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Balkan Insight

Council of Europes Rights Commissioner says Balkan countries face major challenge as they

change from transit routes to destination countries.

Niels Muiznieks, the Council of Europes Commissioner for Human Right, on Tuesday issued a paper
on the integration of migrants in Europe, mostly coming from the Middle East, such as Syria and
Iraq.

In the paper, he identified the main problems with the integration of migrants into European
societies as lack of language courses within the receiving countries, non-adapted education
systems for migrant children, over-complicated procedures of reunifying migrant families, long-
lasting procedures of attaining citizenship and low employment rates for migrant workers.

Regarding Balkan countries, which in the past functioned solely as transit countries on the
migrants route westwards, Muizienks told BIRN that the biggest challenge was that they were now
becoming destination countries as well.

The Western Balkan countries have traditionally seen themselves as transit countries but they are
slowly becoming destination countries by default, he said.

This means that integration policies and inclusive education in particular will have to be prioritised
by governments in the region to make it work, he said.

Muiznieks emphasised that integration in education is the outstanding challenge.

Previously implemented towards Roma and children with disabilities, it will be a challenge to
introduce inclusive education for migrant children as well, taking care that they get the attention
they need to thrive academically, especially in those parts of the Balkans where school programs
are divided on an ethnic or language basis.

Muiznieks explained that the process of integration of migrants is bound to be complicated in each
country that founds itself in this position for the first time.



In the Western Balkans you have a combination of other factors. One is a kind of fragile ethnic
relations, which can suffer from the rise of xenophobic movements or anti-migrant sentiment, he
said.

Also, you dont have any experience in accepting a significant number of migrants and dont have a
lot of resources to do so, he added.

However, he underlined that integration can be introduced even in countries with limited
resources, noting the case of Portugal, by applying good policies.

In Croatia, an EU member state through which over 650,000 migrants have passed recently, he
said migrant reception facilities were adequate.

However, a lot of work needs to be done in terms of coordinating between ministries to provide
language training and integration, he noted.

Regarding Bulgaria, Muiznieks, said that integration was slowly improving, describing it as a
country which was caught by surprise by a large influx of people coming.

Mentioning the vigilante groups that catch migrants and transfer them over the border in Bulgaria,
he emphasised that the deputy minister for migration had condemned such acts, which undermine
the work of the state.

But there are others who are either neutral or slightly positive about these vigilantes, and thats
quite a dangerous thing; no one should be encouraged to take the law in its own hands, he said.

Bulgaria, like other countries, needs to work on managing a crisis it had no prior experience of, he
opined.

One of the factors feeding into the rise of far-right populist movements is the lack of integration
policies, he observed.

It feeds the electoral success of far-right political parties and movements * and its clear that one
of the ways to take away their thunder is to do integration right, he said.

He further explained that the integration of migrants, enabling them to get to know the culture
and language of the country in which they live, will take away the arguments from xenophobes
and the extremists.

In the Western Balkans, such programs are being developed for the first time.

Muiznieks mentioned the case of Croatia, where there are no hard-copy or electronic publications
from which migrants can inform themselves about the country and society.

There are no free courses for learning Croatian, either, which is crucial for successful integration.

In the end, he concluded that the new role of countries in Western Balkans, as they shift from
transit routes to destination countries, will bring additional challenges that need to be closely
monitored.
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