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Introduction	
	
The	journey	of	a	refugee	from	her	country	of	origin	to	a	safe	destination	is	full	of	obstacles:	
long	distances,	tedious	bureaucracies,	dangerous	routes,	border	fences,	etc.	But	once	a	
refugee	is	finally	settled,	she	has	to	embark	on	another	journey:	adapting	to	her	new	
environment.	It	is	this	last	journey	that	the	following	report	focuses	on:	the	process	of	
refugee	integration	in	Sofia,	Bulgaria.		
	
During	the	summer	of	2016,	I	conducted	my	field	practicum	with	the	Foundation	for	Access	
to	Rights	(a	Bulgarian	NGO).	This	report	offers	an	outline	of	my	engagement	and	research.	
My	aims	while	conducting	this	research	were	to	generate	information	that	contributes	to	
improving	mutual	accommodation	of	refugees	and	their	receiving	society.	Involved	in	this,	
of	course,	is	an	enumeration	of	the	barriers	or	obstacles	to	integration.	Though	the	
Bulgarian	case	cannot	be	generalized	to	Europe	as	a	whole,	its	status	as	an	EU	border	state	
(and	thus	as	a	popular	migrant	destination)	renders	the	country	well	worth	examination	on	
this	question.	
	
The	report	starts	with	a	contextual	and	conceptual	outline	of	the	migratory	situation,	both	
in	Europe	more	broadly	and	in	Bulgaria	specifically.	It	continues	with	a	detailed	explanation	
of	the	main	methods	I	used	for	this	research.	The	results	section	identifies	perceived	
refugee	opportunities	and	challenges	during	the	process	of	refugee	integration,	narrates	
personal	stories	of	refugee	integration,	identifies	stereotypes	and	rumors	about	refugees,	
and	maps	spots	of	integration.	Finally,	based	on	my	observations,	I	provide	general	
recommendations	for	future	projects	that	intend	to	promote	the	acceptance	and	tolerance	
of	refugees	in	Western	countries.	

Section	I:	General	Background	
	
Bulgaria	
	
Bulgaria	is	a	country	situated	in	Southeastern	
Europe.	Sofia	is	Bulgaria’s	capital	and	biggest	
city.	The	country	borders	Romania,	Serbia,	
Macedonia,	Greece	and	Turkey.	The	Eastern	
side	of	the	country	is	delimited	by	the	Black	Sea.		
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Bulgaria’s	history	is	a	fairly	tumultuous	one.	The	country	has	enjoyed	centuries	of	
independence,	but	it	has	also	been	occupied	by	several	civilizations	(Thracians,	Greeks,	
Romans,	Ottomans,	etc.).	In	1946,	Bulgaria	felt	under	the	influence	of	the	Soviet	Union,	and	
it	remained	under	communism	until	1990,	when	the	first	multiparty	elections	took	place.	In	
2007,	Bulgaria	became	a	member	of	the	EU.	In	recent	decades,	Bulgaria	has	experienced	
severe	demographic	change	due	to	low	birth	rates	and	extended	emigration.	In	1980,	
Bulgaria	had	a	population	of	8,981,446	citizens;	but	as	of	2015,	the	population	had	dropped	
to	approximately	7.100.000	inhabitants	(World	Bank	Data,	2015).	Thus,	in	that	time	span,	
the	country	experienced	a	20%	decrease	in	its	population.	This	drop	in	Bulgaria’s	population	
has	occurred	against	the	increasingly	volatile	backdrop	of	EU	migration	politics.	It	is	
necessary	to	review	this	general	context	before	proceeding	with	an	account	of	migration	
that	is	specific	to	Bulgaria.		
	
The	broad	picture:	migration	to	Europe	
	
In	1985,	four	European	states	signed	the	Schengen	Agreement,	which	set	up	the	basis	for	
the	gradual	abolition	of	internal	border	controls	to	create	a	more	open	Europe	(European	
Commission,	2011).	Today,	26	European	countries	are	part	of	the	Schengen	area	(Bulgaria,	
Croatia,	Cyprus	and	Romania	are	legally	obligated	to	join	since	they	recently	became	
members	of	the	European	Union),	meaning	that	there	is	free	movement	of	persons	
between	their	borders.	However,	this	increase	in	free	movement	has	coincided	with	an	
increase	in	control	over	and	security	of	Europe’s	external	borders,	which	include	newer	EU	
member-states	from	Eastern	Europe	(like	Bulgaria,	Latvia,	and	Hungary)	and	austerity-struck	
Greece,	Italy,	and	Spain.	These	more	restrictive	border	policies	have	produced	visa	
restrictions	that	make	it	exceptionally	difficult	for	migrants	seeking	protection	and/or	
opportunities	to	cross	into	the	EU	and	arrive	to	their	destinations.	As	a	consequence,	many	
migrants	are	forced	to	use	more	dangerous	routes,	and	often	rely	on	smugglers	to	reach	
European	territories	(Banulescu-Bogdan	and	Fratzke,	2015).		
	
Recently,	the	incremental	flow	of	undocumented	migrants1	coming	from	the	“global	South”	
to	the	North	has	called	into	question	both	the	Schengen	Agreement	and	the	capacity	of	
Europe	to	respond	to	migration	trends.	Since	the	late	20th	century,	migration	flows	from	
the	South	to	the	North	have	been	gradually	increasing	due	to	1)	“reduced	transport	and	
communication	cost”;	2)	“economic	and	political	instability”	in	several	countries;	and	3)	

																																																								
1	“Undocumented	migrants”	refers	to	migrants	who	lack	legal	authorization	to	cross	a	border.	Such	migrants	
are	also	frequently	referred	to	as	“irregular	migrants.”	



	 7	

inequalities	between	developed	and	developing	countries	(Page	and	Sonia,	2006).	More	
recently	several	factors,	such	as	widespread	violence	in	Syria,	Afghanistan,	Eritrea,	and	Iraq,	
as	well	as	worsening	conditions	in	refugee	camps	located	in	developing	countries,2	have	
raised	the	number	of	displaced	people	and	refugees	in	Europe	to	an	alarming	level	
(Banulescu-Bogdan	and	Fratzke,	2015).	The	current	situation	regarding	migration	is	
therefore	referred	to	as	a	“crisis.”			
	
One	of	the	main	reasons	why	the	current	situation	is	considered	to	be	critical	is	the	danger	
that	migrants	and	refugees	face	while	traveling	to	Europe.	During	2015,	it	is	estimated	that	
3,770	lives	were	lost	in	the	Mediterranean	and	132	lives	were	lost	within	European	borders	
(The	Missing	Migrants	Project,	nd).	Albahari	(2015)	defines	these	deaths	as	“crimes	of	
peace.”3	In	addition,	the	conditions	in	which	migrants	wait	(either	to	cross	borders	or	to	
receive	decisions	on	their	asylum	claims)	have	been	of	increasing	concern:	in	some	cases,	
they	lack	access	to	sufficient	food,	restrooms,	and/or	health	care.		
	
The	responses	from	different	countries	in	the	European	Union	to	this	complex	situation	
have	been	inconsistent.	While	some	countries	opened	their	doors	to	refugees	at	least	
temporarily	(Germany	and	Sweden	grant	more	than	half	of	the	refugee	petitions	in	Europe),	
other	countries	have	recently	built	fences	around	their	borders	(such	as	Hungary	or	
Bulgaria).	In	March	of	2016,	in	an	attempt	to	control	the	migration	flow	in	Eastern	Europe,	
the	EU	reached	a	controversial	agreement	with	Turkey:	migrants	in	Greece	that	arrived	
without	travel	authorization	to	Greece	will	be	sent	back	to	Turkey	if	they	do	not	claim	
asylum	or	if	the	application	is	rejected.	For	each	migrant	returned,	a	migrant	in	Turkey	will	
be	resettled	in	Europe,	while	priority	will	be	given	to	migrants	who	did	not	attempt	to	enter	
the	EU	without	official	authorization	(BBC,	2016).		
	
These	are	not,	however,	the	only	problems	created	in	Europe	by	migration	flows.	Lately,	
levels	of	xenophobia	among	European	states	have	steadily	increased	–	a	trend	only	
exacerbated	by	terrorist	attacks	and	controversies	involving	Muslim	perpetrators.	The	
radicalization	of	political	discourse	and	action	in	Europe	has,	in	some	cases,	generated	
electoral	outcomes	of	some	note.	These	are	visible	in	the	results	of	the	Brexit	Referendum,	
held	in	June	of	2016,	by	which	citizens	of	the	United	Kingdom	voted	in	favor	of	leaving	the	
EU	and	eliminating	UK	participation	in	the	free	movement	of	people	policy.	There	are	also	
several	European	states	that	have	representatives	in	their	parliaments	or	local	assemblies	
																																																								
2	Camps	in	Lebanon	and	Jordan	hold	over	84%	of	the	Syrian	Refugees.	
3	Albahari	(2015:22)	claims	that	these	deaths	are	a	consequence	of	structural	injustice	“that	might	
escapes	neat	legal	categorization.”	
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from	nationalist	political	parties,	which	explicitly	or	implicitly	defend	xenophobic	positions.	
Examples	of	such	parties	include	the	National	Front	in	France,	Law	and	Justice	in	Poland,	
Danish	People’s	Party	in	Denmark,	and	United	Kingdom	Independence	Party	in	the	UK.	Even	
though	the	following	goes	beyond	the	focus	of	this	report,	it	is	important	to	mention	that	
the	political	momentum	of	these	parties	should	not	only	be	attributed	to	xenophobic	
attitudes.	As	Himanen	(2012)	explains,	a	party	such	as	the	True-Finns	(recently	renamed	the	
Finns	Party)	in	Finland	has	also	relied	on	support	from	those	who	feel	abandoned	by	current	
elites.		
	
Migration	and	asylum	as	an	opportunity	
	
In	line	with	the	political	events	described	above,	it	has	become	common	to	consider	the	
word	migration	or	migrants	together	with	the	words	“crisis,”	“conflict”	or	“problem.”	In	the	
words	of	Stephen	Castles	(2008:2),	“a	dominant	political	discourse	today	is	that	migration	is	
a	problem	that	needs	to	be	fixed	by	appropriate	policies.”	While	the	mobility	of	the	high	
skilled	workers	is	accepted,	the	migration	of	the	poor,	of	unskilled	workers,	and/or	of	
asylum	seekers	is	viewed	as	symptomatic	of	dysfunction.	It	is	sometimes	easy	to	forget	that,	
from	the	migrants’	perspective,	migration	is	actually	an	opportunity.	In	some	cases,	
migration	is	viewed	as	an	escape	from	the	so-called	poverty	trap,	while	in	other	cases	
migration	is	a	way	to	flee	from	violence	and	general	insecurity.	The	latter	type	of	migration	
is	that	which	this	report	focuses	on.	
	
According	to	the	Article	1	of	the	1951	Refugee	Convention,	also	known	as	the	Geneva	
Convention	(to	which	all	European	states	are	signatories),	a	refugee	is	a	person	with	a	“well	
founded	fear	of	being	persecuted	for	reasons	of	race,	religion,	nationality,	membership	of	a	
particular	social	group	or	political	opinion.”	The	countries	that	signed	this	convention	are	
legally	obligated	to	protect	refugees	and,	therefore,	have	to	grant	migrants	within	their	
borders	the	opportunity	to	apply	for	asylum.		
	
Under	current	practices	that	purportedly	fulfill	the	obligations	of	the	Refugee	Convention,	
asylum	seekers	are	sent	to	reception	facilities	once	they	arrive	to	a	“safe”	country.	They	
remain	in	such	reception	facilities	until	their	asylum	applications	are	processed.	If	they	are	
granted	asylum,	they	can	stay	in	the	reception	centers	for	a	transition	period	of	up	to	one	
year	(UNHCR,	2015).	Despite	its	flaws,	the	asylum	application	process	constitutes	an	
opportunity	for	refugees	who	are	seeking	a	chance	to	start	anew.		
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With	this	general	backdrop	in	mind,	it	is	now	necessary	to	review	several	relevant	
conceptual	issues	by	way	of	a	literature	review.		

Section	II:	Literature	Review	
	
The	following	section	has	been	divided	into	three	main	parts:	integration,	xenophobia,	and	
the	debate	over	the	logic	of	the	current	refugee	protection	system.	The	purpose	of	the	first	
two	parts	is	to	discuss	concepts	that	are	central	to	this	project.	The	third	part,	on	the	other	
hand,	reviews	critical	assessments	of	the	refugee	protection	system	as	a	whole.	These	
critical	assessments	are	important	to	recognize,	because	many	prominent	scholars	argue	
that	the	system	itself	is	untenable.	If	this	is	true,	it	would	make	incremental	changes	to	the	
existing	system	less	worth	pursuing.	
	
Integration	
	
According	to	some	authors,	the	assimilation	approach	-	which	lost	importance	during	the	
1970s	and	1980s	in	favor	of	multiculturalism	-	has	been	recently	revived,	particularly	when	
it	comes	to	Muslim	immigrants	(Castles,	2008).	The	assimilation	approach	sustains	that	the	
immigrant	should	ultimately	“melt”	into	the	host	society,	gradually	losing	his	or	her	culture	
of	origin	(Algan	et	al,	2012).	Recently	the	more	relaxed	understanding	of	migrant	
integration	as	a	two-way	process	is	often	substituted	for	unidirectional	processes,	in	which	
the	migrant	is	expected	to	assimilate	the	host	country	social	practices.	These	concerns	do	
not	square	with	what	Bauman	(2011)	calls	the	current	“age	of	diasporas,”	in	which	it	is	hard	
to	differentiate	the	native	from	the	newcomer	and	a	“right	to	remain	different”	has	begun	
to	emerge.		
	
Alba	et	al.	define	integration	as	a	process	in	which	there	is	an	increase	in	immigrant	
opportunities	to	“obtain	the	valued	‘stuff’	of	a	society,	as	well	as	social	acceptance,	through	
participation	in	major	institutions	such	as	the	educational	and	political	system	and	the	labor	
and	housing	markets”	(Alba	et	Al.,	2015:	5).	In	the	opinion	of	these	authors,	a	full	
integration	would	be	achieved	when	the	migrants	have	the	same	rights	as	the	nationals.	
Nevertheless,	the	EU	emphasizes	the	idea	that	integration	is	a	two-way	process,	thus	also	
pointing	to	the	contribution	of	the	migrant	to	the	integration	process.	The	integration	
process,	as	defined	by	the	EU,	leads	to	accommodate	both	the	immigrant	and	the	residents	
of	the	receiving	country	through	a	dynamic	two-way	process	(European	Web	Site	on	
Integration,	ND.	To	achieve	sustainable	integration	there	should	be	migrant	“participation	
rather	than	exclusion,	while	requiring	full	adherence	to	laws	and	respect	for	the	rights	of	
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others”	(Sunderland,	2016:3).	It	is	this	dynamic	two-way	process	definition	which	I	utilize	in	
my	project	(a	conceptual	framework	for	refugee	integration	is	provided	bellow).		
	
It	is	important,	in	this	context,	to	note	the	efforts	of	some	researchers	to	reflect	what	
integration	means	for	refugees	themselves.	A	study	by	Hopkins,	coordinated	by	the	UNHCR	
in	2013,	asked	refugees	in	Europe	what	integration	meant	for	them.	Interestingly,	many	of	
the	participants	stated	that,	they	saw	integration	to	mean	understand	and	follow	the	rules	
of	the	receiving	society.		
	
Stereotypes,	Rumors,	&	Xenophobia	
	
These	 three	 concepts	 are	 interrelated:	 stereotypes	 and	 rumors	 can	 lead	 to	 xenophobic	
attitudes,	which	in	turn	render	migrant	integration	more	difficult.	Here,	I	briefly	summarize	
useful	conceptualizations	of	these	terms	by	researchers	in	the	area	of	migration.	
	
The	document	 “Cities	 Free	of	 Rumors”	 (2015),	 prepared	by	De	 Torres	 et	 al.,	was	 created	
after	the	implementation	of	EU-funded	anti-rumor	campaigns	in	several	European	cities.	It	
provides	definitions	of	rumors	and	stereotypes	related	to	migration.	Rumors	are	defined	as	
“statements	 about	 individuals,	 groups	or	 events	 that	 spread	 from	one	person	 to	 another	
without	a	determination	of	their	veracity”	(De	Torres	et	al,	2015:	11).	Stereotypes,	on	the	
other	 hand,	 are	 statements	 that	 attribute	 “a	 number	 of	 simplified	 and	 standardized	
characteristics	 (ways	 of	 being	 and	 behaving)	 to	 all	 those	 who	 share	 a	 particular	 feature	
(same	sex,	nationality,	religion,	profession,	etc.)”	(De	Torres	et	al,	2015:	11).	These	negative	
attitudes	 can	 lead	 to	 unfair	 misconceptions	 and,	 ultimately,	 to	 xenophobic	 attitudes	
towards	newcomers.		
	
Xenophobia	 literally	 means	 fear	 (phobia)	 to	 the	 foreign	 (xeno).	 Minkenberg	 (2013:	 12)	
explains	 that	 xenophobia	 is	 a	 “criteria	 of	 exclusion,”	 a	 “defensive	 reaction	 against	 ethnic	
and	cultural	 ‘others.’”	 Some	authors	 (Delanty	et	al,	 2008)	 refer	 to	a	 confluence	of	 racism	
and	 xenophobia	 (‘new	 racism’	 or	 ‘xeno-racism’),	 to	 categorized	 current	 tendencies	 to	
defensive	mode	of	expressions	that	entails	‘opposition	to	migrants	and	the	continuation	of	
racism	in	a	new	guise	and	expanded	to	exclude	different	groups	of	people’	 (Delanty	et	al,	
2008:2).	 These	 practices	 of	 ‘othering’	 and	 exclusion	 through	 xenophobia	 serve	 as	
constraints	in	the	particular	process	of	refugee	integration.	To	give	an	example,	if	there	is	a	
negative	 public	 attitude	 towards	 refugees,	 landlords	 will	 most	 likely	 fear	 renting	 an	
apartment	to	a	refugee.	Thus,	they	will	be	prevented	from	accessing	important	domains	of	
integration	such	as	housing,	employment	and	health	care.		
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Debate	around	the	current	refugee	protection	system	
	
It	is	important	to	note	that	the	international	system	for	managing	asylum	claims	and	
granting	refugee	protection	as	a	whole	is	not	exempt	from	academic	criticism	and	debate.	
Indeed,	prominent	scholars	have	formulated	critiques	on	issues	ranging	from	the	
contemporary	nation-state	system,	to	various	“migration	studies”	reports,	to	the	concept	
“refugee”	itself.	
	
In	the	1990s,	Giorgio	Agamben	wrote	a	short	article	“We	Refugees,”	building	upon	Hannah	
Arendt’s	article	of	the	same	name	published	in	1948.	Fifty	years	after	Arendt’s	article,	
Agamben	states,	the	problems	arising	from	the	displacement	of	millions	of	people	fleeing	
war	and	political	conflict	are	still	urgent.	Thus,	the	international	community	has	proven	
incapable	of	solving	the	problem	of	refugees.	According	to	the	author,	the	mere	existence	
of	refugees	brings	into	question	the	current	nation-state	system	we	live	in:	the	rights	of	the	
man	are	only	attributable	to	the	citizen,	while	the	noncitizen	(an	ever-growing	portion	of	
humanity)	has	no	rights	within	the	nation-state.	
	
Many	contend	that	the	“refugee”	concept	defined	by	the	Geneva	Convention	is	too	narrow,	
given	that	it	does	not	protect	individuals	who	have	to	leave	their	homes	due	to	
contemporary	threats	such	as	climate	change	(Beardmore,	2016).	The	concept	also	fails	to	
take	into	account	the	asymmetrical	and	context-dependent	nature	of	the	refugee.	Fassin	
(2013)	describes	this	problem	effectively	by	comparing	the	Global	South’s	protocol	for	
dealing	with	refugees	with	that	of	the	Global	North.	In	the	Global	South	(the	region	that	
holds	most	of	the	refugees	who	live	in	precarious	conditions),	refugees	“receive	protection	
without	previous	evaluation.”	However,	in	the	Global	North,	the	asylum	seeker	has	to	
endure	dire	bureaucratic	procedures	in	order	to	receive	any	protection	(Fassin,	2013:	44).	
Viewed	from	this	angle,	the	meaning	of	“refugee”	is	quite	different	depending	on	the	
geopolitical	location,	as	it	moves	north	it	narrows.	Furthermore,	the	Geneva	Convention’s	
definition	does	not	account	for	typical	realities	of	refugee	hardships;	for	example,	the	
constant	sentiment	that	asylum	seekers	are	not	trustworthy.	Some	refer	to	Syrians	as	“first	
class	refugees,”	because	it	is	allegedly	easier	for	them	to	prove	that	they	are	being	
persecuted	given	the	context	of	the	Syrian	Civil	War	(Apostolova,	2015).	Thus,	hierarchies	
and	categories	of	refugees	are	created	(those	who	are	trustworthy	and	those	who	are	not).	
According	to	Fassin,	as	a	result	of	the	tension	between	the	mistrust	to	the	refugees	and	
their	presence	in	the	Global	North,	states	tend	to	criminalize	migration,	but	at	the	same	
time	offer	compassion	to	those	that	fall	into	the	“humanitarian	rationale.”		
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Other	scholars	such	as	Scheel	and	Ratfich	(2014)	point	out	that	even	UNHCR	seems	to	
contribute	to	the	overall	“problematisation	of	population	movements”	(ibid,	924).	
According	to	these	authors,	the	narrow	conceptualization	of	refugee	promotes	the	
categorization	of	migrants	either	as	victims	(refugee)	or	villains	(the	illegal	migrants).	This	
distinction	legitimates	UNHCR	and	other	agencies’	securitization	of	borders	(through,	for	
example,	facilitating	deportations).	At	the	same	time,	Scheel	and	Ratfich	argue	that	UNHCR	
has	pushed	for	the	recognition	of	EU	neighboring	countries	as	“safe	third	country,”	thus	
outsourcing	the	responsibilities	of	asylum	management	to	countries	such	as	Turkey.	One	
could	argue	that	the	Turkey	agreement	described	above	(which	included	EU	funding	for	
Turkey)	is	an	example	of	this	outsourcing.			
	
But	how	immigrants	have	been	studied	sheds	light	on.	Castles	(2008)	notes	that,	because	
migration	issues	are	very	present	on	political	agendas,	it	has	led	to	research	funded	by	
political	institutions	that	focus	mainly	on	the	short-term	effects	of	migration.	Secondly,	
Castles	(2008:6)	writes	that	there	is	a	“receiving	country	bias,”	meaning	that	a	lot	of	the	
research	conducted	on	migration	studies	comes	from	the	Global	North	and	ignores	both	the	
perspectives	of	migrants	themselves	and	the	sending	countries	side.		
	
Keeping	these	concepts	and	debates	 in	mind,	 it	 is	now	possible	to	turn	to	Bulgaria	and	its	
own	handling	of	the	migration	issue.	

Section	III.	Migration	in	the	Specific	Context	of	Bulgaria		
	
Bulgaria’s	geopolitical	position	makes	it	a	particularly	interesting	country	given	
contemporary	migration	trends.	Geographically,	it	is	a	country	of	transit	and	destination	for	
migrants	coming	from	war-torn	zones	like	Syrian	and	Iraq.	However,	as	the	poorest	
economy	in	the	EU,	Bulgaria	has	traditionally	been	a	point	of	departure	for	its	own	
European	population	seeking	home	in	other	Western	European	countries.	The	country	was,	
therefore,	not	prepared	to	receive	the	large	amount	of	migrants	that	have	recently	arrived.			
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From	2013	to	2014,	the	number	of	asylum	claims	in	Bulgaria	more	than	doubled,	from	4,500	
to	over	9,500	applications	(Figure	1).	In	2014,	the	Bulgarian	government	started	
constructing	a	fence	along	its	border	with	Turkey	in	order	to	stem	the	increase	in	migration	
flows	in	that	area	(The	Economist,	2015).	Even	so,	the	current	number	of	asylum	claims	in	
Bulgaria	is	estimated	to	be	among	of	the	lowest	from	external	border	countries	of	the	EU	
(Kyuchukov,	2016).	As	many	of	the	other	spheres	in	migration	studies,	the	routes	that	
migrant	or	refugees	use	are	often	dynamic	and	variable.	For	example,	the	Western	Balkan	
route	(through	Macedonia	and	Serbia)	is	believed	to	receive	a	higher	flow	of	migrants	
(Kyuchukov,	2016).	However,	in	May	of	2016	it	was	announced	that	the	Western	Balkan	
route	was	closed.		
	
As	a	member	of	the	Dublin	Regulation4,	Bulgaria	is	required	to	manage	asylum	claims	from	
migrants	who	first	entered	the	EU	via	its	own	ports	of	entry	(European	Council,	2017).		
This	means	that,	once	a	refugee	crosses	the	border	into	Bulgaria,	he	or	she	has	to	formally	
apply	for	asylum	and	Bulgaria	is	required	to	process	that	claim.	In	2015,	Bulgaria	granted	
over	4,700	asylum	applications.	According	to	official	data	from	the	Bulgarian	government,	
the	top	five	refugee	countries	of	origin	in	2016	are	Iraq,	Afghanistan,	Syria,	Pakistan,	and	

																																																								
4	The	Dublin	Regulation	“establishes	the	Member	State	responsible	for	the	examination	of	the	asylum	
application.	The	criteria	for	establishing	responsibility	run,	in	hierarchical	order,	from	family	
considerations,	to	recent	possession	of	visa	or	residence	permit	in	a	Member	State,	to	whether	the	
applicant	has	entered	EU	irregularly,	or	regularly.”	This	info	has	been	taken	from	the	European	Council	
website,	listed	in	the	references.	

Figure	1.	Source:	World	Bank	Data	
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Iran.	An	Eurostat	study	(2016)	by	Juchno	and	Bitoulas	found	that	in	2015	Bulgaria	was	the	
EU	country	with	the	highest	share	of	positive	first	instance	asylum	decisions.5		
	
In	Bulgaria,	as	in	many	other	European	countries,	the	asylum	seekers	normally	spend	
several	days	or	weeks	in	a	reception	center.	These	are	normally	open	centers	or	camps	
prepared	for	the	accommodation	of	large	amounts	of	asylum	seekers	while	their	asylum	
petitions	are	being	processed.	In	these	centers,	authorities	provide	a	range	of	social	services	
to	asylum	seekers	(UNHCR,	2014)	including	language	learning,	informative	sessions,	first	
aid,	among	others.		
	
However,	not	all	state	centers	inhabited	by	asylum	seekers	operate	in	this	relatively	open	
and	accommodating	manner.	There	are	also	closed	centers	known	as	Detention	Centers	(in	
Bulgaria,	there	are	three	of	these).	The	Asylum	Database	Report	for	Bulgaria	explains	that	
the	country’s	legal	system	indicates	that	“a	third-country	national	may	be	detained	where:	
a)	his	or	her	identity	is	uncertain;	b)	he	or	she	is	preventing	the	execution	of	the	removal	
order;	or	c)	here	is	a	possibility	of	his	or	her	hiding”	(Savova,	2015:53).	The	same	report	
states	that	even	though	unaccompanied	minors	cannot	be	legally	detained,	it	is	a	common	
practice	to	send	unaccompanied	children	to	these	kinds	of	centers.	The	limit	of	time	that	an	
irregular	immigrant	can	spend	in	a	Detention	Center	imposed	by	the	European	Court	of	
Human	Rights	is	18	months	(Ibid).		
	
In	2014,	the	United	Nations	High	Commission	for	the	Refugees	(UNHCR)	released	a	report	
titled	“Observations	on	the	Current	Situation	of	Asylum	in	Bulgaria.”	The	report	details	the	
progress	Bulgaria	has	made	in	this	field,	along	with	some	of	the	challenges	it	faces.	The	
main	challenges	highlighted	are	as	follows:		
	

• Lack	of	respect	for	the	fundamental	human	rights	of	asylum	seekers	at	the	border	
(specifically	“push-backs,”6	and	police	brutality).		

• A	need	to	provide	regular	and	accurate	data	on	asylum	applications.		
• Poor	living	conditions	in	some	refugee	centers	(for	example,	lack	of	personal	space	

and	limited	sanitation	facilities).		

																																																								
5	This	means	that,	in	2015,	the	Bulgarian	authorities	approved	a	relatively	large	number	asylum	claims.	
Note	that	Bulgaria	is	viewed	as	a	transit	country	for	most	refugees.	Thus,	it	is	believed	that	many	of	those	
who	receive	a	positive	decision	in	Bulgaria	leave	for	other	EU	countries.			
6	A	“push-back”	is	said	to	occur	when	a	migrant	who	has	crossed	the	border	is	forced	to	turn	back.	This	
therefore	denies	the	migrant	the	right	to	apply	for	asylum.		
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• Lack	of	accessible	information	for	all	asylum-seekers	(sometimes	information	is	not	
offered	in	the	migrant’s	language).		

• Lack	of	access	to	formal	primary	education	and	recreational	activities.		
• Rising	popularity	of	anti-foreigner/xenophobic	political	parties.		

	

	

Another	area	where	Bulgaria	appears	to	have	room	for	improvement	is	in	policies	and	
activities	relating	to	migrant	integration.	In	2014,	the	Multikulti	Collective	prepared	a	
“monitoring	report	on	the	integration	of	the	beneficiaries	of	international	protection	of	the	
Republic	of	Bulgaria.”	The	Report	baptizes	2014	as	the	“year	of	zero	integration.”	
Previously,	there	had	been	a	national	integration	program	for	status	holders,	by	which	
selected	candidates	were	provided	with	a	temporary	stipend	as	well	as	language	and	
vocational	training.	This	national	program	was	terminated	in	2014	without	replacement.	
Furthermore,	according	to	the	Migrant	Integration	Policy	Index	Report	of	2015	(a	report	
cofounded	by	the	International	Organization	for	Migration	and	the	European	Commission),	
Bulgaria’s	score	in	integration	has	been	marked	as	low	compared	to	the	other	countries	
studied	(ranked	31	out	of	38).	In	sum,	as	we	can	appreciate	in	Figure	2,	Bulgaria	has	much	
room	for	improvement	in	every	major	aspect	of	integration	policy	(especially	Health,	
Education	and	Political	Participation).		
	
	
	

Figure	2.	Source:	The	Migrant	Integration	Policy	Index	Report	2015	
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Integration	&	Multiculturalism	in	Bulgaria	
	
The	cultural	context	surrounding	migration	in	Bulgaria	is	also	important	to	take	into	
account.	Today,	the	larger	minorities	in	Bulgaria	are	Turks,	Roma	and	Pomaks	(Zheliazkova	
et	al,	2010).	Historically,	Bulgaria	has	had	a	relatively	diverse	society	since	the	Ottoman	
Empire	occupied	the	country.	From	the	creation	in	1878	of	the	first	modern	Bulgarian	state,	
several	minorities	have	been	recognized	and	granted	rights.	At	the	same	time,	though,	
Orthodox-Christians	have	been	accorded	a	privileged	position	within	the	state	(Zheliazkova	
et	al.,	2010).			
	
A	major	study	on	“Tolerance	and	Cultural	Diversity	Discourses	in	Bulgaria”	by	Zheliazkova	
(2010)	observes	that	minorities	are	marginalized	in	Bulgarian	society,	meaning	that	they	are	
segregated	and	often	presented	by	the	media	as	“problematic”.	For	Zheliazkova	et	al.,	while	
different	ethnicities	have	and	still	do	coexist	in	Bulgaria,	there	is	little	acceptance	and	
understanding	of	certain	minorities.	For	example,	according	to	a	report	from	the	Open	
Society	Institute	released	in	June	of	2016,	the	last	three	years	have	seen	an	increase	in	the	
share	of	respondents	claiming	to	have	heard	statements	expressing	hate	speech	towards	
minority	groups	(Ivanova,	2016).	While	the	Roma	is	the	minority	most	affected	by	hate	
speech,	expressions	of	hatred	toward	Muslims	have	become	significantly	more	prevalent	
(from	10.6%	in	2014	to	38%	in	2016).	Such	attitudes	have	important	repercussions	for	the	
reception	of	refugees,	who	have	been	often	compared	in	public	perception	to	Roma.		
	
In	the	particular	sphere	of	migration,	the	MIPEX	study	states	that	an	important	portion	of	
public	opinion	demonstrates	negative	views	about	migrants.	Only	37%	of	Bulgarian	citizens	
have	been	reported	to	think	that	immigrants	enrich	the	country	economically	and	culturally.	
Here,	it	is	also	worth	mentioning	that	in	the	most	recent	national	elections,	which	were	held	
in	2014,	nationalist	political	parties	(Ataka,	NFSB	and	IMRO)	obtained	significant	
representation	in	the	Bulgarian	Parliament.	Members	of	this	parties	have	spoken	openly	
against	refugees.	However,	some	researchers	refer	to	“fear”	as	the	cause	of	these	
phenomena	rather	than	“hatred.”	A	report	conducted	by	the	European	Economic	and	Social	
Committee	(2016)	on	the	refugee	situation	in	Bulgaria	opens	by	stating	that	“no	hostile	
attitudes	or	violence	have	been	reported	between	the	Bulgarian	population	and	asylum	
seekers.”	On	a	similar	note,	Lyubomir	Kyuchokov	(2016)	claims	that	the	“impact	of	the	
refugee	crisis	on	Bulgarian	society	and	politics”	is	related	to	“fears	but	not	hatred”,	
especially	with	migration	being	a	new	phenomenon	and	the	lack	of	experience	of	Bulgarians	
citizen’s	in	living	with	foreigners.	47%	of	the	participants	in	Kyuchokov’s	study	stated	that	
“the	EU	should	not	help	refugees	seeking	asylum	on	its	territory,”	while	51%	think	that	
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having	a	refugee	as	a	neighbor	is	unacceptable	and	60%	view	refugees	“as	a	threat	to	the	
country.”	
Regardless	of	the	factors	that	motivate	such	sentiments,	it	is	clear	that	Bulgaria	faces	
significant	cultural,	political,	and	social	challenges	related	to	migration,	challenges	that	are	
not	helped	by	the	worsening	reception	in	EU	and	the	threat	of	terrorism	attacks.	While	
migration	is	an	opportunity	for	some,	then,	prospects	for	its	continued	availability	are	not	
particularly	bright.	However,	certain	organizations	have	attempted	to	address	the	migration	
challenges	that	Bulgaria	faces.		
	
The	host	organization:	Foundation	for	Access	to	Rights	
	
During	my	stay	in	Sofia	I	was	hosted	by	the	Foundation	for	Access	to	Rights	(FAR),	an	NGO	
run	by	legal	professionals	whose	mission	is	to	“guarantee	access	to	rights	in	practice	and	
effective	protection	against	arbitrary	deprivation	of	rights”;	increase	“the	institutional	and	
public	awareness,	sensitivity	and	commitment	to	the	need	to	address	systemic	problems	in	
access	to	basic	human	rights	in	Bulgaria”;	and	develop	“favorable	legislative	environment	in	
line	with	European	and	international	standards	for	the	protection	of	human	rights	and	the	
establishment	of	best	practices	on	access	to	rights”	(FAR,	2016).		
	
FAR’s	main	activities	include	legal	aid,	research,	advocacy,	and	sharing	knowledge.	FAR’s	
beneficiaries	include	many	groups	of	vulnerable	people.	Currently,	though,	FAR	is	primarily	
working	with	asylum	seekers	and	refuges.	FAR	does	not	directly	work	in	the	area	of	refugee	
integration	(the	main	topic	of	my	report);	however,	they	do	indirectly	promote	refugee	
integration	by	advocating	and	motivating	for	a	more	favorable	environment	for	the	
reception	of	the	refugees	in	Bulgaria.		
	
FAR	has	also	confirmed	that	it	will	be	involved	in	the	“Proximity	Policing	Against	Racism	and	
Xenophobia	and	other	forms	of	intolerance”	project	(PROXIMITY),	joining	organizations	
from	at	least	8	other	countries.	The	goal	is	to	support	those	who	fight	against	xenophobia,	
racism	and	intolerance	by	promoting	community-building	initiatives.	One	of	the	major	tasks	
of	this	project	is	to	identify	good	practices	that	try	to	combat	xenophobia	and	racism.		
	
During	my	stay	in	Bulgaria,	I	received	full	support	from	FAR	to	implement	my	project.	In	
addition	to	my	own	research,	I	also	collaborated	with	FAR	in	two	of	its	own	projects.	One	
such	project	was	a	report	titled	“Protecting	Stateless	Persons	from	Arbitrary	Detention	in	
Bulgaria.”	This	report	describes	how	stateless	persons	(individuals	that	lack	citizenship)	are	
vulnerable	to	the	arbitrary	restriction	of	their	right	to	liberty.	The	second	project	I	
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participated	in	was	titled	“HEAR,”	which	aims	to	promote	the	effective	implementation	of	
migrant	detainees’	rights	to	be	heard	by	the	public	authorities.		

Section	IV:	Practicum	Objectives		
	
The	following	table	outlines	my	project’s	objectives.		
	

Objectives	 Information	to	generate	
or	questions	to	answer	

Methods	to	apply	

General	Objective		
Generate	information	that	
contributes	to	improving	
mutual	accommodation	of	
refugees	and	their	
receiving	society		

What	are	their	
expectations?	What	are	
their	main	struggles?		

	

Specific	Objective	1	
Identify	main	actors	in	the	
asylum	procedure	

Who	are	the	main	actors	
involved	in	the	asylum	
procedure,	including	
institutional	and	civil	
society	sectors?		

Literature	review,	
ethnographic	observation,	
semi-structured	interviews		

Specific	Objective	2	
Identify	some	of	the	
challenges	and	
opportunities	that	
migrants	face		
	

What	has	recently	been	
accomplished?	What	are	
the	main	positive	aspects	
that	refugees	find	in	
Bulgaria?	What	are	the	
main	challenges?	

Literature	review,	semi-
structured	Interviews	

Specific	Objective	3	
Describe	individual	life	
stories	of	migrants	or	
volunteers	that	work	with	
them		

What	is	their	trajectory?		
What	are	refugee	
expectations	from	their	
countries	of	destination?	
How	do	their	everyday	
lives	look	like?	

Semi-structured	
interviews,	ethnographic	
observation		

Specific	Objective	4	
Identify	potentially	
harmful	rumors	and	
stereotypes	about	
refugees	

What	are	some	of	the	
stereotypes	about	
refugees?	In	what	context	
do	they	take	place?	

Semi-structured	interviews	

Specific	Objective	5	
Map	spots	of	integration	in	
Sofia		

What	are	some	of	the	
places	in	Sofia	that	are	
most	appreciated	by	
refugees?	

Surveys	and	interviews		
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Section	V:	Conceptual	Framework:	Social	Integration	
	
This	table	is	an	illustration	of	the	conceptual	framework	which	I	use	to	distill	challenges	and	
opportunities	behind	social	integration.	In	order	to	develop	this	framework,	I	have	relied	in	
the	framework	used	by	the	in	the	Migration	Index	Policy	report,	in	the	Ager	and	Strang’s	
conceptual	framework	and	my	own	experience	during	the	field	work.		
	

	

	
	
The	factors	“Asylum	Seeker’s	Background,”	“Actors”	and	“Context	&	Conditions	in	the	
Recipient	Country”	influence	the	“Policies,	Interventions	&	Channels”	available	to	provide	
for	basic	migrant	needs	and	thus	to	promote	integration.	At	the	same	time,	the	latter	helps	
shape	the	“Context”	and	the	“Actors.”	I	have	included	the	dimension	‘Social	Connection’,	
which	is	one	of	the	dimensions	considered	by	Ager	and	Strang	(2008)	in	their	conceptual	
framework	defining	core	domains	of	integration7.	The	authors	maintain	that	“there	is	a	
																																																								
7	The	other	domains	of	refugee	integration	identified	by	Ager	and	Strang	(markers	and	means:	employment,	
housing,	education	and	health;	facilitators:	language,	cultural	knowledge	and	safety	and	stability;	and	
foundation:	rights	and	citizenship)	are	broken	down	in	my	own	conceptual	framework	and	presented	as	part	
of	the	long	and	short	term	needs.			

Contextual	factors	 Policies	and	outcomes	 Vulnerable	groups	
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need	to	consider	social	connection	between	refugees	and	those	other	members	of	the	
communities	within	which	they	settle”	(Ager	and	Strang,	2008:	177).	There	are	three	
different	levels,	in	which	this	connectivity	happens:	bonds	(connections	between	members	
of	group),	bridges	(connections	between	different	groups)	and	links	(connections	between	
individuals	and	structures	of	the	state).	The	most	basic	value	of	social	connection	is	
tolerance	between	different	groups,	and	the	ultimate	goal	of	social	connection	is	creating	
an	environment	of	belonging	for	the	refugees.		
	
As	laid	out	above,	the	“Policies,	Interventions	&	Channels”	can	improve	migrants’	situations	
along	two	different	dimensions:	“Short-Term	Needs”	(while	they	wait	decisions	regarding	
their	asylum	petition	or	cross	borders);	and	“Longer-Term	Needs”	(once	they	get	
authorization	to	stay	in	the	recipient	country).	Social	integration	will	more	likely	be	
achieved	if	“short-term”	and	“long-term”	needs	are	addressed.	While	all	asylum	seekers	are	
vulnerable,	when	I	was	in	Bulgaria,	I	realized	that	special	attention	should	be	paid	to	a	
specific	group	among	asylum	seekers	and	status	holders	(refugees	who	have	already	been	
granted	status).	The	asylum	seeker	population	includes	children,	unaccompanied	minors,	
torture	survivors,	and	pregnant	women.	These	groups	are	in	need	of	special	
accommodation,	which	were	not	always	offered	to	them	at	the	time	I	was	in	Bulgaria.	For	
example:	unaccompanied	minors	need	to	have	legal	guardian,	children	waiting	in	the	camps	
(and	sometimes	even	in	detention	centers)	need	to	have	access	to	education,	and	torture	
survivors	need	effective	access	to	psychological	help.	These	special	needs	must	be	
addressed	both	in	the	short	and	long-term.	
	
Cross-Sectoral	and	Multi-Level	Considerations	
	
As	portrayed	in	the	framework	above,	there	are	various	factors	involved	in	the	area	of	
migrant	integration.	These	factors	are	from	specific	and	interrelated	fields:	politics	and	
policy,	law,	economics,	culture,	health,	education,	labor,	and	so	on.	Thus,	one	must	take	
into	account	the	multi-sectoral	nature	of	the	field	of	integration.	Notice	that	these	areas	
also	are	present	in	the	stereotypes	about	migrants	(which	will	be	detailed	later	in	the	
report).	Therefore,	one	should	try	to	understand	the	main	fields	related	to	integration	and	
understand	their	interconnections.		
	
As	Castles	states,	migration	encompasses	“all	dimensions	of	social	existence,	and	therefore	
demands	an	interdisciplinary	approach”	(Castles	2008:4).	Massey	(1993),	who	provides	an	
overview	of	the	main	theories	of	the	field,	states	that	the	different	theories	developed	to	
understand	the	process	of	international	migration	are	“causal	mechanisms	that	operate	at	
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widely	divergent	levels	of	analysis”	(Massey,	1993:463).	The	various	theories	choose	
different	units	of	analysis	to	formulate	explanations	for	migration	processes.	These	theories	
range	from	more	classical	perspectives	that	look	at	push	and	pull	factors	(such	as	dire	
economic	conditions	in	the	sending	countries,	or	need	of	cheap	labor	in	the	receiving	
countries)	to	more	contemporary	theories	that	look	at	other	factors	arising	from	the	new	
context	shaped	by	migration	(such	as	networks	or	institutions	that	support	migrants	in	the	
receiving	society).	In	any	case,	Massey	concludes	that	these	theories	are	non-exclusive.	For	
the	purpose	of	this	report,	it	is	important	to	keep	in	mind	that	these	various	levels	of	
analysis	of	migration	processes	can	explain	what	factors	lead	migrants	to	integrate	into	a	
given	society.		
	
That	being	said,	it	is	also	necessary	to	consider	migration	from	a	holistic	perspective;	
meaning,	from	the	moment	an	individual	decides	to	leave	her	country	of	origin	to	the	
moment	when	she	is	adjusted	to	the	receiving	society;	and	from	the	global	to	the	local	level	
(Castles	2008).	Migration	is	a	global	phenomenon	and,	as	such,	it	is	considered	in	the	
agendas	of	several	international	institutions.	Most	notably,	the	UNHCR	is	a	special	
commission	within	the	United	Nations	dedicated	to	ensuring	that	the	rights	of	asylum	
seekers	and	refugees	are	effectively	protected.	The	UN	Secretary-General	has	stated	that	
the	post-2015	UN	agenda	should	include	refugees,	displaced	peoples,	and	migrants	
(Beardmore,	2016).	However,	the	Sustainable	Development	Goals	launched	in	2015	only	
includes	migrants	in	2	of	the	169	targets,	and	does	not	refer	to	the	refugees	(ibid).		
	
On	the	regional	level,	as	mentioned	previously,	migration	is	intensely	present	in	the	EU’s	
agenda.	In	2004,	the	Justice	and	home	Affairs	Council	of	the	EU	presented	11	common	basic	
principles	to	promote	Integration,	which	where	reaffirmed	in	2014.	These	principles	
emphasized	the	“two-way	process	of	mutual	accommodation”,	on	the	one	hand,	specifying	
the	importance	of	migrant’s	access	to	employment,	education	and	public	institutions;	on	
the	other	hand,	it	also	accentuate	that	the	migrant	must	respect	the	basic	EU	values	
(European	Web	Site	on	Integration,	ND).	It	is	worth	mentioning	the	Zaragoza	Declaration.	
Published	in	2011,	this	Declaration	identified	four	major	policy	areas	in	which	to	monitor	
social	integration:	“employment,	education,	social	inclusion	and	active	citizenship”	
(Eurostat,	2013).	These	policy	indicators	(known	as	the	Zaragoza	Integration	Indicators)	are	
used	by	the	migration	policy	group	to	measure	each	country’s	policies	on	migrant	
integration.	The	European	Agenda	on	Integration	(European	Commission,	2015)	is	an	
attempt	to	call	for	the	unity	and	coordination	of	all	EU	member	states	“to	address	
migration,	to	meet	our	international	and	ethical	obligations	and	to	work	together	in	an	
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effective	way,	in	accordance	with	the	principles	of	solidarity	and	shared	responsibility”	(ibid:	
2).		
	
On	the	national	level,	the	Republic	of	Bulgaria	has	several	institutions	that	are	solely	
dedicated	to	asylum	management.8	On	the	local	level,	Bulgarian	municipalities	have	
recently	acquired	a	more	central	role	in	the	area	of	refugee	integration.	During	the	summer	
of	2016,	a	new	regulation	stipulated	that	municipalities	can	sign	up	to	resettle	refugees	(the	
participants	selected	will	be	provided	with	access	to	housing,	employment	and	education).	
This	integration	strategy	will	be	funded	with	the	EU’s	Asylum,	Migration	and	Integration	
Fund	(Rogers,	2016).	Yet	developments	on	the	ground	have	been	uncoordinated	without	a	
vision	of	what	integration	entails.		

Section	VI:	Methods	
	
During	my	field	practicum,	I	used	a	mixed	methods	approach,	employing	mainly	qualitative	
tools	of	research.	Below	I	provide	a	brief	description	of	each	method	that	I	used.		
	
Ethnographic	Observation	
	
I	recorded	in	writing	my	observations	about	the	context	I	was	in	(especially	settings	where	I	
could	gain	insight	into	migrant	living	conditions).	Some	of	the	categories	I	focused	on	were:	
“the	social	setting,”	“the	physical	environment,”	“space	and	the	objects	in	the	setting,”	
“actors	in	the	setting,”	“events,”	“time,”	“individual	behavior,”	“activities,”	“actor	groups,”	
“languages,”	“non-verbal	behavior,”	“goals	or	motivations,”	“human	needs”	and	“border	
social	systems”	(Whitehead,	2006).	
	
There	were	three	different	occasions	in	which	I	was	able	to	conduct	ethnographic	
observation:		
	

1. Delivery	of	food	for	asylum	seekers	and	status	holders:	Every	Friday,	an	NGO	delivers	
food	and	clothes	donated	to	refugees.	I	attended	the	delivery	and	observed	what	
happened	around	me.	I	focused	on	the	setting,	the	number	of	persons,	and	the	
development	of	events.		

2. Reception	center:	I	tried	to	go	inside	one	of	the	reception	centers	for	asylum	
seekers,	although	due	to	bureaucratic	requirements	I	was	not	able	to	enter.	I	was	

																																																								
8	The	Bulgarian	institutional	framework	for	asylum	management	is	discussed	below.		
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able	to	go	and	see	one	of	the	reception	centers	from	outside,	and	I	observed	the	
sounds	of	the	building	and	the	number	of	persons	in	the	backyard.		

3. Interviews:	I	was	able	to	attend	3	interviews	conducted	by	other	researchers:	an	
interview	with	a	family	(who	had	international	protection)	conducted	by	FAR	staff;	
an	interview	with	a	member	of	the	Bulgarian	Parliament	(who	specialized	in	ethnic	
politics)	conducted	by	a	PhD	student;	and	an	interview	with	a	government	official	
conducted	by	a	university	professor.	During	these	interviews	I	recorded	the	
important	information	discussed	concerning	my	topic.	In	addition,	I	was	able	to	ask	
some	questions.	It	is	worth	mentioning	that	the	interview	with	the	family	was	
conducted	at	their	home;	therefore,	I	had	the	opportunity	to	record	details	about	
their	living	conditions.		

	
Semi-structured	interviews	
	
I	used	semi-structured	interviews	to	communicate	with	different	actors	involved	in	the	
migratory	process.	These	constitute	the	core	of	my	research.	I	prepared	a	questionnaire	
before	going	into	the	field	that	I	followed	in	all	the	interviews.	To	reach	out	to	candidates,	I	
received	help	from	FAR	and	from	PhD	students	at	the	University	of	Sofia.	With	the	
exception	of	one	of	the	interviews	(which	was	recorded	in	writing),	and	after	asking	
interviewees	for	their	permission,	all	interviews	were	voice	recorded.			
	
Below	I	list	the	actors	that	I	interviewed	and	some	possible	questions	for	them.			
	

1. Volunteers	and	staff	from	NGOs:	In	total,	I	interviewed	14	individuals	that	either	had	
volunteered	for	an	NGO	in	the	field	of	international	protection	and/or	integration.	I	
tried	to	include	at	least	one	person	involved	in	each	organization	relevant	to	the	
field	of	integration	or	refugees.	I	made	a	list	of	these	organizations	and	I	asked	for	
FAR’s	help	in	reaching	out	to	participants.	There	were	three	organizations	that	were	
on	my	list	that	I	could	not	interview	(due	either	to	lack	of	interest	of	the	contact	
reached	out	or	conflicting	schedules).		

2. Government	officials:	I	interviewed	one	government	official,	who	worked	for	a	
governmental	commission.	I	originally	wanted	to	interview	other	two	
representatives	from	governmental	actors	involved	in	the	process	of	asylum.	
However,	it	was	harder	to	reach	out	to	government	officials.	Additionally,	I	noted	
that	when	it	comes	to	sharing	information,	government	officials	are	more	
restrained.		
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3. Status	holders	and	asylum	seekers:	I	interviewed	3	status	holders	from	Syria,	
although	one	of	them	was	not	originally	Syrian.	I	also	interviewed	one	asylum	
seeker,	who	came	from	a	different	country	other	than	Syria.	I	will	not	to	reveal	his	
nationality	(which	is	not	one	of	the	most	common	nationalities	of	asylum	seekers	in	
Bulgaria)	in	order	to	preserve	confidentiality.		

	
The	interviews	were	recorded	and	transcribed.	To	analyze	the	transcriptions,	I	used	what	
Thomas	(2006)	refers	to	as	an	inductive	analysis.	This	approach	uses	detailed	reading	of	
data	“to	derive	concepts,	themes,	or	a	model”	(Thomas,	2006:238).	After	a	first	read	of	
transcriptions	I	proceeded	to	code	my	data	by	creating	category	labels	and	associating	text	
to	each	category.	Once	the	data	was	coded,	I	was	now	able	to	develop	the	most	significant	
themes	for	my	result	section.		
	
Questionnaire		
	
One	of	the	organizations	that	provides	integration	activities	for	the	refugees	asked	a	small	
group	(7)	of	the	recipients	of	their	activities	about	their	favorite	places	in	Sofia.	They	shared	
the	written	results	of	this	questionnaire	with	me.		
	
Literature	Review	and	Analysis	of	Secondary	Data	
	
An	important	part	of	my	research	consisted	in	the	analysis	of	existing	sources	and	
secondary	data.	While	being	involved	in	FAR’s	projects,	I	had	access	to	interviews	that	they	
had	conducted	on	the	topic	of	immigration	detention,	statelessness,	and/or	access	to	legal	
rights	of	the	detainees.	Listening	to	these	interviews	was	very	useful	for	me	because	I	was	
able	to	1)	witness	how	an	interview	with	migrant	(who	has	endured	a	traumatic	experience)	
can	be	conducted;	and	2)	gather	important	quotes	from	the	testimony	of	the	interviewees.	
In	addition,	I	had	access	to	legal	documents	(such	as	judicial	reviews	or	appeals).	
	
Regarding	the	literature	review,	apart	from	the	sources	I	consulted	before	arriving	to	the	
field,	FAR’s	staff	recommended	several	important	sources	of	information	to	review	during	
my	practicum.	These	include	the	“Monitoring	Report	on	the	Integration	of	Beneficiaries	of	
International	Protection	in	Bulgaria”	and	the	“Asylum	Information	Database.”	
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Main	Challenges	
	
As	stated	above,	one	of	the	biggest	challenges	was	the	inability	to	reach	out	to	candidates	
for	interviews.	The	main	problems	I	had	in	reaching	out	to	candidates	were	1)	timing	
(during	the	summer	season	many	Bulgarians	take	holidays);	2)	interview	candidates’	lack	of	
interest	3)	language	(my	interviews	were	limited	to	English	speaking	candidates);	and	4)	
conflicting	schedules.	Additionally,	there	is	already	extensive	research	on	the	topic	of	
migration	being	done	in	Sofia,	which	in	my	opinion	leads	to	a	lack	of	interest	in	participating	
in	data	collection	activities.	
	
I	was	not	able	to	complete	methodological	tools	I	had	initially	planned	to	use	in	the	field.	
Particularly,	I	was	not	able	to	practice	“participatory	mapping,”	a	tool	used	to	understand	a	
community	perception	of	space	through	mapping.	I	wanted	to	use	this	tool	to	have	a	better	
understanding	of	asylum	seeker	and	refugee	perceptions	of	Sofia.	During	my	stay,	my	host	
organization	was	mainly	in	touch	with	asylum	seekers	or	refugees	on	an	individual	basis,	
thus	it	was	hard	for	me	gain	access	to	a	group	of	migrants	together	in	the	same	space.		

Section	VII:	Findings	
	
The	findings	of	this	report	are	presented	in	five	different	sections.	First,	there	is	an	overview	
of	the	main	“Actors	in	the	Asylum	Procedure.”	Secondly,	I	synthesize	the	“Perceived	
Opportunities	and	Challenges	Faced	by	the	Refugees.”	Thirdly,	I	provide	an	ethnographic	
analysis	of	four	relatively	successful	cases	of	refugees.	Fourthly,	I	identify	major	stereotypes	
about	refugees	in	Bulgaria	and	give	an	overview	of	the	context	in	which	these	stereotypes	
manifest	themselves.	Finally,	I	map	spots	in	Sofia	with	the	intention	of	commenting	on	the	
value	that	refugees	place	upon	Sofia’s	emblematic	locations	which	reveal	amicable	
accepting	environments.	While	the	first	two	sections	are	setting	the	general	context	in	
which	integration	happens,	the	last	three	sections	intend	to	provide	a	more	specific	analysis	
about	the	constraints	on	and	opportunities	for	integration.	
	
Actors	in	the	Asylum	Procedure		
	
Public	institutions		
	
There	are	six	institutions	that	are	important	to	keep	in	mind	when	investigating	the	asylum	
context	in	Bulgaria.	The	first	is	the	State	Agency	for	Refugees	(SAR),	a	body	within	the	
Council	of	Ministers	that	is	in	charge	of	implementing	policies	related	to	the	granting	of	



	 26	

international	protection	of	foreigners	in	Bulgaria.	SAR	is	the	institution	that	manages	Transit	
Centers	and	Registration	and	Reception	Centers	for	asylum	seekers.	Second,	the	Migration	
Directorate,	which	depends	on	the	Ministry	of	Interior,	is	the	entity	that	regulates	migration	
processes	and	has	administrative	control	over	the	stay	of	foreigners.	The	Migration	
Directorate	also	manages	Detention	Centers.	Thirdly,	the	Border	Police,	also	within	the	
Ministry	of	Interior,	is	in	charge	of	admitting	asylum	seekers	into	Bulgarian	territory,	as	well	
as	conducting	border	control	and	protection	efforts.	The	fourth	institution	of	importance	is	
the	Ministry	of	Labor	and	Social	Policy,	which	is	the	institution	that	mainly	controls	the	
policies	related	to	the	integration	and	labor	measures	of	refugees.	Fifthly,	municipalities	are	
the	governing	bodies	that	control	local	policies	related	to	integration	and	oversee	the	
representation	of	unaccompanied	minors.	Finally,	Administrative	Courts	and	the	Supreme	
Administrative	Courts	within	the	judicial	branch	are	in	charge	of	judicial	review	of	asylum	
claims.	For	more	details	regarding	the	institutional	structure	of	the	asylum	management	
process,	see	Appendix	#1.		
	
Civil	society		
	
In	broad	 terms,	 I	noted	 three	main	 types	of	civil	 society	organizations	 that	are	directly	or	
indirectly	involved	in	the	integration	of	asylum	seekers	and	refugees.		
	

1)	 Organizations	 offering	 humanitarian	 aid	 and	 integration	 programs.	 These	 are	
organizations	 that	 help	 cover	 the	 basic	 needs	 of	 refugees	 such	 as	 access	 to	 food,	
clothing,	and	medicine.	At	 this	point,	 they	are	 the	only	body	 that	directly	engages	
with	 integration.	 These	 organizations	 also	 provide	 guidance	 for	 deeper	 levels	 of	
refugee	integration,	such	as	language	or	vocational	courses.	Specific	examples	of	this	
kind	 of	 civil	 society	 organization	 include	 the	 Red	 Cross,	 the	 Council	 for	 Refugee	
Women,	Caritas,	and	International	Organization	for	Migration	(IOM).		

	
2)	Organizations	 offering	 grassroots	 activities	 to	 bridge	 the	 cultural	 gap	 between	
newcomers	 and	 locals.	 These	 organizations’	 activities	 often	 try	 to	 include	 both	
refugees	 and	 native	 Bulgarians.	 Examples	 of	 such	 activities	 include	 language	
exchange	 activities,	 theater	 plays,	 art	 expositions,	 and	 culinary	 activities,	 among	
others.	There	are	many	organizations	of	this	category	in	Bulgaria,	and	some	of	them	
are	primarily	working	in	areas	outside	of	migration;	specifically,	Miltikulti	Collective,	
Arabis,	the	Red	Cross,	CVS	Volunteers,	the	Red	House,	United	Nations	Association	of	
Bulgaria,	the	Empowerment	Organization	and	Fotofabrick.		
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3)	Legal	counseling	organizations.	These	organizations	offer	legal	advice	to	refugees.	
Examples	include	FAR,	the	Helsinki	Committee,	and	the	Center	for	Legal	Aid.	These	
organizations	also	offer	other	 important	activities	 such	as	 trainings	and	workshops	
related	to	the	legal	side	of	asylum	procedures.	Another	important	service	provided	
by	 these	 organizations	 (and	 also	 by	 some	 of	 the	 organizations	 in	 the	 above	
paragraph	and	others	such	as	the	Open	Society	 Institute)	 is	advocacy	and	research	
that	highlights	controversial	issues,	including	the	violation	of	refugee	rights	that	the	
Bulgarian	state	is	obliged	to	uphold	according	to	certain	international	agreements.	

	
Other	Organizations	
	
There	are	several	organizations	that	cannot	be	included	in	either	of	the	above	subheadings.	
These	organizations	nevertheless	play	an	important	role	in	funding	activities	developed	by	
public	institutions	and	civil	society	groups.	Among	these	fund-providing	organizations	are:	
UNHCR,	the	British	Council,	EEA	Grants,	and	Norway	Grants	or	the	European	Union,	which	
have	been	engaged	both	as	grantees	but	also	as	facilitators	in	the	provision	of	support	for	
programs	engaging	refugees.		
	
Coordination	Mechanisms		
	
Many	interviewees	mentioned	“coordination	mechanisms”	as	a	very	positive	practice.	
“Coordination	mechanisms”	are	periodic	meetings	held	by	SAR	and	attended	by	all	the	
major	organizations	working	on	topics	pertaining	to	asylum-seekers,	refugees,	and	
migrants.	In	these	meetings,	organization	actors	have	the	opportunity	to	update	each	other	
and	ask	questions	from	government	officials.	Generally	speaking,	the	non-profit	
representatives	express	satisfaction	when	it	comes	to	the	coordination	and	collaboration	
practices	among	different	non-profit	organizations	in	these	fields.	By	contrast,	some	
interviewees	who	are	involved	with	NGOs,	but	who	do	not	hold	paid	positions	in	them,	
pointed	out	that	there	is	room	for	improvement	in	the	field	of	coordination	among	NGOs	
due	to	both	a	high	level	of	competition	among	these	organizations	and	a	lack	of	necessary	
capacities	for	coordination.		
	
Regarding	the	bilateral	coordination	between	non-profit	actors	and	governmental	actors,	a	
common	theme	noticed	in	the	interviews	is	a	partially	adverse	perspective	towards	
governmental	institutions.	Some	interviewees	state	that	the	relationship	with	governmental	
institutions	has	not	been	easy	in	the	past,	but	that	it	has	slowly	been	improving.	One	of	the	
interviewees	pointed	out	that	when	it	comes	to	emergency	issues	coordination	with	
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authorities	is	easier.	However,	in	other	areas	(such	as	procedures	or	areas	“considered	too	
serious	to	involve	the	NGOs”)	coordination	with	governmental	authorities	is	said	to	be	more	
challenging.	Some	of	the	organizations	interviewed	explained	that	they	shared	the	results	of	
their	particular	project	with	SAR.	One	particular	interviewee	expressed	satisfaction	when	
referring	to	a	conversation	held	with	certain	governmental	authorities	about	the	results	of	
their	project.		
	
Mapping	opportunities	&	challenges	for	the	effective	integration	of	asylum	seekers	
and	status	holders		
	
Opportunities	
	
In	this	section,	I	detail	the	opportunities	that	exist	for	migrant	integration	in	Sofia.	
	
Cultural	and	geographical	proximity		
	
Bulgaria	is	geographically	close	to	the	Middle	East.	To	give	some	perspective,	Aleppo	(a	
Northern	city	in	Syria	close	to	the	border	with	Turkey)	is	1,759	kilometers	from	Sofia.	It	
would	take	18	hours	and	27	minutes	to	traverse	distance	by	car.	Asylum	seekers	coming	
from	the	Middle	East	appreciate	that	Bulgaria	is	physically	close	to	their	own	country.	In	
addition,	some	interviewees	stated	that	Bulgarian	culture	is	easy	for	refugees	to	adjust	to	
and	embrace,	perhaps	because	Arabic	cultures	are	closer	to	Eastern	European	cultures	than	
to	those	of	Western	Europe.		
	
Ethnographic	observation	bears	this	out,	to	some	extent.	Close	to	the	Mosque	in	Sofia’s	
downtown,	one	can	find	a	street	called	“Tsar	Simeon	street,”	informally	known	as	the	“Arab	
street.”	This	street	is	a	small	sample	of	Arabic	culture	with	several	grocery	stores,	
restaurants,	barbers,	hookah	shops,	etc.	Many	of	this	business	are	owned	by	migrants	from	
the	Middle	East	established	in	Bulgaria	during	the	Communist	period.	Thus,	the	newcomers	
who	identify	with	the	Arabic	culture	have	a	space	in	town	to	socialize	and	find	products	
associated	with	their	culture.		
	
Labor	market	
	
The	labor	market	is	one	of	the	issues	most	mentioned	in	my	interviews,	both	as	a	constraint	
and	an	opportunity.	Even	if	Bulgaria	is	perceived	as	a	low-income	country,	some	
interviewees	mentioned	that	it	is	easy	to	find	job	placement	for	highly	educated	foreigners	
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with	language	knowledge	and/or	for	those	who	were	relatively	wealthy	in	their	home	
countries.	All	the	individuals	who	have	been	granted	international	protection	in	Bulgaria	
have	legal	access	to	the	job	market.	As	for	asylum	seekers,	they	can	access	the	job	market	
three	months	after	entering	the	asylum	process,	which	lasts	a	relatively	short	period	of	time	
(Loukanova,	2016:4).		
	
One	of	the	employment	opportunities	often	identified	by	interviewees	is	the	so-called	“call	
center.”	According	to	an	official	document	prepared	to	promote	outsourcing	in	Bulgaria	by	
the	Invest	Bulgaria	Agency	(2013),	Bulgaria’s	multilingual	and	“cost	effective	labor	force,	
low	rental	cost	and	low	overall	cost	of	doing	business”	attracts	Business	Process	
Outsourcing.	Large	multinational	corporations	such	as	HP,	Sony,	and	Microsoft	have	
branches	in	Sofia.	Considering	the	presence	of	these	giant	outsourcing	centers	in	Bulgaria,	it	
is	not	hard	to	imagine	how	multi-lingual	job	applicants	can	easily	fill	a	position	(at	least	
three	of	the	status	holders	I	interviewed	were	working	in	one	of	these	centers).	Although	
the	status	holders	generally	appeared	grateful	and	satisfied	to	have	a	job,	two	of	the	
interviewees	explained	that	they	were	not	satisfied	with	their	salary.	Unfortunately,	I	did	
not	get	many	details	about	the	“cost-effective”	labor	conditions	in	which	not	only	foreigners	
but	also	Bulgarian	nationals	work.	The	labor	practices	and	working	conditions	within	these	
centers	is	an	important	area	of	study	that	merits	further	attention.	
		
Social	networks	&	connections	
	
Massey	(1993)	has	observed	that	migrant	social	networks	typically	work	as	a	set	of	
“interpersonal	ties	that	connect	migrants,	former	migrants,	and	non-migrants	in	origin	and	
destination	areas	through	ties	of	kinship,	friendship,	and	shared	community	origin.”	As	I	
came	to	learn	from	my	research,	for	refugees	in	Bulgaria	such	interpersonal	ties	with	both	
Bulgarians	and	other	migrants	seem	present	the	best	opportunities	for	integration	that	
refugees	can	find	in	the	country.		
	
Communication	with	refugees	however	is	not	easy	and	international	and	local	NGOs	have	
discussed	on	numerous	occasions	the	impact	of	negative	publicity	in	the	media,	which	
seems	to	be	the	norm.	Despite	media-driven	xenophobia,	relationships	between	the	asylum	
seekers	and	refugees	and	Bulgarian	nationals	have	frequently	occurred,	it	appears	that	
some	refugees	find	Bulgarians	friendly	and	welcoming.	My	personal	observations	suggest	
that	it	is	predominantly	young	Bulgarians	who	often	volunteered	to	work	with	refugees.	I	
was	made	aware	that	friendship	between	young	Bulgarians	and	young	individuals	holding	
refugee	status	is	relatively	common.	One	of	the	Bulgarian	volunteer	with	whom	I	discussed	
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this	topic	at	some	length	stated	that	these	relationships	formed	after	participation	in	
programs	are	beneficial	for	newcomers:	“I	could	say	that	after	such	kind	of	campaigns	you	
start	to	know	refugees	and	these	refugees	know	that	you	are	Bulgarian	and	for	them	it	is	
important	to	work	with	you,	to	help	them.	So	the	personal	contact	between	volunteers	and	
refugees	actually	is	very	successful.”	
	
Regarding	the	relation	between	newer	refugees	and	migrants	who	have	been	living	in	
Bulgaria	for	several	years,	another	interviewee	who	worked	at	a	local	NGO	pointed	out	that	
migrant	social	networks	are	one	of	the	major	opportunities	for	refugee’s	integration	into	
the	Bulgarian	Society.	Newcomers	often	rely	on	persons	from	their	country	of	origin	to	find	
jobs	and	housing.	However,	it	is	not	an	exception	that	there	are	also	tensions	between	
newcomers	and	already	established	refugees.	These	tensions	originate	in	the	working	
conditions	of	refugees,	who	most	often	end	up	working	in	businesses	run	by	established	
migrants.	Social	divisions	and	cultural	distinctions,	particularly	related	to	religiosity,	
between	these	two	groups	are	sometimes	an	additional	source	of	tension.		
	
Integration	activities	offered	in	the	civil	society	sector	
	
From	humanitarian	help	to	cultural	initiatives,	the	civil	society	sector	in	Sofia	offers	a	variety	
of	activities	for	asylum	seekers	and	refugees.	These	activities	are	available	both	in	the	so-
called	reception	centers	as	well	as	in	external	addresses,	and	their	primary	objective	is	to	
assist	refugees	through	the	process	of	adapting	to	the	new	life	in	a	host	country	like	
Bulgaria.	Below	I	offer	a	quick	overview	of	some	of	these	programs	and/or	activities.		
	
In	addition	to	the	Bulgarian	state-employed	social	workers	who	service	the	reception	
centers,	some	NGOs	(such	as	the	Red	Cross	or	the	Council	for	Refugee	Women)	hire	their	
own	social	workers	(who	speak	several	languages,	including	Arabic)	to	regularly	visit	the	
centers	and	provide	additional	assistance	when	needed.	As	I	learned	from	my	conversations	
with	individuals	involved	in	the	civil	society	sector,	these	social	workers	are	key	
intermediaries	in	the	communication	between	asylum	seekers	and	official	institutions.	The	
centers	also	hold	informative	sessions	(organized	by	social	workers)	on	issues	such	as	the	
rights	and	obligations	of	refugees	in	Bulgaria,	employment,	health	care,	and	so	on.	For	
instance,	the	Refugee	Project	(a	joint	initiative	of	CVS	and	Caritas)	offers	several	activities	
for	asylum	seekers	in	reception	centers,	ranging	from	language	courses	to	excursions	for	
children.		
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Concerning	refugee	activities	in	external	addresses,	there	are	three	Integration/Information	
Centers	available	in	Sofia.	During	my	stay,	I	was	able	to	visit	the	center	run	by	the	Red	Cross	
and	the	center	run	by	Caritas.	Both	of	these	offer	Bulgarian	language	courses	and	assistance	
with	refugee	paperwork.	The	Red	Cross	is	currently	offering	a	pilot	integration	program	for	
Refugee	families,	the	beneficiaries	of	which	would	receive	vocational	training,	language	
classes,	financial	assistance	with	public	transportation,	daycare	for	their	children,	or	health	
insurance.	Another	interesting	campaign,	in	which	one	of	the	refugees	I	interviewed	
participated,	is	a	buddy-type	program.	These	programs	put	refugees	in	closer	contact	with	
Bulgarian	nationals,	who	then	become	something	like	mentors.	Ideally,	Bulgarian	nationals	
will	regularly	meet	with	their	assigned	refugees	for	an	extended	period	of	time,	and	will	of	
course	seek	to	assist	them	as	much	as	possible.	
	
In	addition	to	these	programs	that	focus	more	on	basic	skills	and	knowledge	of	living	in	
Bulgaria,	there	are	several	large	programs	that	offer	legal	assistance	to	asylum	seekers	and	
refugees,	among	which	most	prominent	are	FAR,	Helsinki	Committee	and	the	Center	for	
Legal	Aid.	The	work	with	refugees	is	often	offered	as	a	pro-bono	legal	counseling.	These	
organizations	also	offer	informative	sessions	on	refugee	rights	and	obligations.			
	
Challenges	
	
In	this	section,	I	detail	the	challenges	to	migrant	integration	in	Sofia.	
	
Conditions	in	State-owned	centers	&	the	asylum	procedure		
	
As	one	of	the	interviewed	activist	testified	“the	integration	process	of	an	asylum	seeker	
starts	in	the	camp.”	All	asylum	seekers	need	to	formally	apply	for	asylum	before	the	
authorities	and	spend	time	in	a	detention	center	or	reception	center.	Some	spend	several	
months	in	these	centers.	Consequently,	upon	their	arrival	to	the	country,	asylum	seekers	
are	continuously	in	touch	with	Bulgarian	state	institutions.		
	
UNHCR	has	acknowledged	that	conditions	in	Bulgarian	reception	and	detention	centers	
have	improved	over	the	past	few	years.	However,	UNHCR’s	observations	confirmed	by	a	
number	of	asylum	seekers	I	interviewed	(including	the	status	holders)	claim	that	there	is	
room	for	further	improvement	of	the	conditions	in	these	centers.	Consider	several	of	these	
accounts	about	the	reception	and	detention	centers	I	collected	from	civil	society	workers	
and	migrants	themselves	in	the	summer	of	2016	while	in	Bulgaria:		
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1) Administrative	barriers.	The	movement	of	migrants	and	refugees	from	one	country	
to	another	entails	all	 sorts	of	administrative	procedures.	 In	 the	case	of	 the	asylum	
seeker,	 the	 level	 of	 bureaucracy	 tends	 to	 be	 very	 intense	 and	 multilayered.	 The	
asylum	 seeker	 is	 expected	 to	 prove,	 with	 all	 evidence	 available,	 that	 s/he	 is	
protected	 under	 the	 Refugee	 Convention.	 On	 top	 of	 that,	 the	 refugee	 needs	 to	
obtain	 several	 legal	documents	 to	be	able	 to	 carry	out	daily	 life	activities	 (such	as	
apply	 to	 jobs,	work,	 drive,	 and	attend	 schools).	One	of	 the	 administrative	barriers	
faced	 in	 Bulgaria	 is	 the	 difficulty	 to	 certify	 documents	 retrieved	 from	 foreign	
countries	(such	as	university	diplomas).	According	to	one	migrant	advocate	in	Sofia,	
who	 assists	 refugees	 with	 administrative	 procedures,	 there	 is	 no	 standardized	
mechanism	 for	 legalizing	 refugee	 documents	 and,	 as	 a	 consequence,	 she	 has	
witnessed	how	documents	of	similar	merit	are	sometimes	certified	and	other	times	
discarded	 by	 the	 authorities.	 Another	 challenge	 mentioned	 is	 related	 to	 the	
procedure	for	obtaining	an	ID	once	an	asylum	seeker	receives	status.	After	receiving	
the	decision	that	provides	him	or	her	with	status,	s/he	then	has	14	days	to	go	to	the	
municipality	 to	register	and	apply	 for	an	 ID.	Complications	arise	 from	the	 fact	 that	
asylum	seekers	are	expected	to	also	provide	a	residence	address,	which	very	often,	
they	do	not	have.	There	are	a	number	of	reasons	why	newcomers	may	not	be	able	
to	 provide	 a	 permanent	 address;	 for	 example,	 some	 cannot	 afford	 housing	 after	
they	get	asylum	status,	and	they	therefore	give	someone	else’s	address	(sometimes	
they	pay	 someone	 to	allow	 them	to	use	his/her	address)	and	 they	miss	 important	
documents	relating	to	their	asylum	status	sent	to	this	other	address.		

	
2) Cultural	differences	and	lack	of	cultural	considerations.	Asylum	seekers	coming	from	

the	Middle	East	often	find	themselves	culturally	distant	from	Bulgarians	(language,	
religion,	 eating	 habits,	 etc.).	 Perhaps	 language	 is	 the	 most	 tangible	 barrier	 for	
refugee	integration.	This	is	not	only	due	to	the	lack	of	similarity	between	the	Arabic	
and	Bulgarian	languages	–	it	is	generally	perceived	to	be	difficult	for	Arabic	speakers	
to	 learn	Bulgarian	–	but	also	because	the	two	regions	have	historically	had	 limited	
cultural	 contact.	 In	 addition,	 some	 of	 the	 advocates	 I	 interviewed	 stated	 that	
different	 ethnicities	 occasionally	 tend	 to	 have	 a	mutually	 hostile	 attitude	 towards	
each	other	while	living	in	the	centers.	When	they	are	located	together	in	the	same	
camp,	then,	conditions	are	less	safe.	However	here,	it	is	important	to	recognize	that	
separating	 immigrants	 according	 to	 their	 ethnicities	 could	 also	 be	 interpreted	 as	
segregation.	Additionally,	one	of	the	interviewees	mentioned	that,	even	though	not	
all	 the	 asylum	 seekers	 are	Muslims,	 in	 the	 period	 of	 Ramadan	 (the	 period	 during	
which	Muslims	fast)	the	Centers	only	served	two	meals	instead	of	the	usual	three.	
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3) Inadequate	 conditions	 for	 children.	 This	 is	 especially	 true	 in	 the	 case	 of	 so	 called	

closed	 facilities	 or	 detention	 centers,	where	 detainees	 cannot	 leave	 the	 center	 at	
any	 moment.	 But	 facilities	 are	 not	 the	 only	 inadequacies	 where	 children	 are	
concerned.	During	my	stay	in	Sofia,	I	also	learned	that	municipal	workers	(often	non-
specialists)	are	often	being	tasked	with	representing	unaccompanied	minors.	
	

4) Difficulty	 of	 communicating	with	 SAR	 employees.	 According	 to	 some	 testimonies	 I	
went	 through	 in	my	summer	practicum,	state	employees	 tasked	with	servicing	 the	
refugees	 often	 spoke	 only	 Bulgarian	 and,	 sometimes,	 English.	 This	 makes	
communication	 very	 difficult	 for	 those	 asylum	 seekers	 that	 do	 not	 speak	 any	 of	
these	 two	 languages.	 According	 to	 some	 reports,	 interpreters	 are	 not	 always	
available	in	the	centers.		

	
5) Lack	of	transparency.	Bulgarian	state	institutions	appear	less	transparent	in	the	way	

they	 handle	 asylum	 and	 refugee	 management	 as	 well	 as	 how	 they	 relate	 the	
management	of	migrants	 to	 the	wider	Bulgarian	public.	Some	advocates	explained	
that	 corrupt	 practices	 in	 the	 camps	 abound.	 For	 example,	 offering	 money	 to	
authorities	 can	 allegedly	 speed	 up	 the	 asylum	 process.	 There	 is	 also	 lack	 of	
transparency	 perceived	 by	 Bulgarian	 citizens.	 As	 I	 will	 mention	 again	 later,	
authorities	 do	 not	 always	 offer	 reliable	 information	 about	 status	 holders	 to	
Bulgarian	citizens.		
	

Socioeconomic	conditions	in	Bulgaria	
	
The	 challenges	 that	 were	 most	 frequently	 mentioned	 in	 my	 interviews	 with	 civil	 society	
workers	and	the	refugees	were	related	to	particular	socioeconomic	conditions	in	Bulgaria.		
	

1) Attitude	towards	refugees.	Many	migrant	advocates	stated	that	 in	some	sectors	of	
Bulgarian	society	there	is	fear	towards	refugees	(this	area	will	be	further	developed	
below).	Others	explained	that,	rather	than	an	active	fear	towards	refugees,	there	is	
social	apathy	or	a	willful	lack	of	awareness	towards	the	issue.	In	addition,	one	of	the	
Bulgarian	 activists	 I	 interviewed	 mentioned	 that,	 in	 some	 cases,	 Bulgarian	
authorities	 have	 had	 too	 aggressive	 attitudes	 toward	 refugees.	 This	 is	 particularly	
true	 regarding	 the	 police.	 According	 to	 the	 members	 of	 HEAR	 project,	 the	
researchers	 encountered	 “multiple	 accounts	 of	 police	 violence”	 (Ilareva,	 2016),	
including	violence	against	a	minor.			
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2) Barriers	for	finding	housing.	Some	of	the	activist	I	interviewed,	shared	that	refugees	

face	difficulties	when	trying	to	find	a	place	to	live	in	Bulgaria.	Some	refugees	do	not	
have	enough	resources	to	pay	for	housing,	which	activists	relate	to	other	challenges	
concerning	limitation	of	the	state	infrastructure	(“lack	of	financial	support	from	the	
government”	and	“lack	of	employments	opportunities”).	Even	if	refugees	can	count	
on	 resources	 to	pay	 for	 their	 rent,	 in	 some	 cases	 landlords	 refused	 to	 rent	out	 to	
prospective	tenants	who	tell	them	they	are	refugees.		

	
3) Lack	of	financial	support	from	the	government.	As	mentioned	above,	a	2014	official	

report	 by	Multikulti	 named	 2014	 as	 the	 year	 of	 “zero	 integration.”	 The	 Bulgarian	
government	 stopped	 providing	 the	 National	 Program	 for	 the	 Integration	 of	
Refugees,	which	among	other	 things	provided	 limited	 financial	 support	 for	 asylum	
seekers	 once	 they	 obtained	 status.	 This	 situation	 continued	 until	 the	 summer	 of	
2016,	when	practically	 all	 the	activist	 I	 talked	with	 from	 the	migrant/refugee	non-
profit	 sector	 stated	 that	 the	 lack	 of	 a	 National	 Integration	 Program	 is	 a	 severe	
challenge	 for	 refugee	 integration	 efforts.	 Several	 interviewees	 explained	 that	 the	
main	 argument	 provided	 by	 the	 government	 to	 justify	 the	 termination	 of	 the	
National	Integration	program	is	that	most	of	the	status	holders	leave	Bulgaria	once	
they	acquire	refugee	status.	Indeed,	this	same	argument	was	directly	mentioned	to	
me	 from	 informal	 interviews	with	 state	 representatives.	Nevertheless,	 as	 some	 of	
the	 activists	 confirm,	 status	 holders	 typically	 leave	 because	 they	 do	 not	 feel	
provided	and	thus	welcomed	in	Bulgaria.		
	

4) Lack	 of	 employment	 opportunities	 and	 barriers	 to	 access	 the	 labor	 market.	 All	
refugee	status	holders	have	legal	access	to	the	labor	market.	However,	as	many	of	
the	 activists	 stated,	 they	 often	 struggle	 to	 find	 a	 job.	 According	 to	 EUROSTAT,	 in	
Bulgaria,	the	unemployment	rate	(9.2%	in	2015)	is	close	to	the	EU	average	(9.4%	in	
2015).	It	is	worth	mentioning	that	some	scholars	(such	as	Saskia	Sassen)	have	argued	
that	these	kind	of	percentages	are	inaccurate	because	they	leave	out	some	portions	
of	 the	 population,	 such	 as	 long-term	 unemployed.	 At	 any	 rate,	 many	 migrant	
advocates	mentioned	that	for	status	holders	it	is	crucial	to	find	a	job.	It	seems	to	be	
particularly	challenging	to	find	a	job	for	those	who	do	not	hold	higher	degrees	from	
universities	and/or	do	not	speak	more	than	one	language.		
	

5) Bulgaria	 is	 a	 low-income	 country	 within	 the	 EU.	 According	 to	 2016	 data	 from	
Eurostat,	Bulgaria’s	GDP	 is	 the	 lowest	 in	the	EU	(45	points),	and	 is	also	 lower	than	
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Turkey’s	 GDP	 (neighboring	 non-EU	 member	 country).	 Many	 of	 the	 individual	
interviewees	 (including	 refugees)	 mentioned	 this	 fact	 as	 a	 constraint	 for	 refugee	
integration.	The	point,	though,	is	that	scarce	economic	resources	make	it	easier	for	
authorities	 to	 justify	 their	 lack	 of	 investment	 in	 migrant	 integration	 and	 their	
curtailment	of	official	economic	support	for	refugees.	

	
6) Inappropriate	 conditions	 for	 receiving	 a	 large	 influx	 of	 migrants.	 The	 number	 of	

asylum	applications	in	Bulgaria	has	been	continuously	rising	since	2013.	According	to	
official	data	from	SAR,	in	2014	and	2015	there	were	10,353	and	20,787	applications,	
respectively.	The	number	of	asylum	applications	since	1993	(the	year	when	there	is	
data	available)	has	never	been	higher	than	3,264	applications.	These	numbers	back	
up	 the	 statement	 that	 Bulgaria	 has	 traditionally	 not	 received	 large	 numbers	 of	
refugees.	 It	 is	 not	 hard	 to	 understand	 that	 the	 country	 was	 not	 ready	 to	
accommodate	large	numbers	of	refugees	as	a	result,	given	that	 it	did	not	have	the	
pre-existing	 institutional	 capacity.	 However,	 activists	 I	 worked	with	 still	 wondered	
why	 the	authorities	did	not	prepare	 for	 the	arrival	of	asylum	seekers	earlier.	They	
cite	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 Syrian	 civil	 war	 started	 in	 2011,	 and	 that	 there	 is	 only	 one	
country	(Turkey)	between	Bulgaria	and	Syria.		

	
Specific	characteristics	or	attitudes	of	refugees	
	
Some	assert	that	the	following	traits	or	practices	of	migrants	themselves	pose	an	obstacle	
to	integration.	
	

1) Bulgarian	viewed	as	a	 transit	 country.	Despite	Bulgaria	being	 the	country	with	 the	
highest	 share	 of	 positive	 asylum	 seeker	 decisions	 in	 2015,	 many	 asylum	 seekers	
leave	after	 they	get	 status	or	even	before	 to	countries	west	of	Bulgaria.	Certainly,	
socioeconomic	 factors	 in	 Bulgaria	 mentioned	 above	 are	 not	 too	 favorable	 to	
integration.	However,	not	all	migrants	leave	Bulgaria	because	of	its	socio-economic	
conditions.	 Some	 refugees	 have	 family	 members	 that	 are	 in	 other	 European	
countries,	and	thus	leave	to	be	close	to	their	families.		
	

2) Lack	 of	motivation.	 Several	 of	 the	 activists,	working	 for	 non-profits	 in	 the	 field	 of	
integration,	 explained	 that	 they	 also	 encounter	 apathy	 coming	 from	 the	migrants	
themselves	who	are	not	 enticed	 to	participate	 in	 the	 activities	provided	by	NGOs.	
Some	 suggest	 that	 this	 lack	 of	 motivation	 could	 be	 related	 to	 the	 psychological	
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distress	and	general	 frustration	migrants	experience,	 their	high	expectations	of	EU	
asylum	procedure,	or	their	perception	of	Bulgaria	as	a	transit	country.	

	
3) Lack	of	literacy.	One	interviewee	mentioned	that	some	of	the	refugees	are	illiterate	

and	that,	for	them,	dealing	with	bureaucracy	is	extremely	challenging.		
	

4) Vulnerability	to	 immigrant	communities	that	have	been	 in	Bulgaria	 for	 longer.	Two	
of	my	interlocutors	(an	NGO	staff	and	also	a	status	holder	migrant)	mentioned	that	
on	some	occasions	migrants	that	have	been	living	in	Bulgaria	for	a	longer	period	of	
time	 take	 advantage	 of	 newcomers	 (for	 example,	 by	 employing	 them	 under	
precarious	conditions).		
	

5) Trauma.	 Fleeing	 from	 war	 and	 traveling	 long	 distances	 with	 uncertainty	 leads,	 in	
some	 occasions,	 to	 depression.	 Psychological	 stresses	 that	 migrants	 withstand	
certainly	contribute	to	the	lack	of	motivation	to	engage	in	their	host	societies,	fact	
that	has	been	more	openly	discussed	in	the	recent	year	across	the	EU.	

	
6) Difficulty	of	learning	about	opportunities.	Some	asylum	seekers	and	refugees	do	not	

learn	about	the	different	opportunities	offered	to	them	through	civil	society	(such	as	
language	 classes,	 workshops,	 humanitarian	 aid,	 etc.).	 One	 of	 the	 status	 holders	 I	
interviewed	 explained	 that	 he	 learned	 about	 the	 classes	 through	 a	 casual	
conversation	after	he	had	already	been	in	the	country	for	several	weeks.	However,	I	
was	made	aware	that	there	are	informative	sessions	offered	in	all	reception	centers.	
Whatever	 the	case,	 it	appears	 that	basic	 information	about	beneficial	activities	 for	
asylum	 seekers	 and	 status	 holders	 sometimes	 does	 not	 even	 reach	 its	 assigned	
audience.		
	

Civil	Society		
	
The	specific	problems	that	civil	society	faces	in	the	field	of	refugee	integration	were	an	issue	
that	I	explored	less	in	my	interviews	compared	to	the	general	challenges	in	the	issue	of	
integration.	Nevertheless,	a	few	activists	mentioned	some	particular	challenges	that	civil	
society	suffers	which	I	believe	are	worth	mentioning.		
	

1) Migrants	fear	of	retaliation.	One	of	the	persons	in	the	civil	society	sector,	who	had	
worked	on	a	project	that	tried	to	capture	the	refugee	perspectives	on	their	journeys	
and	integration	efforts,	explained	that	persons	who	had	not	obtained	status	would	
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often	not	talk	to	her	because	they	were	afraid	of	receiving	a	negative	decision	if	they	
said	 something	 inappropriate.	While	much	 is	 discussed	 in	 Europe	 about	 the	 fears	
that	 local	 populations	 harbor	 towards	 refugees,	 the	 fears	 that	 drive	 migrant	
experiences	seem	to	receive	lesser	attention.	
	

2) Lack	of	 language	professionals.	Some	of	 the	activists	 that	had	 taught	 languages	 to	
refugees	explained	that	 they	experienced	difficulties	while	 trying	 to	 teach	because	
they	lacked	of	formal	preparation	to	be	teachers.		

	
3) Lack	 of	 focus	 on	 the	 long-term.	 Many	 activities	 stemming	 from	 civil	 society	 are	

project-based,	 which	 means	 that	 they	 operate	 with	 a	 fixed	 deadline	 and	 are	
conducted	 in	 the	 short-term.	 One	 interviewee	 stated	 that	 non-profits	 sometimes	
create	projects	responding	to	a	funding	opportunity	rather	than	to	meet	a	real	need.		

	

A	story	of	integration?9	
	
The	stories	below	are	drawn	from	four	refugees	living	in	Sofia,	Bulgaria,	all	of	whom	agreed	
to	be	interviewed.	Contrary	to	the	majority	of	individuals	who	apply	for	asylum	in	Bulgaria,	
these	four	persons	were	considering	staying	in	Bulgaria	for	the	long	term.	Three	of	these	
interviews	were	either	conducted	while	walking	around	Sofia	or	while	seated	in	a	coffee	
shop.	
	
Amira	arrived	to	Bulgaria	with	her	husband	and	daughter	after	a	long	trip.	She	is	originally	
from	Syria.	She	and	her	family	spent	a	year	in	a	reception	center	while	they	were	going	
through	the	asylum	process	in	Bulgaria.	Now,	they	live	in	an	external	address	in	Sofia.	Amira	
and	her	husband	both	have	a	job,	and	her	daughter	is	about	to	start	Bulgarian	school.	Amira	
says	that	she	likes	living	in	Bulgaria,	that	she	feels	safe,	has	friends	and	a	job.	Amira	
explained	to	me	that	she	has	been	able	to	remake	her	life:	“I	want	to	tell	to	you	and	
everyone,	that	if	[someone]	loses	everything	in	his	life,	[he	should]	never	lose	hope	because	
he	can	do	anything,	he	can	make	happiness	again.”	
	
Michael	came	to	Bulgaria	from	a	Northern	African	country.	He	spent	20	days	in	a	reception	
center,	and	he	avoided	spending	time	there	as	much	as	he	could.	Now	he	lives	in	an	
apartment	in	Sofia	and	has	a	job	in	the	engineering	field	thankful	to	the	university	degree	he	
holds	from	his	home	country.	He	says	he	feels	free	in	Bulgaria.	He	has	Bulgarian	friends	and	

																																																								
9	To	protect	the	interviewees	identity	the	names	used	in	this	section	are	fictional.		
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really	enjoys	the	food.	He	is	currently	an	asylum	seeker.	Once	he	finishes	with	the	asylum	
procedure,	he	might	apply	for	a	Masters	degree.		
	
Nabil’s	previous	country	of	residency	was	Syria,	although	he	originally	comes	from	another	
Middle	Eastern	country.	He	has	a	University	degree	from	a	Syrian	university.	When	he	
arrived	in	Bulgaria	he	spent	several	weeks	in	a	detention	center.	Once	he	was	released,	he	
was	able	to	find	a	job.	He	is	currently	working	for	a	large	company	in	Sofia.	Even	though	his	
parents	live	in	another	European	country,	he	has	chosen	to	stay	in	Bulgaria.	He	says	he	
doesn’t	feel	strange;	rather,	he	feels	comfortable	in	Sofia.	Nabil	showed	me	the	
identification	document	that	grants	him	international	protection.	He	is	categorized	as	
“stateless,”	but	he	says	that	with	this	documentation	“you	are	almost	like	a	Bulgarian,	only	
you	are	not	able	to	vote.”	
	
Amir	arrived	to	Bulgaria	after	his	family	had	been	living	there	for	several	months.	Upon	his	
arrival,	he	spent	several	days	in	a	detention	center.	Now	Amir	is	a	refugee	status	holder.	He	
and	his	family	run	a	local	business	in	Sofia	-	back	in	Syria,	they	also	were	entrepreneurs.	
Amir	says	he	feels	free	in	Bulgaria.	He	loves	nature	and	being	outside.	Amir	told	me	that	he	
is	comfortable	in	Sofia,	and	feels	that	the	people	in	Sofia	are	consistently	friendly.	
“Everybody	is	good	with	me	really”	says	Amir.	He	told	me	he	accepted	to	talk	to	me	and	
answer	my	questions	because	receiving	constant	support	since	his	arrival	to	Sofia	has	made	
him	want	to	also	help	others.		
		
From	my	conversations	with	them,	they	seemed	to	be	fairly	well	integrated	into	Bulgarian	
society	-	they	have	been	included.	Why	have	these	four	persons	succeeded	in	the	quest	of	
adapting	to	a	new	context?	It	is	hard,	if	not	impossible,	to	answer	that	question	without	a	
deeper	knowledge	of	the	situation	of	those	who	chose	to	leave	Bulgaria.	Moreover,	
establishing	causal	relationships	between	their	personal	characteristics	and	their	success	in	
integrating	into	Bulgarian	society	might	mean	relying	on	speculation.	Therefore,	I	will	limit	
my	analysis	of	these	four	cases	of	integration	to	identifying	and	describing	the	
commonalities	that	they	all	share.	These	common	features	should	not	be	understood	as	the	
direct	causes	of	their	successful	adaptation,	but	rather	as	a	set	of	factors	potentially	
influential	in	stimulating	a	quickened	process	of	integration.10	
	
	

																																																								
10	Visual	representation	of	this	section	in	Annex	2.	
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Socio-economic	personal	factors	
	
All	of	these	interviewees	had	relatively	abundant	resources	prior	to	arrival.	They	all	seemed	
to	have	been	enjoying	an	economically	comfortable	life	in	their	home	countries,	with	well-
paid	jobs	and	decent	housing.	Three	of	them	hold	a	higher	education	degree.	While	only	
two	of	them	spoke	Bulgarian,	all	of	them	spoke	English,11	language	that	they	all	used	in	their	
professional	lives	upon	finding	employment.		
	
Integration	factors	
	
All	of	them	had	employment,	housing,	and	access	to	health	care.	They	also	held	
documentation	that	allows	them	to	legally	stay	in	Bulgaria.	It	is	interesting	to	note	here,	
that	only	one	of	them	was	actively	participating	in	a	program	offered	by	NGOs.	The	rest	of	
them	had	at	some	point	briefly	attended	a	language	course	or	activity,	but	they	stopped	
attending	mostly	because	of	time	constraints.		
	
Considerations	related	to	stay	in	SAR	facilities	
	
The	interviewees	had	all	spend	time	in	either	a	center	of	reception	or	detention.	Judging	by	
their	testimonies	related	to	these	stays,	their	experiences	in	the	centers	seem	to	have	
functioned	mostly	as	barriers	to	integration.	The	ones	that	spent	time	in	the	reception	
centers	described	them	as	places	where	they	felt	unsafe.	While	in	the	centers,	they	spent	
time	by	themselves	without	being	in	contact	with	other	asylum	seekers.	Words	they	used	to	
describe	these	centers	offered	expressions	such	as	“unhealthy”	and	“horrible.”		Refugees	
that	had	spent	time	in	a	detention	center	described	these	sites	as	a	prison,	as	one	of	the	
worst	experiences	of	their	lives.	One	of	the	interviewees	explained	that	the	hardest	part	of	
his	stay	was	that	he	did	not	know	when	he	would	be	able	to	leave	the	center.		
	
Stereotypes	and	rumors12	
	
As	indicated	previously,	the	social	and	political	context	not	only	in	Bulgaria	but	also	in	all	of	
Europe	has	become	progressively	more	polarized	in	recent	years.	This	has	created	a	
particularly	hostile	environment	for	migrants.	During	my	stay	in	Bulgaria,	I	witnessed	some	
examples	of	similar	hostility;	for	example,	I	noticed	heavy	police	presence	around	the	main	

																																																								
11	The	fact	that	they	spoke	English	was	a	precondition	to	be	selected	for	the	interview.		
12	Visual	representation	in	Annex	3	
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Mosque	in	downtown	Sofia,	where	many	refugees	and	migrants	spend	their	time	not	only	
praying	but	also	socializing.		
	
Many	of	the	workers	and	volunteers	in	the	civil	society	that	I	interviewed	expressed	concern	
regarding	the	increasingly	negative	attitude	toward	refugees.	All	of	the	interviewees	
confirmed	that	in	the	current	social	context,	stereotypes	and	rumors	about	refugees	
abound.	These	typically	consist	of	unverified	and	simplified	notions	about	refugees.	The	
following	are	examples	of	the	stereotypes	and	rumors	one	encounters	most	often	in	Sofia,	
according	to	my	interviewees:		
	

• The	refugees	are	criminals	and/or	terrorists	
• The	refugees	bring	diseases		
• The	refugees,	rather	than	being	persecuted,	are	truly	economic	migrants	
• Muslims	are	closely	related	to	the	Ottoman	Empire13	
• The	refugees	take	advantage	of	social	services	
• The	refugees	are	very	expensive	for	the	government		
• The	refugees	are	uneducated	

	
It	is	important	to	note	that	the	majority	of	Bulgarians	do	not	necessarily	believe	these	
statements.	Rather,	these	are	statements	that	persons	working	closely	with	refugees	have	
identified.	It	would	be	careless	to	assume	that	these	stereotypes	lead	to	a	normalized	
context	of	hate	and	xenophobia	against	refugees.	The	intention	behind	listing	them	is	to	
bring	attention	to	the	danger	of	diminishing	values	-	such	as	tolerance	and	social	inclusion	–	
which	would	follow	if	a	significant	part	of	the	Bulgarian	population	were	to	believe	these	
stereotypes.		
	
On	other	note,	almost	all	of	the	interviewees	working	in	the	NGOs	that	engage	with	
migrants	stated	that	they	have,	to	some	degree,	experienced	negative	attitudes	from	
friends	or	relatives,	motivated	by	the	very	fact	of	them	working	closely	with	refugees.	Their	
answers	range	from	“Yes,	I	have	sometimes	experienced	negative	attitudes	towards	
myself”,	“only	indirectly,”	“not	personally,	but	I	heard	it	happened	to	my	colleges,”	to	“yes,	
all	the	time.”	Furthermore,	some	activits	stated	that	they	generally	keep	a	low	profile	since	
more	outspoken	organizations	in	the	field	are	increasingly	gaining	a	bad	reputation.	Some	
have	experienced	negative	attitudes	in	their	personal	environments:	for	example,	friends	
and	family	members	that	do	not	understand	why	they	work	with	refugees,	or	distant	friends	

																																																								
13	Bulgaria	was	occupied	by	the	Ottoman	Empire	for	several	centuries	until	1908.		
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that	express	some	sort	of	hate	towards	refugees	through	social	media,	etc.	Others	receive	
negative	feedback	in	their	professional	relations:	in	conversations	with	insensitive	public	
officials	when	they	are	doing	paperwork,	during	phone	calls	with	other	organizations	
(outside	of	the	migration	area)	when	they	are	trying	to	reach	out	for	help,	and/or	via	e-mail	
threats.		
	
Judging	by	the	data	collected	from	the	interviews,	my	own	observations,	and	the	previously	
discussed	literature,	there	are	three	main	factors	that	appear	to	motivate	the	production	of	
these	stereotypes.	The	first	factor	is	the	media,	which	was	identified	by	interviewees	as	
persistently	producing	inaccurate	statements	about	refugees.	In	an	open	letter	published	in	
February	2016,	the	Association	of	European	Journalists	questioned	a	Bulgarian	national	
broadcast	that	shared	the	story	of	Dinko	Vulev,	a	man	who	“catches	immigrants	with	his	
bare	hands”	in	the	border.	The	open	letter	expressed	concern	on	how	Mister	Vulev	was	
portrayed	as	a	superhero	by	the	Bulgarian	news	source	(Ivanova,	2016).		
	
The	second	factor	is	public	authorities,	who	sometimes	reinforce	false	perceptions	of	
refugees	through	openly	shared	hate	speech.	One	of	the	interviewees	also	pointed	out	the	
importance	of	public	authorities	as	the	source	of	official	information.	Some	of	the	
interviewees	explained	that,	currently,	public	authorities	-	especially	political	
representatives	–	do	not	actively	combat	migrant-related	rumors	by	providing	official	
information	that	refutes	them.	Lastly,	fear	is	also	an	important	factor	motivating	rumors	
and	stereotypes:	fear	of	a	terrorist	attack,	of	losing	cultural	identity	in	the	face	of	negative	
demography,	and/or	of	losing	control	of	physical	borders.		
	
In	one	of	the	conducted	interviews,	I	became	aware	of	an	example	of	how	the	lack	of	
information	about	issues	related	to	refugees	can	lead	to	social	tensions	in	a	community.	In	
2013,	in	a	small	town	in	Northern	Bulgaria,	the	construction	of	a	refugee	center	was	
stopped	due	to	the	protests	of	the	locals.	According	to	the	interviewee,	who	had	conducted	
research	in	the	village,	the	locals	were	never	properly	informed	about	the	purpose	of	the	
constructions.	In	this	sense,	the	protest	reflected	locals’	frustration	with	authorities	
omitting	to	consult	them	regarding	a	major	development	in	their	town.	She	said	“when	you	
do	something	in	secret,	people	tend	to	think	that	it	is	kept	secret	for	a	purpose.	And	this	
made	them	feel	unsafe	in	their	own	community.”	
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Mapping	places	of	interest	for	refugees	in	Sofia		
	

	
	
Favorite	locations	at	Sofia	indicated	for	Refugees	

The	goal	of	the	mapping	exercise	was	to	acquire	a	better	understanding	on	how	particular	
refugees	perceive	the	city	of	Sofia.	The	map	above	shows	the	results	of	the	questionnaire	
conducted	with	refugees14	who	were	prompted	to	the	question	“what	is	your	favorite	place	
in	Sofia?”	The	places	indicated	are	in	the	downtown	(Vitosha	Street,	Central	Department	
Store	and	National	Palace	of	Culture	and	Borisova	Park)	and	southern	surroundings	of	the	
city	(Vitosha	Mountain,	Boyana	District	and	Pancharevo	Lake).	The	questionnaire	also	asked	
about	the	places	where	they	feel	relaxed.	Many	of	the	answered	to	this	question	were	
similar	to	the	locations	indicated	as	favorite	spots	of	recreation.	The	persons	that	
participated	in	this	activity,	who	were	all	living	in	external	addresses	and	were	attending	
language	classes,	seem	to	appreciate	popular	locations	in	the	city	of	Sofia,	particularly	

																																																								
14	I	have	also	included	placements	that	were	indicated	as	favorite	by	the	4	refugees	I	interviewed.		
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spaces	in	the	nature.	Nevertheless,	one	of	the	respondents	stated	that	s/he	feels	more	
relaxed	at	home	and	another	one	said	that	there	no	place	where	s/he	feels	relaxed.	Finally,	
most	of	the	respondents	answered	that	there	not	are	no	places	they	do	not	like.	Only	one	
of	them	indicated	a	place	that	s/he	did	not	appreciate	and	it	was,	predictably	the	reception	
center.		
	
Given	the	small	number	of	participants	in	this	activity,	the	mapping	project	was	executed	
more	as	an	experiment,	which	however	was	sufficient	to	suggest	that	a	bigger	scale	survey	
of	this	topic	might	yield	some	interesting	results.	It	can	help	the	civil	sector	and	policy	
agents	to	choose	locations	for	their	integration	activities	that	are	appreciated	by	the	
refugees.	Additionally,	mapping	the	most	popular	spaces	of	the	refugees	in	Sofia	could	also	
help	in	promoting	the	image	of	the	refugee	as	a	resident,	who	also	appreciates	public	
spaces	on	par	with	citizens.		

Section	VIII:	Conclusions	and	Recommendations	
	
The	intensification	of	migratory	flows	is	a	global	phenomenon	that	has	drawn	Western	
social	and	media	attention.	On	the	policy	level,	migratory	flows	highlight	a	tangible	tension	
between,	on	the	one	hand,	the	ambitions	of	regionalism,	and	on	the	other,	those	of	
globalized	economies.	The	former	seeks	to	control	migratory	flows	and	securitize	borders,	
whereas	the	latter	seeks	to	open	borders	(at	least	for	some).	In	the	social	sphere,	a	complex	
combination	of	a	series	of	factors	(globalization,	social	inequality,	terrorism,	etc.)	is	
encouraging	hate	speech	and	xenophobia.		
	
This	report	lays	out	a	description	of	individual	perceptions	of	the	issue	of	migration	
integration	as	it	exists	in	Sofia,	Bulgaria.	Particularly,	it	captures	the	perceptions	of	
individuals	in	the	civil	society	sector	in	the	field	of	refugee	and	migrant	integration.	In	order	
to	examine	particular	experiences	of	refugees	in	Bulgaria	and	to	avoid	referring	to	refugees	
as	an	impersonal	body,	the	report	also	contains	partial	life	stories	of	individual	asylum	
seekers	and	refugees.			
	
According	to	the	data	I	collected	in	the	report,	one	can	make	the	following	general	
conclusions:		
	

1) There	exist	serious	challenges	for	asylum	seeker	and	refugee	integration.	These	
challenges	become	particularly	worrisome	given	the	lack	of	a	national	integration	
program	in	Bulgaria.	
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2) The	Bulgarian	population	is	increasingly	experiencing	both	fear	of	the	foreigners	
(especially	those	coming	from	the	Middle	East)	and	negative	attitudes	toward	
Bulgarian	activities	that	promote	social	inclusion.	These	mentalities	are	exacerbated	
by	the	terrorist	attacks	that	occurred	over	the	summer;	and	also	encouraged	by	the	
media	and	(to	an	extent)	public	authorities	through	their	adverse	portrayal	of	the	
immigrants.		

3) There	are	a	significant	number	of	rumors	and	stereotypes	that	circulate	around	
Bulgarian	society.	These	rumors	are	not	substantiated	with	reliable	data.	

	
The	following	recommendations	are	directed	towards	projects	(such	as	the	PROXIMITY	
project)	or	activities	that	are	carried	to	fight	stereotypes	and	xenophobia.		
	
First,	open	spaces	for	dialogue	should	be	created.	Such	dialogue	must	be	encouraged	
between	refugees	and	Bulgarian	nationals.	Some	of	the	interviewees	suggested	that	the	
most	efficient	way	to	fight	the	fear	of	foreigners	is	to	provide	Bulgarian	people	with	the	
chance	to	see	similarities	between	a	refugee	and	themselves.	One	of	my	interviewees	
stated	“what	changes	people’s	mind	and	perceptions	is	direct	interaction.	If	you	have	a	
small	community	event,	where	people	can	meet	real	refugees...and	they	are	able	to	talk	to	
them	and	they	see	that	these	are	people	like	them,	with	the	same	problems,	with	the	same	
dreams,	ambitions	for	career,	that	[they]	share	the	same	concerns	about	life...this	is	what	is	
powerful.”	At	least	two	other	interviewees	told	me	personal	stories,	in	which	one	of	their	
family	members	had	radically	changed	their	perceptions	of	refugees	from	negative	to	
positive.	This	change	of	perception	was	motivated	either	by	observing	others	who	dedicate	
time	to	refugees	or	by	spending	time	with	foreigners	themselves.	Tools	such	as	mapping	
could	help	civil	society	and	policy	agents	to	choose	locations	for	their	integration	activities	
that	are	appreciated	by	the	refugees.	
	
Secondly,	there	must	be	further	efforts	to	reach	out	to	refugees.	While	conducting	
observations	and	interviews,	I	discovered	that	there	exists	an	impressive	a	variety	of	
programs	and	activities	(mainly	originating	in	the	civil	society	sector)	that	are	directed	
towards	creating	a	more	positive	social	atmosphere	for	refugees.	However,	some	of	the	
asylum	seekers	that	I	interviewed	stated	that	they	were	not	aware	of	these	opportunities.	
The	only	interviewee	that	was	participating	in	one	of	these	programs	confessed	that	he	
learned	about	it	by	chance.	In	my	view,	there	must	be	further	coordination	with	public	
authorities,	as	the	centers	run	by	SAR	are	a	mandatory	stop	for	refugees.	Even	if	there	are	
informative	sessions	organized	in	the	reception	centers.	There	needs	to	be	an	adequate	and	
adjusted	communication	strategy	(that	includes	these	integration	programs).		Moreover,	
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currently,	there	is	not	an	umbrella	organization	that	encompasses	all	organizations	in	the	
field	of	integration.	This	kind	of	organization	would	provide	a	platform	for	better	
coordination,	communication,	and	dialogue	in	the	civil	society	sector.		
	
Finally,	I	would	like	to	encourage	more	research	on	both	the	issue	of	stereotypes	and	
rumors	and	on	efforts	to	coordinate	the	powerful	work	already	being	done	by	many	
Bulgarian	activists	in	the	field.	To	combat	stereotypes,	it	is	necessary	to	have	
comprehensive	knowledge	of	unverified	statements	about	refugees,	as	well	as	well-
calibrated	strategies	to	combat	these	statements.	

	

	

	

	

	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	 46	

References		
	
Agamben,	Giorgo.	1995.	We	refugees.	Symposium,	49(2),	114.	
	
Ager,	Alastair	and	Alison	Strang.	2008.	“Understanding	integration:	A	conceptual	

framework”.	Journal	of	Refugee	Studies,	21(2),	166-191.	
	
Alba,	Richard	&	Foner,	Nancy	(2015).	Strangers	No	More:	Immigration	and	the	Challenges	of	

Integration	in	North	America	and	Western	Europe.	Princeton	University	Press	
	
Albahari,	Maurizio.	2015.	Crimes	of	Peace	-	Mediterranean	Migrations	at	the	World's	

Deadliest	Border.	Pensilvania	Studies	in	Human	Rights		
	
Algan,	Yann.	2012.	Cultural	Integration	of	Immigrants	in	Europe.	Oxford:	Oxford	University	

Press.	
Apostolova,	Raia.	2015.	“Economic	Vs.	Political:	Violent	Abstractions	in	Europe’s	Refugee	

Crisis”.	Accessed	on	March	31st	2017.		
http://www.focaalblog.com/2015/12/10/raia-apostolova-economic-vs-political-
violent-abstractions-in-europes-refugee-crisis/	

	
Banulescu-Bogdan,	Natalia	and	Fratzke,	Susan.	2015.	Europe’s	Migration	Crisis	in	Context:	

Why	Now	and	What	Next?.	Migration	Information	Source.		
	
BBC.	2016.	“Migrant	crisis:	Concern	rises	as	EU-Turkey	deal	looms.”	April	2nd.	Accessed	

March	31st.	
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-35949685		

	
Bauman,	Zygmunt.	2011.	“Migration	and	Identities	in	the	Globalized	World”.	Philosophy	&	

Social	Criticism	37,	no.	4	425-435.	
	
Beardmore,	Leisha.	2016.	“Displacement	and	Development”.	Sustainable	Development	

Goals	–	The	people’s	agenda.		
	
Castles,	Stephen.	2008.	“Understanding	Global	Migration:	A	Social	Transformation	

Perspective.”	Journal	of	Ethnic	and	Migration	Studies,	36:10,	1565-1586	
	
De	Torres,	Daniel,	Christina	Baglai,	Seán	Ó	Siochrú,	and	Kseniya	Khovanova-Rubicondo.	

2015.	Cities	Free	of	Rumours:	How	to	build	an	anti-rumour	strategy	in	my	city.	Council	
of	Europe.	

	
Delanty,	G.,	Wodak,	R.,	&	Jones,	P.	2008.	Identity,	belonging	and	migration.	Liverpool:	

University	of	Liverpool	Press.	



	 47	

	
European	Commission.	2015.	“Communication	from	the	Commission	to	the	European	

Parliament,	the	Council,	the	European	Economic	and	Social	Committee	and	the	
Committee	of	the	Regions	a	European	Agenda	on	Migration.”	Brussels:	European	
Commission.	Accessed	March	20th,	2017.	
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52015DC0240&from=EN		

	
European	Commission.	2017.	Schengen	Area.	Accessed	March	20th,	2017.	

https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/borders-and-
visas/schengen_en		

	
European	Commission	and	European	Migration	Network.	2012.	The	organization	of	Asylum	

and	Migration	Policies:	Factsheet	Bulgaria.	Retrieved	at	March	20th	2017	from:	
http://www.india-eu-
migration.eu/media/legal_module/Country%20Factsheets%20on%20migration/EMN
_BULGARIA_Factsheet_Institutional_Chart_October2012.pdf		

	
European	Council	on	Refugees	and	Exiles.	2017.	“Country	responsible	for	asylum	application	

(Dublin)”.	Accessed	July	31st,	2017.	
	https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/asylum/examination-of-
applicants_en		

	
European	Economic	and	Social	Committee.	2016.	EESC	Fact-Finding	Missions	on	the	

Situation	of	Refugees,	as	seen	by	Civil	Society	Organizations	-	Bulgaria.	Visits	and	
Publications	Unit	EESC-2016-14-EN,	2016.	Accessed	14	December	2016.	
http://www.eesc.europa.eu/resources/docs/bulgaria_migration-mission-
report_en.pdf	

	
European	Website	on	Integration.	ND.	“EU	actions	to	make	integration	work”.	Accessed	

March	20th,	2017.		
https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/main-menu/eus-work/actions		

	
Eurostat.	2017.	“Migrant	integration,	Zaragoza	indicators,	in	the	areas	of	employment,	

education,	social	inclusion	and	active	citizenship.”	Accessed	March	20th,	2017.	
https://bluehub.jrc.ec.europa.eu/catalogue/dataset/0031		

	
Fassin,	Didier.	2013.	“The	precarious	truth	of	asylum”.	Public	Culture	25	(1):	39-63.	
	
FAR.	“Who	We	Are”.	Accessed	December	1st,	2016.	

http://www.farbg.eu/en/who-we-are/	
	



	 48	

Himanen,	Pekka.	2012.	Crisis,	Identity,	and	the	Welfare	State.	In	Aftermath.	The	Cultures	of	
the	Economic	Crisis.	Edited	by	Gustavo	Castells,	Manuel,	Caraça,	Joao,	Cardoso,	154-
177.	Oxford:	Oxford.	University	Press.	

	
Huddleston,	Thomas,	Özge	Bilgili,	Anne-Linde	Joki,	and	Zvezda	Vankova.	2015.	Migrant	

Integration	Policy	Index	2015.	Barcelona/Brussels:	CIDOB	and	MPG.	
	
Hopkins,	Gail.	2013.	“A	New	Beginning	-	Refugee	Integration	in	Europe”.	United	Nations	

High	Commissioner	for	Refugees.	Accessed	December	1st,	2016.	
http://www.refworld.org/docid/522980604.html		

	
Invest	Bulgaria	Agency.	2013.	Business	Process	Outsourcing	in	Bulgaria.	European	Regional	

Development	Fund.		
	
Juchno,	Piotr,	and	Alexamdros	Bitoulas.	2016.	“EU	Member	States	Granted	Protection	to	

More	than	330.000	asylum	Seekers	in	2015”.	Accessed	March	20th,	2017.	Eurostat	
Press	Office.	
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/2995521/7233417/3-20042016-AP-
EN.pdf/34c4f5af-eb93-4ecd-984c-577a5271c8c5		

	
Ilareva,	Valeria	(2016).	Analytical	report	on	the	exercise	by	detained	immigrants	of	the	right	

to	be	heard	in	Bulgaria.	Accessed	14	December	2016.	http://hear.farbg.eu/evidence-
collection/analytical-report/#_ftn59			

	
Ivanova,	Ivanka.	2016.	Public	Attitudes	Towards	Hate	Speech	in	Bulgaria	in	2016.	Sofia:	

Open	Society	Institute.		
	
Kyuchukov,	Lyubomir.	2016.	Impact	of	the	Refugee	Crisis	on	Bulgarian	Society	and	Politics:	

Fears	but	no	Hatred.	Sofia:	Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung.	Accessed	14	December	2016	
http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/sofia/12570.pdf		

	
Lukanova,	Pobeda.	2016.	“Labour	Market	Integration	of	Asylum	Seekers	and	Refugees	–	

Bulgaria.”	European	Commision.	Accessed	March	31st,	2017.	Doi:	987654321	
	
Massey,	Douglas	S.,	Joaquin	Arango,	Graeme	Hugo,	Ali	Kouaouci,	Adela	Pellegrino,	and	

Edward	Taylor.	1993.	“Theories	of	International	Migration:	A	Review	and	Appraisal.”	
Population	and	Development	Review.	19	(3):	431-66.	

	
Minkenberg,	M.	2013.	“The	European	radical	right	and	xenophobia	and	in	West	and	East:	

Trends,	patterns	and	challenges”.	In	Right-wing	extremism	in	Europe:	Country	



	 49	

analyses,	counter-strategies	and	labor-market	oriented	exit	strategies	(R.	Melzer	&	S.	
Serafin	(Eds.).,	pp.	9–33).	Berlin:	Friedrich	Ebert	Stiftung.	

	
Missing	Migrants	Project.	ND.	Migrant	Fatalities	Worldwide.	Retrieved	at	March	31st,	2016	

from	http://missingmigrants.iom.int/latest-global-figures		
	
Page,	John	and	Sonia	Plaza.	2005.	Migration	Remittances	and	Development:		A	Review	Of	

Global	Evidence.	African	Economies.	15	(2):	245-336	
	
Rogers,	Kelly.	2016.	“Why	Bulgaria	is	at	odds	with	its	own	refugee	integration	law.”	Devex,	

October	10th.	Accessed	December	5th	2016.		
https://www.devex.com/news/why-bulgaria-is-at-odds-with-its-own-refugee-
integration-law-88867		

	
Savova,	Iliana.	2015.		Aida	Country	Report:	Bulgaria.	European	Council	on	Refugees	and	

Exiles.	European	Council	on	Refugees	and	Exiles.	Accessed	1	December	2016.	
http://www.asylumineurope.org/reports/country/bulgaria		

	
Scheel,	Stephan,	and	Phillipp	Ratfisch.	2014.	“Refugee	Protection	Meets	Migration	

Management:	UNHCR	as	a	Global	Police	of	Populations”.	Ethnic	and	Migration	
Studies.	40:	924-941.	

	
Sunderland,	Judith	2016.	“For	Europe,	Integrating	Refugees	is	the	Next	Big	Challenge.”	

Human	Rights	Watch.	Accessed	on	March	31tst,	2016.		
https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/01/13/europe-integrating-refugees-next-big-
challenge		

	
The	Economist’s	Data	Team.	2016.	“More	neighbors	make	more	fences”.	The	Economist.	

Accessed	January	7th,	2016.	
http://www.economist.com/blogs/graphicdetail/2016/01/daily-chart-5		

	
The	European	Commission.	2011.	“Europe	without	borders-	The	Schengen	area.”	Accessed	

January	7th,	2016.	
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/e-
library/docs/schengen_brochure/schengen_brochure_dr3111126_en.pdf		

	
The	World	Fact	Book.	2015.	“Bulgaria.”	Accessed	March	31st,	2016.	

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bu.html		
	
Thomas,	David	r.	2006.	“A	General	Inductive	Approach	for	Analyzing	Qualitative	Evaluation	

Data”.	American	Journal	of	Evaluation.	27	(2):	237-46.	



	 50	

	
UNHCR.	2016.	“Reception	Centers	–	Overseeing	reception	conditions”.	Accessed	March	31st,	

2016.		
	http://www.unhcr.org/ceu/108-enwhat-we-dooverseeing-reception-conditions-
html.html		

	
UNHCR.	2014.	“Observations	on	the	Current	Situation	of	Asylum	in	Bulgaria.”	Accessed	on	

March	31st,	2017.		
	http://www.unhcr.org/53198b489.pdf		

	
UNHCR.	1951.	“The	Refugee	Convention”	Accessed	March	31st,	2017.	

http://www.unhcr.org/4ca34be29.pdf		
	
Vankova,	Zvezda.	2014.	Monitoring	Report	on	the	Integration	of	Beneficiaries	of	

International	Protection	in	the	Republic	Of	Bulgaria	in	2014.	Sofia:	Multikulti	
Collective.	Accessed	March	31st,	2017.		
http://multikulti.bg/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/monitoring_integration-
refugees_2014-EN.pdf		

	
Whitehead,	Tony.	2006.	Observations	of	Social	Settings,	Acts,	Activities	&	Events.	Workbook	

for	Descriptive	Observations	of	Social	Settings.	Ethnographically	Informed	
Community	and	Cultural	Assessment	Research	Systems	(EICCARS)	Workbooks	

	
World	Bank.	2015.	“Bulgaria	Data.”	Accessed	March	31st,	2017.	

http://data.worldbank.org/country/bulgaria		
	
World	Bank	(2015).	“Refugee	Population	by	Country	or	Territory	of	Asylum.”	Accessed	

March	31st,	2017.		
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SM.POP.REFG?view=chart		

	
Zhelyazkova,	Antonina,	Maya	Kosseva,	and	Marko	Hajdinjak.	2010.	Tolerance	and	Cultural	

Diversity	Discurses	in	Bulgaria:	Bulgarian	Ethnic	Model	–	Parallel	Cohabitation	or	
Multicultural	Recognition?	European	University	Institute	-Robert	Schuman	Centre	
for	Advanced	Studies.	

	

	
	
	



	 51	

Annex	1	
Adaptation	of	institutional	framework	from	the	European	Commission	European	
(Commission	and	European	Migration	Network,	2012)	
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Annex	2		
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Annex	3	
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