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Irregular (‘undocumented’) migrants in Europe
Who do we mean?
Citizens of non EU countries who have not fulfilled their

conditions of entry or stay

Some enter without permission

Many enter legally, to work, join family, study or seek refuge, but do not comply 
with conditions of their visa, or overstay

Most recent estimate?
0.4% - 0.8% of the population of the EU 27 in 2008

3% - 6% of cities such as Ghent, Genoa & Rotterdam
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But recent refugees 
refused asylum are 
expected to swell 
numbers: EU return 
rate is 36%

Source: UNHCR



Utrecht,  2012 Barcelona, 2013-2014

Berlin protest, 2013

A European challenge

Many work or are supported by family and friends. Some become destitute, need 
shelter and essential services, posing policy challenges for national and local 
government

Grenfell Tower, London, 2017
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Drawing on our research & 

city learning-exchange initiative 

Research

National, regional & 

local responses to 

irregular migrants 

in EU28 

2012-2015 

Spencer, Hughes & Delvino

Local responses to children &    

ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ Ψbƻ wŜŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǘƻ 

Public FundsΩ in UK

2012-2015

Price & Spencer
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City Initiative on Irregular Migrants in 
Europe (C-MISE) 2017 –2019
Nine cities from eight countries:
Athens Lisbon
Barcelona Oslo
Frankfurt Stockholm
Ghent Utrecht
Gothenburg
Plus Helsinki & Zurich (Associate members)

Athens town hall, C-MISE meeting, January 2018



Expectation that cities will foster integration of 
regularmigrants

But not those 
whose status 
is irregular 
& subject to 
enforcement
action
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Yet European governments do recognise the 
need for access to some services

• All EU28 allow emergency health 
care (although some require 
payment)

• Some allow access to primary 
care, hospital care, maternity, 
treatment for infectious diseases, 
& full care for children

• School: Nine countries granted 
specific entitlement; law in most 
ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ΨŀƭƭΩ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǘƻ 
attend

Recent extensions to access:

ü Sweden 2013: Health care 
ΨǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ǇƻǎǘǇƻƴŜŘΩ ϧ 
full access for children to 
health care & school

ü Spain 2011: special residence 
permits for victims of 
domestic violence

ü UK 2012: Treatment for HIV
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Ψ!ƭƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŎŀǊŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 
carried out on the same 
premises and on the basis of 
the same requirements for 
quality, documentation and 
Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǎǳǇŜǊǾƛǎƛƻƴΦΦΩ

Swedish official inquiry on 
healthcare for undocumented 
migrants, 2011

Ψ¢ƘŜ ŘǊƛǾŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ 
ǿŀǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΧǘƘŜ 
growing body of evidence 
on the protection benefits 
of anti-retroviral drugs on 
onward HIV transmission. 
There was an international 
study in 2011 that was quite 
ŎƻƳǇŜƭƭƛƴƎΦΩ

UK government 
official, 2013

Nevertheless the policy norm on access to services is highly
restrictive, creating challenges for local government
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Why was access extended?



Ψ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ƘŜǊŜΣ ǎƻƳŜ 
in desperate need, dying on the 
streets or involved in crime. 
The national government does 
not have to bother with the 
ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŘŀȅΦΩ

Dutch city public health worker, 
2013

Ψ²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿΦ 
But if someone has something 
ǘƻ Ŝŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǘŜŀƭ 
to eat so providing food is also 
supporting the law. And 
providing food to live is a higher 
ŀƛƳ ǘƘŀƴ ƭŀǿ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜƳŜƴǘΦΩ

Greek city politician, 2013

City priorities can differ 
from those of 
national governments
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Some cities provide services beyond national 
expectations

• Health care

• Nursery education

• Shelter

• Legal advice & 
representation

• Language classes

• Birth certificates

• Assisting voluntary returns

• Skills training; job search

• Local ID cards

• Safe reporting for victims of 
ŎǊƛƳŜ ΨǎŀŦŜ ƛƴΣ ǎŀŦŜ ƻǳǘΩ

Provided directly by the 
city or in partnership with, 
or through, an NGO
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Why? Cities say exclusion prevents them 
achieving their goals

Homelessness, street sleeping

Crime prevention

Image of city: tourism, business

Public health; domestic violence

Resolving irregular status

Managing public services

Humanitarian; medical ethics

Legal duties; Child protection

Reputational risk
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Rules are 
stretched to
enable 
provision
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Ψ¢ƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ƛƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ Řƻ ƴƻǘ Ǉŀǎǎ 
on information on immigration 
status which they are aware of 
because someone is a victim of 
crime. That is not in writing 
anywhere but in practice they do 
ƴƻǘΦΩ

Belgian city 
official, 2013

Ψ!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅ 
knows that we also treat 
undocumented migrants 
this is never openly and 
ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘΦΩ

Austrian city-funded health 
care provider, 2013

Ψ¢ƘŜ ŦƻƻŘ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΧƛǎ ŦƻǊ ƭŜƎŀƭ 
residents but what is left is always given to the 
irregular migrants who come and no questions 
are asked about their residence status. There is 
ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŦƻǊ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ŎƻƳŜǎΦΩ

Greek city politician, 
2013



But that ambiguity is a problem for staff

Ψ¢ƘŜǊŜ is no policy. We have tried to be 
acknowledged but while everyone in 
the city administration knows the two 
of us and the work we are doing there 
is no visible recognition of ƛǘΧΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ is 
the biggest challenge in my job, 
acceptance and non acceptanceΦΩ

Social Worker with the homeless, 
Danish city, 2013
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…..and for NGOs

Ψ¸ƻǳ can see that it is all ad hoc rules here, with nothing written down, and we 
may not want to change that, in some ways. We operate in the grey zone where 
we know, after years of doing this, who to contact and who to avoid. But it is 
becoming more difficultΧΦΩ

Director, Irish NGO, 2013



Funding services

through NGOs
can be another way to 
avoid controversy, and 

reporting duties
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Ψ²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ bDh ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ 
us for funding they 
underlined the service 
would only be for legal 
residents. 

I said our condition 
would be that they ŘƻƴΩǘ 
ask about immigration 
ǎǘŀǘǳǎΦΩ 

Finnish city official, 2013

ΨbDhǎ ŀǊŜ ǎƻ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭΣ ŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎ ǳǎ 
to provide services in grey areas 
where not too many people are 
aware of it. If it is not too visible it 
ƛǎ ƻƪΦΩ

Dutch city official, 2013



Cities need to share experiences & learn 
from each other

City Initiative on Migrants with Irregular Status in Europe (C-
MISE) 2017-2019

• Cities meeting over two years

• Supported by Oxford Universities’ Global Exchange & invited 
experts 

• Initiative adopted by Eurocities Working Group on Migration and 
Integration

Aim:

• Share experiences, learn from each other 

• Produce guidance for municipalities across Europe – on which we 
need more examples please!; and four short videos

• Raise awareness of, & promote dialogue on, the challenges cities face

• Consider reforms at EU level which would help cities address the 
challenges effectively.
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Resources from COMPAS
• 5ŜƭǾƛƴƻΣ bΦ ϧ {ǇŜƴŎŜǊΣ {Φ όнлмпύΦ ΨLǊǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ Migrants in Italy: Law and Policy on Entitlements to 
{ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΦΩ http:// www.compas.ox.ac.uk/media/PR-2014-Irregular_Migrants_Italy.pdf

• 5ŜƭǾƛƴƻΣ bΦ όнлмтύΦ Ψ¢ƘŜ challenge of responding to irregular immigration: European, national and 
local policies addressing the arrival and stay of irregular migrants in the European ¦ƴƛƻƴΩΦ Background 
paper for COMPAS !ǳǘǳƳƴ !ŎŀŘŜƳȅ Ψ{ǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǊǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƛƴ 
9ǳǊƻǇŜΦΩ http://www.compas.ox.ac.uk/event/autumn-academy-2017-strategic-approaches-on-
irregular-migrants-in-europe/

• Delvino, N. (2017). European Cities and Migrants with Irregular Status: Municipal initiatives on the 
inclusion of irregular migrants in the provision of services. COMPAS report for C-MISE project. 
http:// www.compas.ox.ac.uk/2017/european-cities-and-migrants-with-irregular-status/

• PriceΣ WΦ ϧ {ǇŜƴŎŜǊΣ {Φ όнлмрύΦ Ψ{ŀŦŜƎǳŀǊŘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ ŘŜǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΥ [ƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǘƻ 
ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ Ψƴƻ ǊŜŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǘƻ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŦǳƴŘǎΩΦ hȄŦƻǊŘΥ /hat!{ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΦ 
https:// www.compas.ox.ac.uk/media/PR-2015-No_Recourse_Public_Funds_LAs.pdf

• Spencer, S. &IǳƎƘŜǎΣ ±Φ όнлмрύΦ ΨCǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŦƻǊ ƛǊǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΥ ƭŜƎŀƭ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ 
ƘŜŀƭǘƘŎŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ 9¦нуΩΦ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ IǳƳŀƴ wƛƎƘǘǎ [ŀǿ wŜǾƛŜǿ όсύΣ слп-616); 
and full report: https:// www.compas.ox.ac.uk/media/PR-2015-Outside_In_Mapping.pdf

• SpencerΣ {Φ όнлмсύΦ ΨtƻǎǘŎƻŘŜ [ƻǘǘŜǊȅ ŦƻǊ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ¦ƴŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŜŘ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΥ ǳƴǊŀǾŜƭƭƛƴƎ ŀƴ ǳƴŜǾŜƴ 
ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƻŦ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ¦ƴƛƻƴΩΦ American Behavioural Scientist. 
Doi:10.1177/0002764216664945

• {ǇŜƴŎŜǊΣ {Φ όнлмтύΦ Ψaǳƭǘƛ-level governance of an intractable policy problem: migrants with irregular 
status in 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩΦ Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies. Doi:10.1080/1369183X.2017.1341708

• Triandafyllidou, A. & BartoliniΣ .Φ όнлмтύ ΨLǊǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ Migrants and Rejected Asylum Seekers: 
Conceptual and Policy Challenges for 9ǳǊƻǇŜΦΩ .ŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǇŀǇŜǊ for COMPAS Autumn Academy 
Ψ{ǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǊǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΦΩ 
http:// www.compas.ox.ac.uk/media/AA17-Triandafyllidou-Bartolini-report-FINAL.pdf 17
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Hier komt tekst

City of Utrecht Policy on Undocumented Migrants 

Cities of Migration Webinar

Hier komt ook tekst

Utrecht 

12 April 2018

Jan Braat
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Utrecht.nl

Situation in Utrecht in the winter

• Rough sleeping conditions in the Utrecht forest area
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Utrecht.nl

Basic Principles Local Utrecht Policy

Å Human Rights Treaties: 

Å European Convention on Human Rights 

Å International Convention on the Rights of the Child

Å European Committee of Social Rights 

Å Necessary care and shelter to vulnerable undocumented in the 

municipality

Å Public order competence (Mayor)
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Utrecht.nl

Policy Objectives Utrecht Migrant Policy

Objective: to prevent and reduce illegal stay in the Netherlands 

The result is:

Å either a residence permit and integrate in Utrecht through 

coaching for education and work

Å or òreconnectionó to the country of origin

Å homelessness and rough sleeping conditions on the street is 

not the solution, but part of the problem

24



Utrecht.nl

What are the strategic implications?

Å Litigation based on human rights conventions:  European 

Social Charter, UN Convention Right of the Child

Å òWinning by losing strategyó for undocumented families with 

children

Å Vulnarable undocumented migrants is main focus, not every 

service for all

Å Coalition of municipalities, national and international 

(Eurocities, C -MISE), NGOõs and scientific community



Utrecht.nl

Utrecht policy undocumented migrants
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Solution oriented and pragmatic: 

1. Professional guidance is essential (800)

2. Support Centre Perspective for former Unaccompanied 

Minors and medical shelter (PTSD)

3. Emergency shelter rejected asylum seekers. Utrecht offers 

shelter to 225 undocumented migrants

4. EU migrants successfully approach Polish organization 

Barka



Utrecht.nl

What are the results in Utrecht?

Total results 2002 - 2018: 92 % solution rate :

Å 59% legalized and integrated in Utrecht society

Å 19% reconnected to countries of origin

Å 13% received shelter in national asylum centres

Å 8% lost to illegal stay



Utrecht.nl

Future citizens in the Human Rights City of Utrecht

Å Most undocumented living in Utrecht shelters are future 

citizens we want to activate as soon as possible and integrate 

after legalizing their stay. Results are a key factor.

Å A possible agreement and cooperation between municipalities

with national government based on local experience

Å Professional guidance combined with shelter, care and

activation for mainly former refugees

Å Contact: j. b raat@utrecht.nl tel +31651796492

mailto:Braat@utrecht.nl
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