
1 
 

 
 
 
Labour Market Integration of Migrants, 
Refugees and Asylum Seekers: 
Lessons Learnt and Best Practices 
Report on Greece  

November 2020  

 

Christos Bagavos, Nikos Kourachanis – National 
Technical University of Athens 

 

Horizon 2020  

SIRIUS (770515)  

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reference: SIRIUS [WP7 Report] 

This research was conducted under the Horizon 2020 project ‘SIRIUS’ (770515). 

The sole responsibility of this publication lies with the authors. The European Union is 
not responsible for any use that may be made of the information contained therein 

Any enquiries regarding this publication should be sent to us at: 
christosbagavos@gmail.com 

This document is available for download at https://www.sirius-project.eu/ 

  



3 
 

 

Contents 
 

 
1. Overview of key findings of previous WPs ............................................................ 4 

1.1 Contextual factors ........................................................................................ 4 

1.2 The ambivalence of the legal framework ...................................................... 4 

1.3 Absence, polarization and fragmentation of public policies ......................... 4 

1.4 Services provision and service providers ..................................................... 5 

1.5 MRAs focused additional issues .................................................................. 6 

2. Findings of the Impact of the Covid-19 Crisis on MRAs Labour Market Integration 
in Greece ..................................................................................................................... 6 

3. Key conclusions .................................................................................................... 9 

4. Bibliographic references ..................................................................................... 10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



4 
 

 

1. Overview of key findings of previous WPs 

1.1 Contextual factors 
Findings of previous WPs have clearly highlighted the importance of contextual factors 
for migrants’ labour market integration. Thus, longstanding developments such as the 
needs of the Greek economy for unskilled labour, the concentration of migrant 
employment in specific sectors, the significance of undeclared work, the heterogeneity 
of successive waves of migrants, refugees and asylum applicants (MRAs) population, 
mainly in terms of the ethnic composition, and the role of Greece as a transit migration 
country, as a consequence of its geographical position, all shape the framework of the 
integration of MRAs into the labour market. Moreover, recent developments, in 
particular, the persistent economic recession and the subsequent austerity measures, 
have had an impact on the integration process through less employment opportunities 
in sectors where migrants are mainly employed, fewer opportunities for targeted job 
creation for MRAs, since priority is given mainly to the fight against overall 
unemployment and changes in labour legislation affecting the position in the labour 
market of both natives and migrants. In addition, because of the refugee crisis, policy 
priorities for MRAs were mainly concentrated in reception and accommodation 
whereas integration into the labour market remains a secondary issue. The state has 
been reacting to the mass refugee flows since 2015 in an emergency context leaving 
integration services aside. Most recently, Covid-19 tends to reinforce the unfavorable 
environment for MRAs integration.   

 

1.2 The ambivalence of the legal framework 
Immigration policy has undoubtedly contributed simplifying and better managing the 
procedures for residence permits by reducing the risks of irregularity for a significant 
number of migrants. However, both policies and public administration have failed to 
fully address the challenges presented for the effective reception and residence of 
refugees, which is a determinant preliminary stage for their future integration into the 
labour market. In addition, developments in the legislative framework have led to a 
clear division between reception and asylum procedures for those entering the country 
before and after 20 March 2016 – the cut-off date established by the EU-Turkey 
Statement - and consequently for those staying on the mainland or on the island 
implying different integration schemes among refugees.  

 

1.3 Absence, polarization and fragmentation of public policies 
Public policies related to MRAs integration into the labour market are constantly 
polarized and fragmented and the involvement of public actors, namely public 
employment services is still of limited importance. This is clearly reflected in the role of 
civil society organisations (CSOs) which have been overseeing the large majority of 
integration services. In general, on the one hand CSOs (and NGOs in particular) frame 
their activities as temporal agent supporting migrants and, on the other hand, their 
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activities are not always closely connected with the implementation of policies. Most of 
the time the designing of actions is assigned to CSOs, while public authorities are 
responsible for the monitoring and the allocation of funds, usually coming from 
European programmes, but without a clear connection between fund-deployer and 
implementing agents, integration policies often lack a clear and consistent aim and 
vision. The need for a reinforcement of the role of the state in the process of MRAs 
integration is also raised by social partners expressing negative views in relation to the 
absence and the inability of the state to establish institutionalized structures providing 
services such as language courses and skills and qualifications recognition. It is 
considered that the promotion of specialized and institutionalized structures could 
transform barriers into enablers. Social partners are also in favor of a reinforcement of 
the role of the state in working conditions controls and in activities which could secure 
a more efficient and respectful application of labour legislation. Such a reinforcement 
in state capacity is expected also to contribute to the fight against undeclared/irregular 
employment of migrants and refugees which is considered, also, as practice disrupting 
fair competition among businesses. 

 

1.4 Services provision and service providers 
The significant contribution of CSOs to humanitarian aid, legal and administrative 
assistance, protection of human rights and dissemination of information are seen for 
both CSOs and MRAs as relevant enablers to newcomers’ social and economic 
integration. In general, MRAs express a positive appreciation for the service provider 
role that CSOs play. 

However, our study unveils that CSOs were not fully successful in meeting MRAs 
needs through the provision of labour market integration services such as language 
courses, skills development training and employability programs. Such a lack of full 
satisfaction among newcomers for what CSOs do to help them finding employment 
depends on a range of factors: the activities did not had an immediate follow-up in 
terms of job opportunities; due to the limited funding, services were provided for a 
restrained period of time; the lack of a proper integration strategy reflected on the type 
and quality of services offered by CSOs and NGOs. Clearly there was also an issue of 
a mismatch existing between newcomers’ expectations and the capacity and means 
CSOs have to support them. In this respect, refugees and asylum seekers in particular 
seems expectation emerged to rely on two aspects: a) their previous good experience 
with CSO operators in other host countries and b) to the information they have through 
their networks about the (supposed) good quality of CSO provisions elsewhere.  

We should also mention that another findings of our study points to the limited space 
of maneuver that societal actors have: for example social partnership in Greece has a 
limited capacity to act to solve newcomers problems. Unions are a relative weak actor 
in the Greek policy making environment, and their capacity to influence policy via 
negotiations and bargaining has even decreased due to the economic crisis and the 
austerity measures adopted from 2008 onward, as well as to the limited presence of 
newcomers among unions’ members.  
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1.5 MRAs focused additional issues  
Refugees and asylum seekers as a whole come from countries that violate human 
rights, basic freedoms, and do not secure the right to decent living. Their decision to 
move to a European territory, as well as their expectations about their migratory path, 
are in line with the sense of safety that the European culture provides, along with 
access to rights and, in general, the possibility of living with dignity. This can be 
accounted as enablers to labour market integration as newcomers have a willingness 
to become part of society where they can enjoy those freedom that are not secured at 
home, despite the unfavorable living conditions in the camps, as well as individual but 
actual incidents of racist violence or victimization of MRAs. 

Informal networks such as ethnic communities and diasporas, friends and contacts, 
play a major role in helping MRAs to reach the and stay in the labour market. Those 
networks are becoming the main channel of communication with the Greek labour 
market. Mostly ethnic/migratory networks seem to channel MRAs into ethnic 
businesses which offer the opportunity to approach a first employment and gain their 
first work experience. This is related to the importance of networking for labour market 
integration of natives as well, the overall significance of migration networks for the 
migratory phenomenon as a whole, and the lack of any connection between public 
services and migrants individual integration and orientation plan.   

The vulnerable psychology and post-traumatic shock, the absence of targeted 
employment policies leading to non- employment orientation and the lack of any 
preparatory intercultural action to familiarize MRAs with the European way of life are 
among the most significant factors hindering their labour market integration.  

 

2. Findings of the Impact of the Covid-19 Crisis on 
MRAs Labour Market Integration in Greece 

The purpose of this section is to synthesize the findings of the small-scale research 
carried out on the effects of the Covid-19 Crisis on MRAs labour market integration in 
Greece. The research was based on desk research aimed at collecting reports and 
recent studies, as well as on four interviews (one with a stakeholder of the Ministry of 
Μigration and Asylum, one with an expert / researcher on migration studies, one with 
an economic immigrant and one with a refugee). It is worth noting that access to data 
was extremely limited, due to the wider disruptions and problems that Covid-19 Crisis 
has caused in the daily operation of the organizations, as well as due to difficulties in 
accessing the research field. 

All interviews were conducted online from the end of September until mid-October 
2020, utilizing our personal contacts with policy makers and MRAs. These contacts 
have been used in previous work packages of SIRIUS. Finally, it is reported that some 
aspects of the interview guide could not be explored either through desk research or 
through interviews.  

From the desk research it emerged that to date no targeted studies has been done 
regarding the impact of the Covid-19 crisis on MRAs labour market integration in 
Greece. Nevertheless, two recent studies (Kapsalis, 2020; Papadatos-
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Anagnostopoulos et al. 2020) provide useful information that can be used in our report. 
The first study (Kapsalis, 2020) refers to the effects of Covid-19 on labour relations in 
the Greek labour market in general. The second study (Papadatos-Anagnostopoulos 
et al., 2020) examines the management framework of asylum seekers and refugees 
during the Covid-19 crisis. 

The effects of Covid-19 make employment conditions difficult for the workforce as a 
whole in Greece. The most important public intervention work-wise, the measure of 
suspension of employment contracts which provided employers with a wage subsidy 
to convince them keeping their workforce, does not aim at drastically halting the risk of 
unemployment, but at accepting, concealing and postponing it. At the same time, in 
the summer of 2020, the SYNERGASIA program was implemented in Greece. This 
was the Greek version of the European SURE program. However, during the first 
period of the pandemic these policies does not seem to be much used by employers 
who apparently preferred to end contracts and replacing workers with irregular 
employment of their employees (Kapsalis, 2020). 

Covid-19 has also had a negative effect on a peculiar policy of excluding asylum 
seekers from access to any social services or employment prospects. According to 
Papadatos-Anagnostopoulos et al. (2020), the first case of COVID-19 in Greece 
(26.2.2020) coincided with the arrival of about 38,500 asylum seekers and immigrants 
at the Greek-Turkish border, in the period 29/02/2020-05/03/2020. In this context, the 
first legislative initiative of the government was the suspension of asylum procedures. 

Despite international recommendations to decongest the accommodation structures 
for asylum seekers and refugees, government initiatives have not moved towards 
finding alternatives. Instead, they have largely turned their attention to further shrinking 
the rights of refugees and asylum seekers. The start was made with the suspension of 
asylum procedures announced in early March 2020 in the name of a “security crisis”, 
due to increased refugee flows at the Greek-Turkish border. Subsequently, the 
imposition of traffic restrictions on Reception and Identification Centers was percevied 
as a measure of discrimination. The issuance of a Provisional Alien Health Care 
Number (Π.Α.Υ.Π.Α.), a measure decided before the declaration of the pandemic, 
marked the access to health services depending on the migrant legal status, which too 
represented a discriminatory measure (Papadatos-Anagnostopoulos et al. 2020). 

Subsequently, the "Agnodiki" plan, intended exclusively for the overcrowded structures 
on the islands, proceeded to the sanitary exclusion of the structures without a Covid-
19 case, without substantially affecting the conditions of overcrowding, and therefore 
not ensuring conditions of social distancing. The culmination of these events was the 
publication of the bill for the "improvement" of the asylum legislation, which was passed 
on 8.5.2020. This is legislation provides for the generalization (instead of lifting or, at 
least, the drastic restriction) of detention procedures, with more unfavorable conditions 
for asylum applicants (Papadatos-Anagnostopoulos et al., 2020). 

The effects of the pandemic therefore led to a new negative mix that is summed up in 
the further deregulation of labour relations in the Greek labour market and the 
increasing use of repressive measures for refugees. The result of these developments 
has been the general deterioration of the prospects of integration of MRAs in the Greek 
labour market. This fact is also highlighted by the findings of short interviews we 
conducted with stakeholders and MRAs. 
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From the stakeholders’ point of view, the most negative consequence of the Covid-19 
crisis is related to the growth of undeclared employment and unemployment. Due to 
the concentration of MRAs in sectors of the economy that have been severely affected 
by the pandemic, such as food-tourism, construction, handcrafts, personal care 
services, the lockdown has resulted in a rapid increase in unemployment among 
migrants. ;Moreover, the vast majority of MRAs being irregularly employed resulted in 
their inability to receive any wage compensation or unemployment benefit. 

As a result of these developments, those MRAs working in the informal sector of the 
economy and / or without a valid residence permit were practically and legally 
impossible to be included in the employment contract suspension program and to 
receive at least the 534 euros monthly allowance which that programme establihsed. 
The same applies to their inclusion in the SYNERGASIA program. Finally, for the same 
reasons, covid-testing and the protection of health and safety at work in general have 
been undermined, especially in cases where unhealthy working conditions prevail, 
such as in the agricultural sector and the handicrafts sector. 

Some positive effects of the Covid-19 crisis were observed mainly in MRAs employed 
in the agricultural sector. These concerned the employment status of economic 
migrants exclusively in the agricultural sector and to facilitate rural enterprises to hire 
(legally) labour force during the growing season in the spring of 2020. The first was the 
removal of all bureaucratic barriers to obtaining a work permit in order to informal 
immigrants, since the whole process from June 2020 begins and ends now at the 
police station in the area of the agricultural enterprise. The second was also the 
abolition of certain bureaucratic formalities for the transfer of foreign seasonal land 
workers (from Albania) with the extension to their own case of the check mark instead 
of the regular insurance in the Unified Social Insurance Fund (EFKA) (Kapsalis, 
forthcoming). 

For stakeholders, the most important problem related with migrant labour, before and 
during the Covid-19 is irregular employment. The dimension of undeclared 
employment is a long-standing pathogenesis in the labour integration of MRAs in the 
country that has its roots three decades ago.  

The MRAs perspective, instead, point to he deterioration of their employment 
prospects due to the Covid-19 crisis. Strict control of asylum seekers and refugees 
living in camps has further aggravated their living conditions. The tightening of their 
procedures has long led to their exclusion from accessing public administration 
structures and social services. Also, significant information gaps are reported on 
developments and changes in legislation, as the majority does not know Greek and 
many do not even speak English. Crucial delays refer, finally, to the procedures for 
issuing residence permits and travel documents. Phenomena that existed before the 
pandemic and which became even more acute during it. 

Furthermore, as reported by an economic migrant we interviewed, those MRAs who 
were in irregular employment, during the pandemic find themselves working in even 
harsher conditions. There is even greater labour exploitation and fierce blackmail for 
layoffs for those refusing to work at even lower wages. And the condition is 
exacerbated also by newcomers’ fear that if fired they will not find a job anywhere else 
in such an unfavorable situation.  
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According to the experiences and perceptions of MRAs, a crucial issue to be 
addressed is the simplification of the procedures for issuing residence permits and the 
lessening of the conditions required to obtain them. The condition of legal residence 
significantly affects their employment opportunities. During the Covid-19 crisis, great 
difficulties were reported in the issuance of new residence permits, as well as the 
renewal of existing ones. This is a situation which poses significant problems for MRAs 
in dealing with banks, finding or maintaining a legal job, and accessing social services 
in general. 

 

3. Key conclusions 
One key conclusion, which is also linked to lessons learned from past experiences, is 
the need for the design and implementation of a real strategy for the integration of 
MRAs into the labour market. This requires the avoidance of fragmented policy 
measures, the continuity of action plans (which e.g. was not the case with the non-
binding 2018 National Strategy for Integration), the stability of the institutional 
framework (e.g. in 2019 the Ministry of Migration Policy was firstly merged by the 
Ministry of Citizen Protection and then it was re-established in 2020 as Ministry of 
Migration and Asylum) and the constant evaluation of the effective implementation of 
relevant policies.  

Lessons learned from the past have also identified the legal and long term residence 
as the first and extremely significant key element of the socio-economic integration of 
migrants. Nevertheless, post-2014 refugees and asylum seekers constantly face 
precarious legal statuses while at the same time large proportions of them are still 
living in refugee camps. Τhe simplification of the procedures for issuing residence 
permits and the reduction of the conditions required for their acquisition, particularly in 
the context of Covid-19, could undoubtedly be a significant enabler for labour market 
integration of MRAs and refugees in particular.  

One additional weakness of current features of migrant labour market integration relies 
on the poor consideration of the heterogeneity of migrants’ conditions in terms of ethnic 
diversity, duration of stay and migration status (economic migrants, refugees, asylum 
seekers). Economic migrants are in a better position than refugees and asylum 
seekers to integrate in the labour market given that they are able to secure a long legal 
stay, to use informal ethnic networks, to learn the Greek language and to be familiar 
with the state administration.  

Very often MRAs are trapped in low wage and low-skilled occupations, frequently in 
the informal sector, with no labour rights, without social insurance and with limited 
opportunities for any improvement in their socio-economic status. Although sectors 
such as catering, tourism and agriculture, which were in constant growth over recent 
years, have offered increasing opportunities to migrants for entering the labour market, 
those sectors are characterized by work flexibility, irregularity, discrimination and 
undeclared work. It is quite evident that in the context of the Covid-19, these conditions 
tend to deteriorate and therefore to further prevent the effective integration of MRAs 
into the labour market.  
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A number of best practices related to a direct or indirect way to MRAs’ labour market 
integration can be identified. Firstly, the introduction of a new method of payment and 
retention of insurance contributions (“ergossimo”), aiming at combating undeclared 
work. It is a kind of a special pay check which concerns workers exercising non-fixed 
or casual work (form of employment in which the worker is not entitled to the regular 
provision of work) with one or more employers. The “ergossimo” does not focus on 
businesses or individual employers, but on workers, in particular those in specific 
disciplines, occupations or jobs (such as domestic workers, construction workers and 
agricultural workers). A large proportion of recipients who are targeted by this measure 
were immigrants, both domestic and farm workers. 

Secondly, the European Qualification Passport of Refugees, a specially developed 
assessment scheme for refugees, even for those who cannot fully document their 
qualifications. It is based on available documentation and a structured interview. 
Started in 2017 as a pilot initiative, it involves several actors such as ministries, 
education institutions and international organizations. This measure is definitely a 
facilitator to labour market integration. It is aiming to eliminate a barrier and to provide 
the recognition of skills in order to match the needs of the labour market. Although in 
initial phase it is a comforting measure. Nevertheless the coverage of this initiative is 
quite restrictive as it refers only to the refugee population.  

Last, that accommodation programs for refugees are now closely related to the 
process of integration is also seen as a good practice. Until now these programs had 
to do with the provision of psychosocial support and economic benefits. The 
attendance of language courses or job counselling was on the side, since the situation 
was characterized as an emergency situation. At present, things have changed and 
the process of integration is on the spot. The learning of Greek language is a 
prerequisite for the beneficiaries of the programs, in particular the accommodation 
program HELIOS; moreover, the active participation of the beneficiaries in society is 
one of the fundamental goals that have to be achieved. 
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