffusa 2.0 project evolved from seasonal worker
housing into year-round accommodation with tailored support,
helping migrants transition from precarious work to stable living.
In Agrigento, Casa Rahab assists migrants leaving reception
centres by offering housing, legal aid, language training, and active
involvement in community life.

This article explores how both initiatives challenge fragmented
services and short-term solutions, showing that migrant-centred,
integrated approaches can foster autonomy, dignity, and real
paths to inclusion.

In recent years, the presence of people with difficult migra-
tion paths has been substantial in traditional services for the
people facing homelessness (night shelters, food distribution
services, street outreach, soup kitchens, but also housing pro-
grams). This population is characterised by social, economic
and health needs, but also specific needs more closely linked
to the protection of human and international rights or the
regulation of documentation processes. In such cases, it is
easy to slip into a situation of severe marginalisation, where
poor work, physical and mental health are combined with
precarious and unstable legal conditions.

Italy has along tradition of migration flows. It has always been
aportof arrival for migrants from the Mediterranean route. In
thelast ISTAT survey on Homeless people, published in 2015, it
was noted that foreigners in Italy accounted for 58% of the es-
timated 50,724 people, with an increase of almost 10% between
the 2011 and 2015 surveys. These were migrants from North
African countries (Morocco and Tunisia) and Eastern Europe
(Romania). The conflicts in Afghanistan, Ukraine, and between
Israel and Palestine have led to an increase in the number of
refugees and war victims, many of whom, fortunately, receive
support services. Additionally, the Balkan route is commonly
used by migrants from Eastern Europe to reach Italy.

A study carried out by fio.PSD (Federazione Italiana Or-
ganismi Persone Senza Dimora - Italian Federation of Or-
ganisations for the Homeless) among its members at the
beginning of 2020 showed an increase in the homeless pop-
ulation of between 10% and 20%, linking this figure to the
increase in migration flows. New comers often have per-
sonal histories shaped by difficult migration experiences.
They frequently face challenges in securing stable employ-
ment and achieving independence, with their living condi-
tions further worsened by poor health, addiction issues, or
a lack of documentation and long-term residence permits.
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Many third-sector organisations point out the attention to the fact that
migrant people experiencing precarious and vulnerable living conditions
are atrisk of becoming homeless. The precarious residential status, the
lack of affordable housing and discrimination in the housing market,
and opportunities outside the reception system, and difficulty in finding
employment can all represent barriers to gaining independence and
improving migrants’ living conditions.

The problem is not being a migrant but the vulnerable conditions and
trajectories they experience. For example, some migrants establish
economic and working ties in Italy (as in the case of the Cuneos’ project)
but are unable to build a dignified life for themselves due to poorly paid
and seasonal work. They often turn to the reception circuit and home-
less services to solve their basic needs. Newcomer citizens who lack
immediate access to a regular residence permit in their host country
risk becoming part of the phenomenon known in Anglo-Saxon countries
as ‘overstayers' - irregular immigrants who, despite losing their regular
residence status, remain in the country and live in highly precarious and
insecure conditions. Lastly, individuals who are excluded from, or have
exited migrant reception systems, and are not yet prepared to manage life
independently, often become vulnerable and turn to homeless services
to meet their basic needs, including healthcare, shelter, psychological
support, and legal assistance (as in the case of Agrigento’s project).

Below are two examples of projects within the fio.PSD national network
that focus on migrants at risk of becoming homeless.

The territories of Cuneo and Saluzzo (Piedmont, Northern Italy) are
areas with a strong agricultural vocation. During the summer period,
harvesting work in the fields leads to an increased demand for season-
al labour. Every year, hundreds of workers, often foreign citizens from
low-threshold services and other Italian regions, move to this area to
obtain employment opportunities in agriculture. Within this context, the
‘Accoglienza Diffusa 2.0’ project was born. Itis a good practice created to
respond to the housing and social needs of these workers, offering them
not only a roof but also human and professional support.

Since 2018, the project has been developed thanks to a Memorandum
of Understanding chaired by the Prefecture of Cuneo together with the
Piedmont Region, business associations, and trade unions, and signed

by 11 municipalities in the Province of Cuneo. The initial objective was
to provide support (from June to November) for 225 seasonal workers
in temporary accommodations and apartments. The aim was to avoid
informal settlements or situations of degradation, and to guarantee
decent living and working conditions.

Since 2020, the social cooperatives Momo, Fiordaliso and Emmanuele,
together with the Caritas Diocesana of Cuneo-Fossano, have launched
a second project called “Presidio” to provide 40 seasonal shelters in the
regional provinces. The multidisciplinary team works side by side with
the beneficiaries, offering concrete support during the collection period.

In 2021, the operators affirmed that the majority of seasonal workers live
in the country on a permanent basis, have documents and residency in
Italy, but are unable to access affordable housing. They are often housed
in night shelters or low-threshold services during the winter period,
and migrant workers find themselves living homeless. Social workers
decided to listen to the workers to understand their needs and design
anew solution.

In 2022, the “Accoglienza Diffusa 2.0” project was born. The promoting
organisations decided to support two apartments throughout the year,
providing accommodation and personalised care for 15 young men,
mainly of sub-Saharan origin, aged between 20 and 35. Each of them
will receive personalised support covering all aspects of their lives:
from legal and health services to access to employment, from training
to bureaucratic support.

Since 2023, the two shelters have had the solid support of the Common
Ground project and have welcomed victims and potential victims of
labour exploitation, giving continuity to the tried and tested path.

The innovative elements of the project were:

« Bottom-up design, listening to the needs of seasonal migrant
workers experiencing homelessness

« Recognising that the temporary nature of services is not sufficient
to meet people’s ongoing needs

« Theempowerment of the beneficiaries, who offered an economic
contribution to the housing costs

« Community work involving public institutions, associations,
social and health services.
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Thanks to the “Accoglienza diffusa 2.0” project, it has also been possible
to setup apprenticeships, vocational and language training courses and
socialisation activities, opening up new prospects of integration for the
beneficiaries.

“Accoglienza diffusa 2.0” represents an example of territorial integra-
tion and social inclusion, representing the evolution from a model of
seasonal accommodation to a model of permanent housing for the most
vulnerable workers.

CasaRahabis a place of welcome and support for people in situations of
housing fragility, located in the city of Agrigento (Sicily, Southern Italy)
and managed by the Diocesan Caritas of Agrigento and the Mondoal-
tro Foundation. It focuses on migrants who are leaving institutional
care, often without having acquired the necessary skills to build an
independent life project. In this transitional phase, when the risk of ex-
treme marginalisation is very high, Casa Rahab offers a space for rest,
orientation, and new beginnings. Thanks to its proximity to the island
of Lampedusa (traditional landing point for people from North Africa),
many of Casa Rahab's beneficiaries are migrants who need support to
start an independent life.

The approach adopted is based on a holistic vision of the person. The
welcome offered goes beyond simple access to accommodation: each
beneficiary is included in a shared path that links the various services
active within the Mondoaltro Foundation. Specialised social workers offer
individual listening sessions, training courses, job placement, Italian
language courses and volunteer opportunities. This method is useful in
tackling two recurrent problems: the fragmentation of services and the
lack of accessibility. The people welcomed often do not know how the
local context works, they do not know the language and have difficulties
understanding the opportunities available. The aim of Casa Rahab is to
make social intervention as clear, coordinated and accessible as possible.

Casa Rahab is not a traditional care service. The active participation of
the residents is encouraged. Beneficiaries take care of the common ar-
eas, contribute to the day-to-day management of the house and, where
possible, volunteer for activities such as serving in the foundation’s soup
kitchen. This involvement creates a sense of belonging, strengthens re-
lationship skills and promotes a gradual but solid path of empowerment.

In our territory, migrants who find themselves in a situation of home-
lessness face very specific difficulties. The resources available are few
and poorly coordinated, while the needs are complex and often ignored.
One of the most serious problems is the lack of access to information:
from the first moments of their arrival, people are confronted with
ineffective communication methods that prevent them from having a
real understanding of their rights and obligations. Many do not know, for
example, thatleaving an institutional reception centre meanslosing the
right to housing and that a declaration of hospitality is required in order
toregularise their situation. This single bureaucratic step, multiplied by
hundreds of people without stable housing, makes access to regularisa-
tion virtually impossible. This creates a cumbersome mechanism that
feeds on itself and ends up blocking any path to autonomy. In this con-
text, information is a fundamental pillar to overcome the difficulties in
accessing rights and services. Casa Rahab offersliteracy courses, cultural
mediation, support in accessing social and health services, and legal
advice to help people escape a sense of disorientation and invisibility.

Casa Rahabis also a promoter of dialogue and collaboration in the terri-
tory, organising events such as the Festa del Vicinato and the World Café,
which foster a climate of trust and inclusion. This approach to social ad-
vocacy aims to build a shared future by strengthening the community’s
resources and responding to the real needs of the territory. Casa Rahab
isalaboratory of social innovation, where diversity meets and new life
possibilities are built.

HOMELESS IN EUROPE: MIGRATION AND ASYLUM

22



Hospitality' and Migration:
Housing First for those
Excluded from Housing First

By Benjamin Damasco, Hospitality Project Manager,
Métropole de Lyon

This article explores how the Métropole de Lyon in France is
reimagining migrant reception policies by adapting the principles
of Housing First to populations traditionally excluded from such
programmes, in particular undocumented migrants. Faced

with state inaction and legal barriers, local authorities and civil
society have created alternative housing models, including tiny
homes and squats. These solutions emphasise stability, dignity,
and community, while the article acknowledges the limitations of
temporary fixes and the ongoing need to embed hospitality within
public policy frameworks.

The first reception of migrants in France is under the jurisdic-
tion of the State. Its strategy, set out in a national multi-annual
plan, provides broad guidelines for the reception of asylum
seekers and refugees. However, year after year, the quality of
thisreception has declined, as denounced by the associations
working to support exiled individuals.?

In addition to further undermining the lives of displaced
people, this deterioration has effectively shifted the burden of
homelessness caused by a shortage of accommodation, onto
local authorities and citizens, each of whom is compelled to
act at their own level to help.

Itis against this backdrop that reception policies have emerged
in France since 2020, taking different forms and operating on
various scales, and driven by collective actions of all kinds. The
common denominator of these policies is the desire to act on
behalf of the most vulnerable peopleliving in the area, beyond
the simple legal framework.

There are many motivations behind this commitment. Firstly,
the public health crisis is partly overcoming silo approaches,
enabling action that places people at the centre (particularly
in the case of homelessness), while at the same time giving
local authorities the opportunity to get involved outside the
regulatory framework alone. Secondly, the highly mediatised
displacement of populations (e.g., Afghanistan or Ukraine)
which is mobilising civil society throughout Europe. And lastly,
for some local authorities (including the Métropole de Lyon),
the elections in spring 2020 saw the arrival of new leaders with
a strong social commitment in several of France’s major cities.

This renewal of the executive at the head of the Lyon Met-
ropolitan Council led to two major changes: a commitment
to meet its obligations to provide shelter for certain groups
(e.g., single women with young children, or unaccompanied
minors), and acommitment to do so in line with the principles
of Housing First.

In France, despite their vulnerability, migrants are large-
ly excluded from mainstream housing provision. This
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is due to one simple factor: the lack of a residence permit. In
France, access to social housing requires a residence permit, which
many migrant people do not have. As a result, Housing First pro-
grammes are largely inaccessible to this segment of the population.
As for private rental housing, it is already a complex and challenging
process for residents of the European Union, so there is little prospect
of finding a large-scale solution to the housing exclusion of migrants
within the private sector.

This is where the Métropole de Lyon intends to take action. Until 2020,
the above-mentioned housing obligations were only partially met, and
in a poor way. Only a few families were accommodated in hotels, with
no regular social support and no long-term viability for this accommo-
dation. The precariousness of this accommodation made it difficult for
migrants to recover, rest and take steps that could eventually lead to
regularisation and thus access to housing.

The change in the majority will allow the opening of lodgements, which
are intended to move away from the traditional French emergency shel-
ters. These solutions are based on the principles of Logement d'Abord
(Housing First), offering increased social support, a stabilising length
of stay and, above all, a space that we want to be considered as housing.
Not just in its form, but in the way it is lived in.

The lodgement offered (tiny houses, small collective structures) allow
people to find or rediscover ahome. The aim is to finally resume a normal
life: to have a key, to be able to invite someone to stay within the frame-
work set by and for the inhabitants of these sites, to have a private kitchen
or bathroom, etc. These considerations may seem elementary, but they
are not part of the everyday life in accommodation facilities in France.

The end of care is also not a burden for people. The managers of these
institutions are committed to ensuring continuity of care, and people
leave these institutions for three reasons:

- administrative changes allowing access to social housing;

» tomove toahousing solution more suited to the family situation
if this has changed (new birth, arrival of a spouse, etc.);

» toleave the site if the person no longer complies with the rules
established collectively.

The philosophy behind these projects is clear: to put an end to the per-
manent state of emergency by providing places where people can rest,

organise themselves, plan ahead, have territorial integration, create
links and create or strengthen solidarity networks around them, with
the aim of promoting social inclusion and facilitate their long-term
cohesion into local life.

Furthermore, the transition from a collective housing system to an in-
dividual habitat system is a real plus. This is particularly true for people
living in tiny houses and vacant apartments acquired by the Metropolitan
Council, as they have a self-contained, independent space with technical
characteristics similar to or equal to those of a home.

However, this ‘shelter’ policy does not solve everything. The lack of reg-
ularisation continues to block access to permanent housing. The high
number of situations of this kind means that facilities have to be opened
to more people, who have to share more private spaces (e.g., kitchens,
bathrooms). The transition to other services takes along time, especially
when the Metropole Council's responsibility ends, and the accommoda-
tion often remains temporary.

Also, it is not just about housing. It is about recognising that everyone,
migrant or not, needs a stable place to rebuild their lives. The attention
paid to the quality of housing, the identification of sites that are not
always on the outskirts of the city to enable them to become part of a dy-
namic neighbourhood life, the provision of comprehensive support (e.g.,
health, schooling, childcare, learning French) are all factors that enable
the Métropole to affirm that recovery depends on the right to housing.

The fact remains that people who do not fall within the Métropole’s
responsibility are still excluded, even if they live in the area by other
means. That is why, in parallel with the development of these sites, the
Lyon Métropole has chosen to embark on a more complex path: exploring
the precarious housing sites known as squats.

While the issue of reception and its deployment as a public policy allows
local authorities to position themselves alongside citizens, they can go
further through the material resources at their disposal. The question
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of mobilising their resources mainly concerns the public for whom they
are responsible, but this mobilisation is being gradually extended to all
rough sleepers at the request of collectives® and associations.

However, the pace at which these properties are made available seems
very slow to collectives working with people who have no accommoda-
tion or housing solution. Occupation then begins without the landlord’s
permission, and with it the cycle of legal proceedings that weighs on the
residents and their supporters.

Inorder tolimit this phenomenon, the idea of formalising these occupa-
tions emerged at the start of the term of office of the municipal executive.
The work is still in progress and the local authorities are gradually estab-
lishing forms of occupation, either by allowing precarious housing to be
maintained for a certain period of time, or by making vacant buildings
available to associations and entrusting them with the management and
financing of the life of these places (e.g., water, insurance). To reduce the
risks to these spaces, social and technical interventions are also carried
out, while at the same time providing an insight into community organ-
isation in order to combat the tendency to occupy these spaces.

Nevertheless, squatting should not be seen as a final solution, because
it remains the result of the failure of several public policies (reception
of precarious people, protection of vulnerable people, or even urban
planning), to which the only response remains decent housing under
the rule of law. As always, there are exceptions, with sites offering very
decent living conditions. However, it is the methods of organising, re-
ceiving, and supporting the most vulnerable people that should inspire
the institutions, and not the physical support (in short, vacant and de-
teriorated buildings).

The fact remains that this type of organisation brings migrants closer
to the principles of Housing First. The denial of a number of their rights
does not prevent migrants from imagining, organising and determining
how they want to live in these places.

For these squats are first and foremost places where people live. The
choice of the term ‘inhabitant’ by supporters and those involved when
talking about the people who live there is not unimportant. Rules and
regulations have been established that help to institutionalise these
spaces. They include a series of rules that make these sites places of rest
close to the home concept (for example: respect for individual spaces,
secure locking of the front door to ensure separation between outside
and inside, collective maintenance of common spaces to ensure decency,
combating over-occupation to make life as peaceful as possible, etc.).

Soyes, these places are much more precarious than the reception sites
mentioned above. There is less social support, and it is up to the res-
idents themselves to emphasise community dynamics. However, the
commitment of local authorities to these issues, which they see as a first
step, makes it possible to think more broadly about the ways in which
an institution can participate in a dynamic of hospitality, even though
hospitality is by its very nature a non-institutional gesture.

Inthe face of increasing exclusion and the erosion of the right to housing,
some local authorities are adopting reception as a principle of public
action. This is not an insignificant choice. It shakes up the usual frame-
works of social policy, and creates space for hospitality.

Talking about hospitality in an institution means accepting a degree of
uncertainty and trial and error, where the norm that the authorities are
supposed to guarantee requires stability.

Sociologist Anne Gotman describes hospitality as a ‘bricolage’ of margins
and overflows. It is in these margins, in these incomplete and shifting
forms of reception, that tomorrow’s rules are invented. By observing (how
people live in the interstices), by allowing ourselves to be questioned, by
being open to the solutions that people themselves propose. Tomorrow’s
rules emerge from this trial and error, when the expected effects are
observed and people’s rights are strengthened, because they are based
on listening to the people affected by these rights.

This shift is essential: by recognising that people have the capacity to
transform the public arena, to participate in shaping the public policies
we reserve for them, we enter into a relationship of exchange that does
not exist in policies of control and exclusion. As a result, the public policy
of hospitality becomes a permanent search for ways to integrate the
gestures of hospitality into the law, allowing for trial and error in order
to continuously feed this public policy.
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ENDNOTES - Hospitality and Migration: Housing First for those Excluded from Housing First

1 Tobeintended as reception capacity.
2

3 Groups of citizens organised informally around a
cause, in this case helping people in very vulnerable
situations.
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Permanent Temporariness:
The Situation of Refugees
and Migrants at Risk of
Homelessness in Poland

/ é , By Aneta Szarfenberg, PhD candidate, The Maria
.

, Grzegorzewska University.

s
Aneta Szarfenberg explores the growing issue of homelessness
and housing precarity among refugees and migrants in Poland,
with a focus on Ukrainian refugees. Drawing from new research
and lived experiences, the article highlights five interlinked
mechanisms contributing to “permanent temporariness” for
foreigners. Structural and legal barriers, psychosocial impact
(inculding trauma), and fragmented support systems create
long-term institutional dependency. The piece also underlines the
essential, though under-resourced, role of NGOs and the informal
cooperation networks propping up Poland'’s inadequate state
response.

Approximately 31,000 people living in institutions and
non-residential spaces are considered homeless in Poland
(single-night census, February 2024). Among them, foreign-
ers constitute a relatively small but steadily growing group
(around 1,800 people, an increase of 250% since 2019). Over
29,000 Ukrainian refugees live in collective accommodation
centres—these individuals are not officially recognised as
homeless.

A studyis currently being conducted on homelessness and the
risk of homelessness among foreigners in Poland (Szarfenberg
etal., 2025"), with a special focus on the situation of Ukrainian
refugees. The research includes (besides data analysis) 52 in-
dividual interviews: 15 with refugees, 5 with representatives of
various levels of government, 8 with representatives of public
support institutions, and the rest with representatives of NGO
and managers of collective accommodation centres. Below, I
present the preliminary findings from this study.

The analysis of migrants’ situations was based on a theoret-
ical model adapted from Pleace’s typology, which identifies
two key drivers of homelessness among foreigners: (1) legal
conditions regulating residence and associated entitlements,
and (2) access to the social support system (welfare regime).
This concept was further developed by Ryszard Szarfenberg
and served as the main theoretical framework for the present
research. The final model identifies five mechanismsleading
to homelessness among migrants:

1. Structural-economic mechanisms: Availability of
housing, barriers in the housing market, income ine-
qualities, and their impact on the residential stability
of migrants and refugees. The research found that sys-
temic solutions focus mainly on short-term assistance,
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with limited pathways to protected or social housing. Foreigners
usually seek housing in large cities, where jobs are easier to find
but housing is more expensive. At the same time, loss of employ-
ment or health leads to the immediate loss of residential stability.
Particularly vulnerable groups (people with disabilities, seniors,
and large families) who cannot support themselves through work
tend to use collective facilities, where temporary and emergency
stays often turn into permanent residence.

2. Psychosocial mechanisms: Trauma, migration-related stress,
socialisolation, and the emotional consequences of lacking stable
accommodation. Respondents highlighted the lack of systemic
psychological and integration support—such services are mostly
provided by NGOs or only occasionally available. Long-term resi-
dence ininstitutions fosters passive compliance, stagnation, and
deepening social isolation, further exacerbating psychological
difficulties and unprocessed traumas. The challenge is the feeling
of permanent temporariness, lack of agency, dependency on the
support system, very limited choices (e.g., of companions), and
the daily reality of institutional regimes (including rules and
sometimes restricted access to basic amenities).

3. Socio-economic mechanisms: Limited access to employment,
non-recognition of professional qualifications, low income, and
restricted opportunities for economic development, all affecting
the ability to maintain stable housing conditions. The study con-
firms that the main risks for those threatened with homelessness
are the lack of stable employment and low income, as well as
the non-recognition of qualifications. Those who could achieve
independence in the open labour and housing market have left
collective facilities. Those who remain are people who, due to
age, health, or life circumstances, cannot become independent,
that is, afford rent and function without support.

4. Discriminatoryand exclusionary mechanisms: Discriminatory
practices in the housing market and support institutions hinder
accesstoassistance andlead to social exclusion. Participants point
toracism and discrimination from landlords, who often refuse to
rent to foreigners, especially those from outside Europe. Migrants
face additional requirements, such as higher deposits or proof of
income. For those without regularised status, exclusion is even
deeper—they have no right to most social (and housing) services
and avoid formal contact with institutions for fear of deportation.

5. Legalandinstitutional mechanisms: Administrative procedures,
legal regulations, uncertainty regarding legal status, and their
impact on access to housing support. The research shows that
the Polish refugee support system is split into two main tracks:
for Ukrainian refugees (UKR) and for other refugees (with three
subgroups: those with regularised residence, those inlegalisation
procedures, and those without the right to legal residence). Thus,
rights and obligations vary for people in different groups. In this
diversity, there is a lack of coordinated cooperation between
institutions; siloed public sectors (e.g., crisis management and
social welfare), information gaps, and limited competencies make
effective support challenging.

Foreigners represent an increasingly large segment of Poland’'s home-
less—and an even larger number are at risk of homelessness. Both
concepts are difficult to define clearly (and thus, the scale of the phe-
nomenon is hard to estimate). In the first case, this is due to collective
accommodation sites, which were initially intended to be temporary but
have now, for the fourth year, served as “home” for particularly vulner-
able groups: people with disabilities, seniors, and single parents with
children (mostly mothers). At the same time, practically all foreigners
without resources and/or stable income enabling them to rent (or buy)
housing are at risk of homelessness—especially those with irregular
status (including those in legalisation procedures, who are unable to
work for the first six months).

The study of Polish support practices revealed several specific features
of the support system:

1. Siloed systems (crisis management, social welfare, education,
etc.) and individual institutions operate in parallel within their
competencies, with little information flow and nojoint planning
of actions for the same individuals.
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2. The actions of public institutions are strictly limited by legal
frameworks. In practice, situations arise that are not addressed
by law—for example, people with UKR status “illegally” (rarely)
staying in shelters for the homeless, or the existence of (few)
private collective accommodation centres for Ukrainian refugees
not subject to state oversight.

3. NGOs were the first entities to respond actively to emerging
needs. To the extent their financial resources allow (and these
resources are decreasing), they provide integration, psycholog-
ical, activation, child-care, and advisory support. Two aspects
are characteristic: first, that informal cooperation between local
government and NGOs—funded mainly from external grants or
the organisations’ own resources—was perceived by most study
participants as a sign of an effective support system; second, that
NGOs provide specialist, expert support, including training for
public institution staff.

4. Intervention support—for example, referral to another facility or
provision of specialist assistance (both intersectoral and within
sectors)—is based on personal relationships among committed
individuals. This means that the most effective cooperation oc-
curs when staff members know each other personally and can
directly connect to seek appropriate help for their clients, making
it possible to solve any problem.

5. Permanent temporariness shapes a passive life attitude. Residents
of collective accommodation centres have “learned” to live in such
institutions. Everything they need is provided for them. They feel
that the period of waiting for change may last for many years and
that, for them, the situation may never change. These people
also often have nowhere (and nothing) to return to after the war.

At the macro level (from the country’s perspective), these difficult situa-
tions affect a clear minority. Of around 900,000 Ukrainian refugees, about
29,000 live “permanently” in temporary accommodation centres—people
who, due to their condition, will likely never achieve independence on
the housing market. A comparison with the number of “Polish home-
less people” (about 31,000 according to the 2024 census) highlights one
dimension of Polish reality.

At the micro level (from the perspective of individuals and families), these

are overlapping traumas, sometimes helplessness, and sometimes old
age and/or disability, which cause people to get stuck in a system that
perpetuates powerlessness. In the most difficult, dead-end situations
are people and/or families with complicated legal statuses.

At the other end of the spectrum are staff and volunteers of support in-
stitutions and organisations, who experience (or are at risk of) burnout,
mainly due to their powerlessness in the face of legal provisions and
limited resources. Refugee centres were created as short-term accom-
modation and were not equipped with tools for social work, motivation,
orintegration (as is the case for migrants supported through individual
integration programs). There is no such offer for Ukrainian refugees;
collective accommodation centres only provide (by law) lodging and
meals. Thanks to NGO support, “soft” services (psychological, educa-
tional, integration) were available, but their accessibility is diminishing
as American government funding is cut.

The findings above illustrate the complexity of systemic solutions in
Poland. Challenges related to housing for the homeless (or those living
in precarious housing conditions) are nothing new—they have long been
the subject of debate. However, one could argue that foreigners, espe-
cially refugees at risk of homelessness, lay bare the weaknesses of the
housing system. They also highlight the importance of cultural contexts
in defining who is “us” and who is “other”—which becomes particularly
significant in a context of housing scarcity.

“Nine years of temporary residence in a centre.”

Reza3, acitizen of Iran, left his homeland out of fear of persecution. After
several years in Bulgaria, he emigrated again with his family (his wife is
a Bulgarian citizen), also due to fears of repression. He reached Poland
via Norway and Austria. He describes himself as entrepreneurial: he
holds a PhD, has experience advising governments on economic matters,
and ran his own restaurant. He is looking for a safe home, but due to the
Dublin Regulation, he cannot find one anywhere. For nine years, Reza
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haslived with his wife and five daughtersin a single room in a reception
centre. Two of his daughters have no citizenship at all, as they were born
in countries where their parents were denied legal residence.

“A post-soviet family.”

Nino is a Georgian woman with Ukrainian citizenship, the daughter of
an Armenian father and a Ukrainian mother, lived with her parents in
Georgia until age 15, then the family moved to Ukraine. Her husband is
from Chechnya and has Russian citizenship. Nino, holding Ukrainian
citizenship, and her children, who hold Russian citizenship, applied for
and were granted international protection in Poland, as their differing
citizenships made it impossible for the family to apply together under the
same legal basis. Now the woman and her children have legal residency
in Poland, but her husband remains without a regularised status. This
is the result of their migration history—he received a negative decision
and, due to the current regulations, cannot reapply for status, meaning
he resides in Poland illegally. For a year, his application for humanitar-
ian stay has been pending; during this time, he has no right to health
insurance, cannot work, and cannot legally live with his family in sup-
ported housing. He also has no documents, as all were taken during the
legalisation procedure, and his temporary certificate has expired. Nino
works and is awaiting social housing with her children.
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ENDNOTES - Permanent Temporariness: The Situation of Refugees and Migrants at Risk of Homelessness in Poland

1 SzarfenbergA.,SzarfenbergR., Mostowska M., Bificzy-
cka E., Teliuk O.: Analysis of the risk of homelessness
among foreigners in Poland in the period 15.01.2025-
31.05.2025. Research report., National Federation for
Solving the Problem of Homelessness, Habitat for Hu-
manity Foundation, Warsaw, 2025

2 The fact that some foreigners are not allowed to
stay in shelters for people experiencing homelessness
does not result from a single legal provision explicitly
prohibiting it. Rather, it stems from a combination of
legal regulations, administrative interpretations, and
institutional limitations. Below is a step-by-step expla-
nation of the situation:

i. No explicit ban - but also no legal basis: Polish law
does not contain any provision that directly prohibits
foreigners from staying in shelters. However, the

defines who is entitled to institutional
support, including shelter. One of the eligibility criteria
is having a place of residence on the territory of Poland
and meeting certain income and social conditions. For-
eigners withoutlegal residence status or those without
a PESEL number may not meet these requirements,
which leads social assistance centers (OPS) to deny
them services.

ii. Article 5 of the Social Assistance Act: This article
outlines which categories of foreigners are eligible for
social assistance. It includes only the following groups:
(a) foreigners with a permanent residence permit or
long-term EU resident status, (b) foreigners with in-
ternational protection (refugee status or subsidiary
protection), (c) citizens of Ukraine covered by temporary
protection (under the so-called special act).

Foreigners outside these categories — such as those
with pending applications, without documentation, with
negative decisions, or victims of trafficking awaiting
status — are not entitled to services such as access to
shelters.

iii. Shelters as a form of social assistance: According to
the 2019 regulation of the

,ashelteris considered aninstitutional
service delivered by social assistance centers. To ac-
cess a shelter, a person must receive an administrative
decision issued by the OPS. However, such a decision
can only be granted to an eligible person. If a foreigner
lacks legal residence status or a PESEL number, the
OPS cannot issue this decision, which makes a formal
referral to a shelter impossible.

iv. Institutional practices - a “soft ban™ In practice, many
shelters do assist foreigners, operating under the belief
that if someone is experiencing homelessness, they
should be provided with safe accommodation and sup-
port — regardless of their nationality. However, shelters
are not formally able to account for the costs of hosting
individuals without legal residence status. Fortunately,
many local governments do not strictly enforce reim-
bursement procedures for shelter stays. As a result,
overnight support for foreigners without regulated
status (as well as those under UKR status) often takes
place outside the formal legal framework. Yet, due to the
humanitarian circumstances, this is generally tolerated,
and no negative consequences follow.

3 Forboth example cases, names have been changed.
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Aspects of Trauma-informed
Carein the Organisation of a
Refugee Shelter

v
r % ;| ByLevente Rész, Former deputy head of accommodation
% | service for Ukrainian refugees, BMSZKI

Levente Rész outlines how BMSZKI's (Budapest) homeless
shelter was urgently adapted into a refugee facility after Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine. With no prior training or infrastructure, staff
responded to layered traumas (flight, family separation, and
long-term uncertainty) especially affecting Roma families. The
article details how trauma-informed care was gradually built

into the space through family rooms, communal kitchens, child-
focused programming, and NGO partnerships. What began as an
emergency shelter evolved into a space balancing basic care with
dignity, routine, and improvised community.

On 24 February, 2022, Russia launched a military operation
against Ukraine, which triggered a massive wave of refugees
toward the country’s borders—and thus toward Hungary—
from practically the first day of the war. According to UNHCR
data, approximately two million individual border crossings
into Hungary occurred during the first year. Since the Hun-
garian government had pursued an intentionally anti-refu-
gee policy and public communication strategy after the 2015
refugee crisis, the previously functioning refugee support
system had been significantly dismantled, leaving Hungary
unprepared for the 2022 crisis.

From the very first days of the war, the Municipality of Budapest
immediately began to provide care for refugees arriving in the
capital. On 26 February, 2022—just three days after the start
of the war—BMSZKI established a 100-person refugee shelter
at its transitional accommodation on Gyali Road, which was
originally designed as a hostel for homeless people, with a total
capacity of 300 beds, including a so-called “workers’ hostel”
accommodation as well. The shelter was set up in a separately
accessible wing of the building that had previously served a
different function.

The initial duty staff of the rapidly established new service
was made up primarily of employees from BMSZKI's other
homeless services. From this group, by around the second
month, a core team of about 30 people emerged, all of whom
took on regular shifts on a part-time basis. From the end of
April, we were able to recruit a team of social workers to han-
dle the numerous tasks beyond basic operations. Until then,
the staff of the homeless hostel tried—mostly in an ad-hoc,
crisis-response manner— to handle refugee-related issues.

The professional team was formed with the support of two
international organisations: Terre des Hommes Hungary
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and the Hungarian branch of SOS Children’s Villages. Thanks to their
support, during the first year, five social workers, two children’s program
animators, two part-time psychologists, and one personal assistant
were employed.

Between the opening in February and the end of the first year, a total of
535 people passed through the institution. In the first two months, most
of them stayed for just a few days, in transit. From May onward, the shel-
ter’s long-term residents were mainly Transcarpathian Roma families
who lacked a Western European network to move on to.

It is important to emphasise that in this case, it was not a refugee aid
organisation but a homeless service that had to create and operate a
refugee facility overnight—without special training, relevant experience,
or targeted funding. In the first days, all we had were the building, 100
beds, and a few dozen lockers. Turning this into a program that offered
not only shelter but also social, legal, and psychological support required
not only the backing of the two large international organisations but
also the contributions of dozens of domestic and international NGOs
and countless volunteers, who thankfully were ready to help from the
very beginning.

From the outset, trauma-informed care was both our goal and our need.
However, due to the lack of targeted tools, it could primarily be reflected
in our approach and the tone of our professional work. Still, it was not
difficult to grasp the dimensions and content of the trauma. Even though
we, as professionals in homeless services, were used to helping people
with complex trauma, we knew we would be facing different challenges
here.

The core traumas experienced by the refugees were as follows:

» Trauma from flight - This was nearly universal among our clients.
Their stories almost always involved a physically exhausting, hurried
journey—long trips by car or train, many hours of waiting at the bor-
der, and sometimes even crossing through unofficial green borders.
During the first month, most arrivals—especially children—were
ill, exhausted, and often had fevers when they reached the shelter.

» Leaving behind home and physical safety - A common experience.
Theloss of familiar physical surroundings—homes, belongings—left
for an indefinite or even permanent period was a major crisis in itself.
Families arriving at the municipally operated shelter were typically
those with no savings or assets, meaning the goods they left behind
often represented a lifetime of work. Reports soon emerged from
semi-abandoned Transcarpathian villages that many empty homes
had been broken into and looted, down to the plumbing fixtures.

- Disintegration of social networks - Leaving home also meant leaving
behind extended family, relatives, and friends. Often, loved ones who
stayed behind were stuck in war zones or forced to flee separately,
placing them in danger as well. There were notable differences among
Ukrainian, Hungarian-speaking Transcarpathian, and Roma fami-
lies: while most Ukrainian and Hungarian-speaking families fled as
nuclear units, Roma families often fled in large, multi-generational
groups—6, 8, even 12-15 people together, and in one case, 25. Even so,
the elderly often stayed behind, and almost every evening, families
would anxiously video-call those left in Ukraine.

» Uncertainty about the future and livelihood - Another common
factor. Even for transit families with someone waiting for them in
Western Europe, reorganising life and finances from scratch was
a daunting and scary task. Roma families had some advantage, as
men had often worked seasonally in Hungary before and had some
contacts, particularly in Budapest’s construction industry. Still, this
did not always translate to current employment opportunities.

» Special vulnerability: children - Perhaps the most important trauma
aspect: children, the most vulnerable group, were subjected to the
same hardships as adults. From the beginning, a key goal was to relieve
children’s burdens and provide diverse, targeted programs for them.

Due to space limitations, below is a summary of the organisational
responses we developed to address these traumas:

« Private family rooms - Initially, the shelter operated in a transit
format, sometimes at 120-130% capacity. From May 2022, it hosted
long-term residents — mostly Roma families from Transcarpathia
without onward options. It became clear that their only remaining
resource was the safety and closeness of family, and that healing
could only occur in community settings. Thus, we restructured the
mass shelter into family units as much as possible. We arranged for
each family to have its own room or, in large rooms, used mobile
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dividers to create separate areas for two related families.

Kitchen installation - In the first year, meals were provided three
times daily by the Municipality of Budapest. While this was a great
help, as families settled in, the goal shifted to medium-term integra-
tion: children attending school or kindergarten, adults joining the
local workforce. This reintegration itself was a trauma-healing step.
With help from SOS International and Habitat for Humanity Hungary,
by December 2022, we established a spacious, fully equipped kitchen.
Cooking became a symbolic act of self-sufficiency, cultural continuity,
and family cohesion—especially important for the children.

On-site psychologist - With support from TDH, two psychologists
from the Trauma Centre worked three days a week, offering sessions
to both adults and children.

Children’s and family programs - With help from TDH and UNICEEF,
by the third month we had created a well-equipped playroom and
hired two full-time children’s program coordinators who ran daily
sessions. With the help of the Partners Hungary Foundation, we ran
weekly play therapy sessions. Numerous institutions and civil organ-
isations (including the Hungarian Scout Association, WarChild UK,
EMMA Association, FESZGYI, Ferencvaros Community Foundation,
Volunteer Center Foundation, Budapest Zoo § Botanical Garden)
organised dozens of programs. These shared the characteristics
of connecting civil society with our residents and involving whole
child groups or families. Ourresource limitations pushed us to seek
these external partnerships, and the community-based approach to
trauma recovery led to meaningful social connections and organi-
sational collaborations.
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Cover image: Photo of a poster found in Saint Gilles, Bruxelles (from https://
antifagraphics.org/)
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