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1 The informal sector in Germany
In general the sectors of the society are not statical. In qualitative and quantitative regard they are 
always in change and connected with each other. In industrial-capitalistic societies like Germany 
you can assume that the commercial and public sector extended in account of the informal sector. 
The  daily life  of  modern societies  is  extensively determined of  governmental  organisations.  In 
contrast to this the informel sector with family, civic engagement, voluntary work, self-help-groups, 
neighbourly help and other solidary meeting points agitates for their interests. This is a reaction to 
the increase of participation needs of people and to the development in public and commercial 
sector. Therefore welfare is not only a governmental matter. To create an innovative, and equitable 
connection between state, entrepreneurship and society on the basis of ethic standards is a special 
challenge.  For  social  work with refugees  it  will  be very important,  because the difficult  living 
conditions of refugees are connected with their political restrictions directly. 

2 Refugees in Germany - State of Art

a) Who are called refugees in Germany?

Refugees  have  a  different  legal  status  in  Germany.  In  a  closer  sense,  a  refugee  is  a  person 
acknowledged  as  GRC  (Geneva  Refugee  Convention)  refugee.  The  (GCR)  from  1951  is  the 
singlemost important agreement in international law upon whom to acknowledge as refugee and 
thus to accord international protection. Far more than 100 countries, amongst them Germany, have 
signed it.  People are acknowledged as refugees, when they are persecuted in their native country 
because of (GCR): race, religion, nation, belonging to a specific social group or political conviction.

German law codifies that no person meeting the Convention's definition of who is a refugee may be 
deported. In Germany exists the “Duldung”.That means that the state averts the deportation for 
humanitarian reasons, like illness, no way to approach native country because of war, or missing 
passport for example.  GRC refugees obtain the same social rights as those entitled to asylum and 
are granted a residence permit  for three years.  Thereafter  their  status is  checked again.  If their 
acknowledgement is not revoked at this point, they are granted a settlement permit.
Having a settlement permit you may live and work in Germany for an unlimited period. To obtain 
this permit, though, depends on the reason of sojourn, refugees have to meet different conditions.

Asylum seekers are also refugees. They apply for asylum according to Art 16a GG (fundamental 
law). Asylum seekers who could prove “political conviction“ are entitled to be granted asylum and 
get  a  residence  and  work  permit.  Refugees  are  in  Germany  also  de-facto-refugees  (De-Facto-
Flüchtlinge,  contingent-refugees  (Kontingent-Flüchtlinge)  and  civil-war-refugees 
(Bürgerkriegsflüchtlinge).

Katharina Liebich I Stephanie Huhn (ehs Dresden, Germany)
Informal sector: social work with refugees



2006  applied  30.100  people  for  asylum  in  Germany. 
Their distribution is shown at the diagram. All in all 0,8 
% of the applicants were entitled to be granted asylum, 
the  others  were  defeated.  At  the  moment  live  65.084 
foreigners with a “Duldung“ in Germany. 

b) When refugees arrive Germany:

First they have to apply for an asylum to clarify their right of residence. The Federal Office for 
Migration and Refugees is responsible for the procedure for granting the right of asylum. Refugees 
will be heard in individual case. The Federal Office for Migration and Refugees checks, if there are 
political persecutions or any reasons to avert a deportation. The Federal Office's hearing is the most 
important part of the asylum procedure. The situation is extremely difficult for the refugee. The 
refugee can be accompanied by an attorney as well as by another person providing support. To be 
there together with a trustworthy person is at least psychologically supportive, and at least there is 
someone who is on the refugee's side. Sometimes a companion can help to ease the atmosphere 
during the hearing. But only e few asylum seekers know about helpful contacts. 

Refugees  in  Germany  come  directly  in  a  first  central  admission  station  (”Zentrale 
Aufnahmestation”). These central stations exist in some federal states of Germany. Refugees will be 
assigned in a special quotation to the federal states of Germany (16 federal states). For example 
approximately 5% of  the  refugees,  who arrive  Germany are  assigned  to  the  central  admission 
station in Saxony (Dresden belongs to Saxony).
The refugees have to stay in the central admission centre for maximal three month. 
Later they will be assigned to the communes (for example 62 community accommodations in the 
district of Saxony). How the refugees live, have to decide the district. Often they live in community 
asylum-seeker-accommodations,  sometimes in individual  accommodations.  The accommodations 
can be applied by public organisations, by non-profit-organisations and by private organisations.

IF the application for asylum is defeated and there exist no reason to avert a deportation in an other 
country, the refugee is reguested to leave Germany. If they do not leave the country, they have to 
stay in custody pending deportation. The custody pending deportation can take 18 months. Often 
man come in custody pending deportation, but also whole families. Beside Austria, Germany is the 
only country in Europe, which imposes custody pending deportation to children and youth.
Children and youth are treated in the procedure for granting the right of asylum like adults. This 
disagrees to the guidelines of the UN-Convention of children rights.

c) Living conditions of refugees in Germany

Also getting to a secure country like Germany is difficult and full of obstacles. The most important 
rules and regulations concerning sojourn of foreigners in Germany are arranged in the residence 
law. But the protection of refugees is exposed to increasingly strong legal and official restrictions 
which  often  have  unbearable  consequences:  reasons  for  escape  are  not  accepted,  families  are 
separated, healthcare is denied, refugees are transported back to the country where they have been 
originally persecuted. In Germany further barriers are waiting. All along there are new laws and 
rules,  which  restrict  the  life  of  refugees.  The  situation  of  the  refugees  in  Germany  is  often 



characterized by legal uncertainty about their status, deficient infrastructural care, above all in the 
areas of habitation, health, social security benefits, job and leisure. Refugees are confronted with 
barriers like difficulty in language, restricted possibilities to manage their life self-determinated, 
participate at the political and social life and deficient possibilities of integration.

Furthermore  refugees  are  often  met  with  xenophobia  and  resentment  in  our  society.  These 
restrictive living conditions can cause psychical problems and do not support the development of 
the persons.

3 Social Work with refugees in Germany
Refugees are entitled to have their human rights respected and to protect from persecution! 
Aid organisations and engaged volunteers are important facts to support refugees in their human 
rights. This is connected with justice and positive social situation. 

The national working group PRO ASYL (Frankfurt am Main) advocates for the rights and needs of 
refugees  together  with  a  wide  alliance  of  churches,  trade  unions,  welfare-  and  human-right-
organisations. Pro Asyl works also in cooperation with the council for refugees of the 16 federal 
states of Germany, who coordinate the commitment to refugees locally. The council for refugees is 
accompanied by active networks, initiatives and projects, which commit against racism and for non-
discrimination, intercultural competences and integration. They keep in touch wit the refugees and 
know a lot about how to attend them. Counselling-, agency- and information-service are the main 
duties of the council for refugees. 

Social work with refugees is more important than ever. And it is as much as necessary when more 
and  more  refugees  get  confused  in  the“waiting  room  Germany“,  because  of  the  deficient 
perspectives, material resources and psychosocial stability..
Social  work  with  refugees  is  multifaceted.  It  is  political  work,  community  welfare  work  and 
targeted  at  refugees.The  basis  of  social  work  with  refugees  are  the  human  rights  and  ethical 
standards.

The general aim is to encourage the chances for positive life conditions of refugees. The following 
items can be stations to achieve this:
• Encouragement in daily challenges (job, education, law, health, finances, social security, public 

authorities)
• Individual encouragement in language
• Organization of leisure time
• Communicate the sense of acceptance
• Facilitate to find oneself
• Integration with keeping cultural and ethnic identity
• Improve the chances to access the infrastructure

Effective social  work can succeed,  when a social  climate is supported which stands for mutual 
opening, common dissolving of problems and conflicts, intercultual learning, mutual confidence, 
appreciation and sense of belonging.  Migration is connected with social,  economic and cultural 
enrichment.



In Dresden:

In Dresden (capital of the federal state Saxony) live approximately 510.000 inhabitants (Germany: 
82 million), the proportion of refugees is approximately 4. An abundance of initiatives, counselling 
centres and associations who advocate for the refugees exist in Dresden. 

For  example  the  International  Encountercentre  of  the  council  for  foreigners  (“Internationales 
Begegnungszentrum des Ausländerrates Dresden“) offers counselling, cultural work and education 
for refugees and works with children and youth. 
An other example for low leveled integration are the “Mehrgenerationenhäuser“ in Dresden. These 
houses are open for everyone in every generation. It is a platform for communication, encounter, 
engagement and new ideas. 

4 Current debattes
The  debattes  about  immigrants  are  a  worldwide  phenomena.  There  are  social,  economic  and 
political facets, which vary from avoidance and renunciation to mutual opening and acceptance. In 
the 1990th the official debattes centred on the renunciation of unwanted refugees and the right of 
asylum. Nowadays the discussions about integration of immigrants dominates. 

Germany is  more  and more  a  country of  emigration  than  immigration,  because  the  number  of 
emigrants of every descent rises up and the number of immigrants decreases. So the debattes about 
“enough is enough and the high foreign influence are unfounded.

The european policy of asylum seems not  to aim for the protection  of refugees,  but  rather  the 
protection of the EU against the refugees. The responsibility is displaced to the countries of origin, 
instead of relieve them. The EU has arranged troops for their protection at the external frontier of 
the EU (it is called “Frontex“). So there exist factual no legal way for refugees to apply asylum in 
Germany.  Generally  refugees  can  only  come  illegal  with  organized  help  of  escape  agents 
(facilitator) to Germany. This offend against the right of asylum, the human rights and ethic.

5 Evaluation and Innovation

Succes and failure of social work with refugees depends on the observer. In Germany exist a few 
good practises. 

Where parallel societies (“Parallelgesellschaften“) developped we have to check, if it is an effect of 
exclusion or the conscious decission for an other art of life than in the host country. The question, if 
there  even have to be any limits  for pluralism,  is a big challenge for the state,  policy,  society, 
individuals, market and ethics.

If we look at the living conditions of refugees there are some nearby improvements.  Above all 
social work with refugees has to claim to work on the basis of human rights and ethic in praxis. 
State,  market  and law have to cooperate  without loosing sight of quality.  Immigration contains 
tasks, which are only resolvable international in a coordinated and cooperative way. Social work 
with refugees wants to supply the diversity and solidarity of the society!



Following we want to sketch some ideas for innovative social work with refugees:

Bank of time:
Everybody disposes about specific resources. In the bank of time you can deal with your personal 
resources. For example a person speaks a language or plays an instrument, which I can learn. The 
teaching lessons are not payed in money but in time. When the person gives one hour language 
lesson, he has one hour free in the bank of time, where a lot of people offer their personal resources. 
Solidarity and the individual resources can be combined in that way.

Case management and personal budget: 
A case manager coordinates the different needs of a refugee, financed by the personal budget. Since 
2008, a statutory entitlement to a personal budget exists in Germany.
This entitlement  gives disabled people the right to receive the value of the benefits to which they 
are entitled in the form of cash, which they can then use to cover  their needs and to purchase the 
necessary benefits themselves. This makes the budget recipients to "self-payers" who purchase a 
"support mix" for their particular situation  under their own responsibility. Being tailored to their 
particular needs, this support mix is therefore overall more appropriate and more economical also 
for foreigners. The approaches “empowerment” and participation are applied in this connection. 
The Case Manager can be a member of an intercultural encountercentre or work in independence. 
He achieves coordination,  counselling,  encouragement  and certainty for the refugees.  The Case 
Manager is a reliable  contact person for people in their individual situation.

Integration, inclusion and diversity: 
Refugees must have the right to become benefits of integration. Integration is not meant in terms of 
conformity,  but  in  terms  of  inclusion  and  diversity.  Inclusion  can  be  understood  as  enlarged 
integration, because the focus is, in addition to the individuum, on the system of the state and the 
society, which needs improvement and paradigm change. The necessity of an intercultural opening 
must be support, because diversity is esteemed as chance and resource for the society.
Above all integration happens through education. The intercultural pedagogy is an integrative way 
to show the possibilities of diversity just in kindergarten and school.

In general the perspective and needs of the individuals are in the centre of the informal sector. A 
new comprehension about integration and creative innovations in social  work with refugees are 
necessary. A change of paradigm can support to take diversity and equal opportunities for granted. 
Social work has to use their responsibility! Well, let´s go!
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Migration- and integration policy

With the coming into force of the new Nationality Law in 2000 and the Immigration Law in the 
beginning of 2005 the migration policy determined its basic course. Particularly the consensus, that 
Germany has become de facto an immigration country was achieved. Since then, migration and 
integration policy gained enormously in importance. This is reflected/shown in the reorientation of 
the integration policy, which started with the change of government in autumn 2005, as well as in 
their revaluation to a federal political action by the Immigration Law. 
The Federal Government began to set new migration and integration accents within their policy. 
And one important aspect is of course the realization of integration, which follows its new motto of 
"supporting and demanding/challenging“("Fördern und Fordern"). For the first time the promotion 
of integration as a task of the Federal Government was established in law. The central parts are the 
integration courses to encourage people to learn german language and social skills. 
As a first priority of its new integration policy, the Federal Government initiated in June 2006 a first 
"integration summit" to seek for the dialogue particularly with migrants according to the integration 
issues. Immigration and integration policy is an integral part of political debates in Germany and the 
Immigration Law unquestionably marked a climax of the changed immigration policy. For the first 
time  a  law  regulates  all  areas  of  immigration  policy  -  from the  labor  market  orientated,  over 
justified humanitarian migration to an integration policy by the Federal Government. 
But  despite  immigration  law,  the  debate  is  not  completed.  "Implementing  regulations  and 
integration policies are lacking so far," says the DGB (Confederations of German Trade Unions). It 
does not fullfil the requirements for a modern immigration and integration law. The recruitment will 
remain as well as the many exemptions (e.g. about 300,000 work permits per year). The integration 
programs are limited to only few new-immigrant-groups (Neuzuwanderergruppen). EU citizens and 
already in Germany living migrants are not entitled. Refugees who have been living here for some 
years and their family members remain on benefits. The access to the labor market remains denied 
for them. 
And worst according to the DGB, „unemployment pay recipients (ALG II) have since the 1st of 
January 2005 no longer entitled to a permanent residence permit“. The claim of the DGB, that every 
person living in Germany must have the chance to also make their own living, was also rejected.

Basic Facts and statistics about refugees in Germany

2007 the german Federal Office for Migration and Refugees reported that since 1953 have been 3.2 
million applications for asylum in Germany registered.  The main countries of origin of asylum 
seekers  who  made  their  initial  request  in  Germany  were:  Turkey  (mainly  Kurds),  Serbia  and 
Montenegro (mainly Kosovars), Russian Federation (mainly Chechnya), Vietnam, Iran, Azerbaijan, 
Iraq, China and Nigeria. 

More than 2 millions of the applications for asylum have been registered since 1990. The number of 
applications dropped down from 50.563 applications in 2003 (in comparison: Lithuanian had 181 
applications) to only 19.164 applications in 2007 (in comparison: Lithuanian had 161 applications). 
The remarkable reduction of applications for asylum finds its explanations in various aspects. But it 
does definitively not leed to the conclusion that the reasons of escaping were resolved. Therefore 
the  Immigration  Law (“Zuwanderungsgesetz”)  from 2005 is  one  reason for  the  reduction.  The 
Immigration Law was ratified to control and restrict immigration and to regulate the residence and 
integration of EU citizens and foreigners. But also the Dublin I and II Regulations had quite an 
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impact on the reduction. The Dublin II Regulation defines which european country is responsible 
for the asylum procedure. The idea was, that each asylum seeker can only apply for asylum once 
within  the  EU member  states.  (This  for  instance  explains  why Greece  has  the  highest  rate  of 
applications  in  Europe.)  In  2008 the  applications  for  asylum increased  up to  22.085 registered 
applications  which  is  explained  by  the  clear  increase  of  applications  from  Iraq  (every  third 
application for asylum), mainly caused  by the bad situation of security. 

Legislation

In Germany the legal  basis  for refugees is  the Geneva Convention of 1951 and the New York 
Protocol  of 1967. Another  importent  international  Agreement  is  the Schengen Agreement  from 
1985. The article 16a of the German Constitution grants asylum for political persecuted people. 
Refugees in Germany have to apply for asylum, so that their right of residence can be resolved. 
Since 1993, refugees who have entered Germany through a save third-country (all EU Member 
States  and  Norway  and  Switzerland)  can  no  longer  rely  on  the  article  16a  of  the  German 
Constitution to seek for asylum. Those refugees will not be recognised as having a right of asylum 
(§ 26a AsylVfG).

Responsible for all  residential  questions is  the Federal Office for Migration and Refugees.  The 
Immigration Law  (“Zuwanderungsgesetz”)  from 2005 has also a great  influence on the asylum 
procedure. 

In Germany the understanding of refugees is complicated and quite complex, especially through the 
german law. A refugee not equal refugee. The legal status a refugee has in Germany is divided in 
different  characteristic  groups  such  as stately  received  refugee (staatlich  aufgenommener 
Flüchtling),  accepted  refugee/  person  entitled  to  political  asylum (anerkannter 
Flüchtling/Asylberechtigter),  asylum  seeker (Asylbewerber), tolerated  refugee (geduldeter 
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