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Glossary and List of Abbreviations 
CAS: Emergency accommodation centre (Centri di Accoglienza Straordinaria) 
CDA: Centre of reception (Centri Di Accoglienza) 
EU: European Union 
ISMU: Iniziative e Studi sulla Multietnicità (Initiatives and studies on multiethnicity) 
MRAs: Migrants, refugees and asylum seekers  
SPRAR: National system of protection for asylum seekers and refugees (Sistema di 
Protezione per Richiedenti Asilo e Rifugiati) 
SIPROIMI: System of Protection for Beneficiaries of International Protection and 
Unaccompanied Minors (Sistema di Protezione per Titolari di Protezione Internazionale e per 
Minori Stranieri non Accompagnati) 
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Italy 

Introduction 
The SIRIUS Project allowed to comprehensively analyse the issue of labour market integration 
of migrants, refugees and asylum seekers (MRAs) in Italy. In this conclusive report we first 
present a critical summary of our main findings with regards to the Italian case, looking at the 
various aspects that emerged in the research in order to outline the most critical aspects and 
positive examples. In the second part of the report, we present a brief initial assessment of 
the more immediate impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic crisis on the present conditions and 
future perspectives for the labour market integration of MRAs in Italy. We focus in particular 
on the opinions and direct experiences of several stakeholders, as well as some of the most 
relevant policy and legislative shifts. Finally, the conclusive part is dedicated to outlining a 
potential framework for an inclusive integration agenda, including specific legal and policy 
recommendations based upon the project findings.  

1. Key Findings of the SIRIUS Research in Italy 
The SIRIUS research explored the labour market integration of MRAs through various 
perspectives that allowed to depict a comprehensive assessment of the phenomenon. To 
achieve such an overview, we combined different methodologies, from desk research such as 
literature and legislative reviews, discourse analysis, meta-analysis to qualitative semi-
structured in-depth interviews with stakeholders and MRAs and online survey data. In total, 
over the course of the SIRIUS research in Italy we conducted 108 interviews, of which 60 with 
stakeholders and 48 with MRAs. 

In this section, we present our main findings, grouping them in three levels. The main barriers 
that emerged through most of our research are generally linked to structural factors such as 
legislation and policies, or the structure of the labour market. The second element is 
represented by the role of social partners, where the third sector is the one most prominently 
involved into integration of MRAs. Individual accounts, largely based on the findings of WP4 
and WP6, are ultimately important to underline the different experiences and needs of the 
various categories of migrants.  

1.1 Structural factors: Politics, Legal and Policy Barriers and Enablers 
Since the outset of the project (WP2, WP3), it became soon evident how structural factors 
such as the legal and policy framework or the structure of the labour market are strongly 
affecting the integration perspectives of MRAs in Italy, including labour market integration.  
Indeed, the relevant influence of structural factors has been reported by the stakeholders at 
all levels during the research. In general, all structural aspects show their effects up to the 
micro level.  

Legal and policy framework 

The first and foremost element that emerged from our research in Italy is the increasingly 
unfavourable political, normative and policy environment. In recent years, and particularly in 
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the wake of the 2018 Italian general elections (until very recently) immigration was 
progressively treated more as a security issue, something that has to be discouraged, shifting 
away political interest for the integration of migrants and promoting new anti-immigration 
stances and policies. 

Still, one of the most severe barriers for a positive integration of MRAs is the Italian migration 
law (the so-called ‘Bossi Fini law’), originally approved in 2002. It has been deemed irrational, 
too restrictive and inadequate by several stakeholders. Indeed, it is particularly hindering for 
economic migrants, as it leaves a very few ways to legally enter the country for work, and they 
are often complex, requiring an invitation and a signed contract before applying for the visa. 
This also stands true for seasonal workers, which are also subject to yearly quotas. A final 
problem is represented by the many restrictions for the conversion of several temporary 
permits into work permits, as well as the impossibility to regularise undocumented migrants 
even if they would be able to find a regular job. In this regard, the law has been accused of 
fostering irregular migration.  

Policies governing the reception and integration are also insufficient. Already the 2015 reform 
of the national reception system, in the wake of the migration crisis, was not accompanied by 
adequate resources and resulted into an emergency-based approach that generally did not 
favour adequate integration paths. Also, no statutory support services are provided by the 
State to migrants beside asylum seekers and refugees. This is mostly a result of the lack of a 
national integration law, or a corresponding plan.1 The already unfavourable background was 
aggravated by more restrictive and discriminatory normative and policy changes approved in 
late 2018 (the so-called ‘Salvini Decree)2, which severely impacted on the reception system 
and the related integration policies. Among the most relevant measures it reserved the 
second-tier reception (which provides a wide range of services and support) only for refugees 
and unaccompanied minors. Asylum seekers on the other hand were furtherly penalised by 
the severe reduction of the already limited level of integration support provided into first-tier 
reception centres (CAS).  

Furthermore, despite immigration being a national competence, labour market policies are a 
regional responsibility, while local governments are in charge of many welfare services. Thus, 
we can observe an extreme diversification of services due to the lack of clear national 
legislative and policy frameworks, aggravated by the extreme policy fragmentation and limited 
coordination among the several actors involved in the governance of the phenomenon. 

The structure of the labour market  

Another structural element that emerged as a hindrance factor, is the structure of the Italian 
labour market. Generally, foreigners in the Italian labour market experience low levels of 
unemployment and, at the same time, poor quality jobs. They are mostly employed in a 
‘complementary’ labour market that generates “ethnic specialisations” (or occupational 
segregation) in low-skilled jobs often avoided by the natives. This results in significant wage 
difference and a slowdown in the process of labour and social integration. At the same time, 
it creates a phenomenon of “ghettoization” of migrants. Furthermore, the Italian labour market 
(for both nationals and foreigners) is divided between regular and informal (non-regular) work, 
where the latter is particularly relevant for migrant workers with all the related risks of 

 
1 In 2017 a national integration plan was presented but limited to refugees and beneficiaries of 
international protection. 
2 Decree-law no. 113/2018 on immigration and public security (converted into Law no. 132/2018). 
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exploitation, and health and safety. On the other hand, this is also a necessity for the large 
number of irregular migrants present in the country, and a consequence of the lack of ways to 
legalise migrant workers without a valid permit of stay. The final element related to the 
structure of the labour market is more subtle and can be summarised as ‘business culture’ 
where employers (generally very small to middle sized) are often found unprepared to favour 
the integration of migrant workforce, which is mostly considered as a source of cheap and low 
skilled workforce. There is also a lack of knowledge on how to tackle the problem of integration 
and cultural diversity on the workplace. 

The influence of the local socioeconomic context 

The local socio-economic context is also relevant factor for the successful integration of 
migrants in the labour market, influencing strategies and opportunities. It may not also surprise 
the fact we have much better chances to integrate migrants in context with lower 
unemployment levels and social capital, where the various stakeholders can create virtuous 
relationships between associations, local administrations, and private companies. Indeed, 
several of the most active and successful practices are from areas with a well-developed 
manufacturing economy, and a tradition of highly developed public services and social capital 
(i.e. Emilia Romagna, Lombardy) rather than agricultural-focused areas or areas with high 
rates of unemployment (i.e. most areas in Southern Italy), although notable exceptions exists. 

1.2 The visions and roles of Social Partners 
As we have seen more in detail in the WP5 report, the ‘traditional’ social partners in Italy are 
largely represented by the (major) trade unions and employers’ associations. In line with the 
key role of the third sector in the Italian welfare model (and the southern European welfare 
model), this is also confirmed with regards to the integration of MRAs. Indeed, CSOs are 
entrusted by the State with managing a prominent part of the system of reception and 
integration programmes, responding to public calls and tenders. However, notwithstanding 
their relevant role, the third sector only recently started being officially included in social 
dialogue activities, albeit mostly on an ad-hoc basis.  

More generally, all the social dialogue activities in recent times are happening in a context that 
can be defined ‘polarised pluralism’, where the role of the social partners is variable and often 
highly politicised. This stands true also in terms of migration and integration issues, where 
much is left to the political willingness of the policymakers, as we have witnessed across 
different governments in the past years. Generally, we have a quasi-complete absence of 
targeted social dialogue activities about the integration of MRAs in the labour market at 
national or governmental level, while the issue is addressed at lower/bipartite level, or as part 
of more general policy issues (i.e. ‘migration’). Despite being considered one of the main 
enablers to promote a successful integration of MRAs, social dialogue activities do not seem 
to produce relevant results according to several source, with the main cause of such 
ineffectiveness identified mostly in the lack of political will. 

Vision and actions of the various social partners 

In principle, most social partners share the same opinions on the importance of migrant 
workforce and their integration, regarding it as a resource for the country. In parallel, they all 
refer to the migration policies, both long-standing and about the recent normative changes, as 
a relevant barrier. Another common point is the fact that migrant workers are generally facing 
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more risk of exploitation and health and safety issue, generally related to the prominence of 
the informal labour market. Where differences begin to emerge is about the specific aspects 
and priorities related to immigration and the relevant legislation.  

Employers’ associations are mostly interested in simplified procedures to recruit foreign 
workers, and eventually regularise those working in the informal labour market. They are on 
the other hand less likely to recognise the limits posed by the structure of the labour market. 
Nonetheless, in some instances private companies and employers’ associations are actively 
involved in promoting integration project in cooperation with other social partners. The 
restrictive normative changes have also been vocally criticised by private companies involved 
in integration projects. Trade unions, as it can be expected, are more focused on the labour-
related aspects of immigration and integration, particularly concerning right and duties of the 
migrants as well as fighting exploitation. They are also extremely supportive of structural 
regularisation of undocumented migrants. This approach is shared by most of the 
representatives from the third sector, which is particularly vocal in requesting a drastic change 
in policies, as they are among those who are mostly affected by the Salvini decrees. Indeed, 
among other limitations, the decree severely reduced resources and services for first-line 
reception centres, while increasing the number of hosts, as asylum seekers are no longer 
accepted in second-line reception projects. In parallel, CSOs and are asking for a higher 
involvement in the decision-making process, and real investments on coordinated integration. 
With regard to their role, they also consider themselves not a substitute for the state to fill in 
the gaps, but a complementary part. 

Key role of Civil Society 

The integration of MRAs in Italy involves several stakeholders, both from the governmental 
side and among the different social partners, but their needs are primarily addressed by the 
non-governmental sector. CSOs’ operators acquired a professionalism over time that allowed 
to respond more efficiently to the needs of the migrants. However, the role of CSOs with 
regards to the integration on MRAs in the labour market, and integration in general in Italy as 
largely service-oriented, with the majority of activities are dedicated to support the integration 
in the Italian labour market of asylum seekers and, above all, refugees, along with 
unaccompanied minors hosted in SPRAR/SIPROIMI centres, which, in terms of numbers 
constitute a minority of those hosted in the national reception system, and more generally of 
extra-EU MRAs present in Italy. They constitute the core of this system. The most striking 
example has been the extreme difference between first and second-tier reception, a direct 
consequence of structural factors coming from an unfavourable normative and policy 
framework. Asylum seekers hosted in first-tier reception centres (CAS) are now receiving 
minimal to no support for integration and much is left upon CSOs to fill in the needs of MRAs 
beyond minimal provisions established by law, with just refugees and unaccompanied minors 
having better opportunities and support. Indeed, the only system that offers real and effective 
integration support in an otherwise adverse environment is the second-tier reception 
(SPRAR/SIPROIMI), particularly when supplemented by additional tailored projects for the 
labour market integration. However, the downside is that this program, although qualitatively 
successful is too limited in its numbers, and the supplementary help is linked to the will and 
resources of the NGO running the single projects.  

In line with Italian traditions, much is left to voluntary actions, with little input from the top 
(national government), which leaves the implementation of programmes mostly to the local 
level. Most activities and actions are project based, with several of the projects financed by 
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the EU, the national government or other entities leaving much to (mostly) the third sector to 
self-organise and coordinate with other social partners and petitioning for resources. Still, not 
all CSOs are active in the field of reception and assistance to refugees and asylum seekers, 
or not exclusively. Among our sample we find some organizations that also provide a range of 
services, often in the forms of help desks, to foreigners in general, without specific target 
groups. Nonetheless, the help of CSOs, despite being the most relevant, is not universal and 
either unknown or not used by a large part of migrants outside the reception system. 

1.3 Individuals and their perception of barriers and enablers 
When we look at the individual level, it clearly represents the practical exemplification of the 
(many) barriers and (few) enablers that emerge from looking at the macro and meso levels.  

Among our findings, the most important is certainly the fact that different migrants have 
different needs and experiences, as we have seen from the research for WP3, WP4 and WP6 
(Maggini and Ibrido 2019, Maggini and Collini 2019, Collini and Pannia 2020). Legislative and 
policy barriers are reflected at an individual level, as well as the interactions with different 
stakeholders and the relative services and practices. Indeed, we could observe structural 
differences among different categories of migrants, and their paths. In particular between 
asylum seekers, refugees, beneficiaries of humanitarian protections, and economic 
(particularly long-term) migrants. These differences are mostly related to migration channels, 
the related legal status and the expectations of MRAs as well as the entrance in the labour 
market. Economic migrants are generally not involved with CSOs for labour market integration. 
Among economic migrants, those who turn to CSOs are either longer term migrants, or looking 
mostly for language training or administrative assistance, while for looking for jobs they might 
usually resort primarily to informal networks, followed by ‘ordinary’ channels for job searching 
and placement such as public employment centres, specialised helpdesks (where present) or 
private agencies (see also Collini and Pannia 2020). On the other hand, refugees and asylum 
seekers are de facto forced to interact with CSOs and their service while in the reception 
system. At an individual level, we can thus identify the main barriers as linked with the legal 
status, language barrier, situations of vulnerability such as discrimination and prejudice, the 
risks of exploitation (both for regular and irregular jobs). On the other hand, the main enablers 
are liked to resilience strategies and skills.  

In conclusion, we can point out some of the most relevant barriers and enablers that have 
been identified thanks to the direct experiences of MRAs and confront them with those of the 
stakeholders. In particular, both MRAs and stakeholders point out some common critical 
elements and enablers, starting from the language, which acts as both a barrier and a major 
enabler once learned. The second common element is skill recognitions and acquisitions. 
Skills and qualifications acquired in the country of origin are difficult to be recognized in Italy, 
but training and education is still considered an effective enabler, particularly when 
accompanied by adequate orientation and placement. A third element is the possibility to have 
access to adequate housing, as it can be a major issue for many migrants. Finally, there is the 
poor functioning of public employment centres and coordination among different actors. The 
main difference between the opinion of MRAs and stakeholders is in the perception of the 
policy framework, which is not directly perceived and reported as a main barrier by MRAs, 
while it constitutes the main barrier by most stakeholders. To sum up, the higher match 
between the needs of migrants and the perception of stakeholders is achieved by CSOs, which 
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is directly linked with their high involvement, particularly for asylum seekers and refugees in 
the second-tier reception. In general, the help received by CSOs is appreciated by the MRAs 
we interviewed, especially by those who arrive without a family network. In this regard, they 
do perceive CSOs as more sympathetic to them compared to public stakeholders. However, 
there is another element that should not be underestimated, as it emerges from the 
experiences of some stakeholders. CSOs operators working in reception centres are also 
seen by MRAs as ambiguous figures, erroneously identified by the hosted beneficiaries as 
‘part of the system’, although they are just following and applying rules established by the 
State, on which they have little to no control.  

2. The impact of the COVID 19 crisis, an initial assessment 
What happened for MRAs during the pandemic crisis? What are the implications for labour 
market integration and the perspectives for the near future? These are the main questions we 
address in this section, where we present an initial assessment of the impact of the Covid-19 
crisis on the labour market integration of MRAs in Italy.  
With the global pandemic, the issue of immigration quickly lost its prominence in the public 
sphere, supplanted by more pressuring and dramatic problems. However, it did not cease to 
be a substantive issue in the country, as the pandemic did not remove all the problems that 
were already present with regards to the situation of migrants in the country, nor their 
integration. On the contrary, it might have aggravated them.  

2.1 The general overview 
Italy was the first European country to have been severely struck by the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the EU country with the highest number of deaths due to COVID-19, and the first to implement 
a very strict national lockdown (and subsequent prolonged containment measures) that 
brought several personal and economic consequences for a large part of the population, be 
them locals or foreign residents.  
 
The country already paid a high price in terms of lost lives and economic consequences during 
the so called ‘first wave’ of the pandemic (indicatively from March until the summer of 2020), 
that have been only partly mitigated by increased social expenditure and a temporary layover 
ban for employers receiving public subsidies. At the time of the writing of this report, Italy is in 
the midst of the second wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, that is likely to extend to the first 
part of 2021. We are thus witnessing a new period of global uncertainty and hardship that 
often falls disproportionately on the most vulnerable, among which we find MRAs. 
Unfortunately, the impact of the second wave is difficult to estimate given that is an ongoing 
situation, and the differential measures that have been taken in the various regions, according 
to a composite index of contagion. Thus, this account is mostly focused on the first period of 
the crisis (indicatively March to October 2020). 
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In particular, we can outline some of the most pressuring issues related to MRAs in the 
pandemic, as identified by the general director of the ISMU foundation3:  

• the health of immigrants, particularly for those infected, sick or deceased; 
• the situation of over half a million people who find themselves in a state of irregularity, 

job insecurity and unemployment; 
• the contribution of immigrants in many sectors of the Italian economy, especially 

agriculture; 
• the uncertain fate of asylum seekers; 
• coexistence in cramped and often unhealthy living spaces; 
• distance learning, which may be more difficult for students of immigrant origin who do 

not always have a computer or reliable internet connection available 

 

Starting from the most immediate and harmful impact of the pandemic, that on the health of 
MRAs, an article published by ISMU (2020) showed that the diffusion of the contagion among 
foreign residents (including EU citizens) was lower than the Italian population. During the first 
wave of the pandemic (March-May 2020) foreign residents registered 1.2 cases per 1,000 
versus 2.1 for Italian citizens. Interestingly, among foreign citizens, women present a higher 
rate of infection than men. A possible explanation is related to migrant women’s working 
environments, as many work in hospitals and care for the elderly. Ethnic labour specialisation 
might also contribute to the high COVID-19 infection rate among migrants from Peru (8.1 per 
thousand) and Ecuador (4.2 per thousand), alongside the fact that they are concentrated in 
the areas most affected by COVID-19 such as Lombardy.4 Still, no definitive answer has been 
proposed yet. However, when we look at the hospitalisation rates and the percentages of 
cases in intensive care, foreign residents had almost double rates compared to Italians, with 
an even higher fatality rate for citizens coming from least-developed countries (ISS press 
release 08/05/2020). Such data reinforce the notion that MRAs are generally in a more 
vulnerable condition. Unfortunately, the available data only cover the initial period of the 
pandemic, and we do not have specific data for the most vulnerable categories of MRAs, such 
as asylum seekers, refugees, and undocumented migrants.  

Moving on to the general impact of the pandemic on the labour market integration of MRAs in 
Italy, we have to make an initial distinction between economic and long-term migrants on the 
one hand, and refugees and asylum seekers on the other. A separate consideration should 
then be made about undocumented/irregular migrants.   

Regular economic migrants with stable contracts were generally impacted symmetrically as 
native workers, with their vulnerability being related to their actual living conditions (i.e. 
housing, income) which are often lower than the average Italian household (with similar 
problems to the poorer sectors of the Italian population). The most vulnerable among 
economic migrants were those with temporary permits and precarious work contracts which 
have not been renovated. However, several sectors with a high presence of foreign workforce 

 
3 https://www.ismu.org/immigrazioni-ai-tempi-del-coronavirus/  
4 Lombardy accounts for 44% of the Peruvians, and 46% of Ecuadorians resident in Italy. They are for 
the most part women (ca. 55%), often employed in domestic works and care. In contrast, Lombardy 
also hosts 67% of Egyptian citizens residing in Italy, but they present a 1.8 per thousand infection rate, 
which is below the national average of 2.1 for the period until May 2020.  



 

12 

were not particularly affected by the pandemic, or even saw an increase in revenues and 
personnel (i.e. logistic, food, deliveries).  

During the lockdown, asylum seekers and refugees have been isolated in their centres, where 
life conditions, particularly the ones hosting large number of migrants, presented the most 
relevant criticalities due to overcrowding and often lacking necessary health provisions. In the 
initial phase it was also reported a general failure to provide sufficient information for the hosts, 
which created fear, stress, and confusion. This also placed an even heavier burden on 
operators of the reception centres and projects, thus on the third sector. Following the general 
trend, second-tier reception (SIPROIMI) saw a higher level of support for hosted migrants 
compared to first-tier reception centres (CAS). In general, no major Covid-19 outbreaks were 
reported inside reception centres, however some started to appear after the lockdown, 
resulting often in a re-ignition of anti-migrant sentiments among the local population. In 
second-tier reception, integration support services continued although in a reduced or remote 
manner that often reduced the general effectiveness of the services provided. Internship and 
training, as well as several job orientation and integration projects had to be halted for several 
months, and only restarted in June. In this regard, it is still unclear the impact of the second 
wave of the pandemic, with the regionally differentiated restrictions. What emerges is often a 
sense of uncertainty and anxiety experienced by the hosted beneficiaries, particularly the more 
fragile ones. In addition, the COVID-19 crisis also lengthened the already long bureaucratic 
procedures, extending the stasis that characterises the life of many asylum seekers that are 
awaiting a response.  

Looking at irregular migrants, they are the most vulnerable and affected category, being de 
facto left without any support. The situation was made even worse as a consequence of the 
2018 ‘Salvini decrees’ that reduced the instances to receive temporary permits of stay and 
increased the number of irregular migrants between 2019-2020. Many gathered in informal 
settlements or abandoned buildings, were we often have large masses of people in precarious 
living conditions. In most cases, the lockdown simply eliminated any possibility for them to 
receive an income, as their services simply were not requested anymore. Restrictions to 
mobility also particularly affected those working in the informal economy, as they were often 
not able to circulate to reach their workplaces. During the first lockdown, public economic 
support was targeted to employers and employees and thus left out a large number of MRAs 
that work in the informal economy. This was often the same situation for a relevant number of 
Italian citizens working into the informal sector, although they were often able to access other 
kind of economic support (i.e. basic or emergency income schemes). The third sector 
represented the key pillar mitigating the emergency situation, as the only real relief for irregular 
migrants came from charities, voluntary groups, and associations. After the first lockdown, 
they somehow managed to ‘benefit’ from the restrictions to mobility for seasonal workers. It 
has been estimated that the agricultural sector in 2020 employed over 400,000 irregular 
workers, with all the consequent risks and exploitation.5 In the end, the only positive news 
regarding irregular migrants was the regularisation campaign launched by the government for 
agricultural and domestic workers.  

 
5 Estimates from the CISL trade union ( https://www.uil.it/Documents/focus07092020.pdf ). 
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2.2 A new policy opportunity window? Normative changes during the COVID 19 
pandemic. 

In terms of the status of migrants, emergency actions have been taken during the initial period 
of the pandemic. The main measures were: (a) all expiring permits of stay were extended until 
the end of August; (b) asylum seekers and refugees have been allowed to stay in their 
respective reception centres until the end of the state of emergency6; (c) asylum seekers were 
also exceptionally allowed back into second-tier reception facilities with available spaces; (d) 
existing reception projects supposed to end by June 2020 were extended until 31 December.    

Beside those emergency measures, aimed at coping with the immediate consequences, the 
COVID-19 crisis also brought a series of legislative and policy changes with regards to 
migration and integration. Thus, it can be considered a factor that helped opening a policy 
window on the topic, after several years of progressively restrictive and discriminatory 
measures. Indeed, in some instances, the changes are supposed to address some of the most 
evident criticalities of the post-2018 legislation.  
The first relevant normative change has been a regularisation process for migrants, included 
in the “Relief decree” approved in May (DL 19/05/2020 n. 34). As a result of the political 
compromise that led to its approval, the measure did not allow for a generalised regularisation 
of migrants, but it focused on specific categories. First, it applies only to migrants that were 
already present in Italy as of March 8, 2020 (the beginning of the Covid-19 crisis in Italy), and 
working in three specific areas: agriculture, fishery, domestic work and care. Two paths were 
created for the regularisation and emergence of irregular workers. The first is a work permit 
for those who are actually working in the above-mentioned sectors, who will get a regular 
contract from their employer. The second path is reserved for those who are currently 
unemployed and have an expired residence permit (since October 2019), but in the past have 
been working (with a regular contract) in those sectors. They could apply for a 6-month 
temporary permit to find a new job. In the end, approximately 220,000 requests have been 
received, with the vast majority (ca. 180,000) being for domestic workers. This demonstrates 
a partial failure from the original spirit of the law, which was to regularise mostly irregular and 
exploited agricultural workers.  

Opinions on the regularisation by different social partners have been collected by ISMU7 
through a survey and short questionnaire. Social partners are generally in agreement on the 
principles of the measure, which should benefit migrants, and that it should have been 
extended to more categories of workers. In particular, employers’ associations did not consider 
regularization a priority, preferring the creation of simplified way to allow EU or extra EU 
workers, a reduction of the bureaucratic burden, and the extension of seasonal work permits 
expired. The trade unions would have preferred a structural intervention, rather than a non-
decisive emergency intervention which excludes too many sectors (e.g. commerce and food), 
encouraging false contracts and a market of the regularizations. Finally, CSO representatives 
believed that the regularization was a long-overdue necessity, given the lack of regular entry 
channels and the increased presence of irregular migrants. However, they too point out that it 

 
6 At the time of writing the report the State of Emergency in Italy has been extended until 31/01/2021. 
7 https://www.ismu.org/lopinione-dei-testimoni-privilegiati-sull-ultima-regolarizzazione/#1539609261526-
9a726855-c3b951b6-8d6f  
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is an insufficient and discriminatory measure being limited to just agriculture and domestic 
workers. 

The second major normative change, arrived in October, with the approval of a decree that is 
aimed at addressing the main issues related to the Salvini decree of December 2018. Among 
the main changes that involve more directly CSOs, we can underline the creation of the new 
Reception and Integration System (Sistema di Accoglienza e Integrazione). This system, 
which will still be two-tiered, is expected to replace the SIPROIMI and reintroduces the 
possibility for asylum seekers to receive statutory integration support, along with an increase 
in funding and a focus on diffuse integration against large centres. Furthermore, the decree 
allows the reintroduction of special permits (i.e. for humanitarian reasons or catastrophes), to 
be granted to those who may not qualify for refugee status but are still in need of some form 
of protection. Another important element is the broadening of the kind of temporary permits 
that can be converted into work permits, which was considered a major barrier to enter the 
regular job market for many migrants.  

These latest normative changes are now awaiting the final approval by the Italian Senate8. 
They are of particular relevance as are in line with some of the most pressuring requests by 
CSOs and other social partners we collected during the SIRIUS research concerning the 
integration of refugees and asylum seekers.   

2.3 Interview data – stakeholders’ perspectives 
Beside a general review of the initial impact of COVID-19 pandemic on MRAs in Italy, and the 
related normative and policy changes, we also conducted semi-structured interviews with 6 
stakeholders involved at various levels in the integration of migrants. These interviews allow 
to get a first-hand account and confront their views and experiences with the general findings.  
More in detail, three interviewees are member of voluntary associations, one is a 
representative of a trade union, and two are operators of social cooperatives involved in 
integration projects for asylum seekers and refugees. All the interviews have been done 
remotely (phone/videocall) between October and November 2020. Unfortunately, we did not 
manage to reach any MRA for their direct experiences. However, we were able to use part of 
the experiences shared by two migrant workers interviewed as part of the WP6 during the 
initial phase of the pandemic (April-May 2020).  
 
General impact and activities 
When looking at economic and long-term migrants, in some areas like Milan, the crisis 
disproportionately impacted as they were largely employed in some of the most severely 
affected economic activities such as the food and beverage sector and domestic work. Those 
operating in care, such as operator of nursing homes also faced additional health risks (trade 
union, interviewee 1). Nevertheless, despite the pandemic and the accompanying economic 
crisis, many enterprises continued to hire, particularly in essential services. Many foreign 
workers were hired in sectors such as professional cleaning and sanitation or logistics. 
Furthermore, economic migrants can generally count on more solid networks for support 
compared to asylum seekers and refugees.  

Indeed, asylum seekers and refugees are vulnerable categories, and often expressed the 
need for emotional and psychological support. This was followed by a significant request for 

 
8 As of early December 2020. 
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information about the health and approach on daily life on quarantine. Info had to be tailored 
to specific groups to be conveyed effectively (i.e. based on the status and the level of 
integration of each beneficiary). This was also followed by an increasing request of support in 
the relationships with agencies or employers (CSO Interviewee 2). Generally, those in 
reception centres received much better support than those who are not. Stakeholders involved 
directly in integration projects (CAS and SPRAR) reported that they kept providing courses, 
although often remotely, which often proved difficult and undoubtedly somewhat affected the 
effectiveness.  

In parallel, associations active in formation, particularly language classes and courses, were 
heavily impacted. They lost a large quantity of teachers and students. Distance learning only 
very limitedly mitigated the impact. One of our interviewees (CSO, 4) compared the case of 
several of their students with disadvantaged people in public school (natives and migrants). 
Indeed, forced distance learning is reported by all interviewees as a substantial limiting factor.  

Stakeholders interviewed did not report many criticalities targeting specifically women, beside 
their impact connected to their presence in specific sectors of the labour market, or particularly 
vulnerable positions. In general, the COVID crisis just highlight existing problems and limit. In 
particular for women who cannot emancipate from domestic work or must take care of the 
family for lack of services or assistance. I this regard, the phenomenon is highlighted by an 
increase in the requests for family reunifications, as there is a higher need for family support 
(interviewee 5). On the positive side, the regularisation favoured women as they constitute the 
majority of domestic workers.  

Generally, stakeholders were and are very active trying to offer support during the Covid-19 
pandemic, and in this case the third sector, is particularly relevant. However, it is a diffuse 
opinion that CSO should support integration policies, and cooperate with different 
stakeholders, not be a substitute (referring in particular to the government). In general, CSO 
are voicing for more resources for actions aimed at labour market integration, as they need 
instruments and human resources, unlike other types of assistances. 

Views on normative changes and potentially positive impacts 
The opinions of our stakeholders on the normative changes and potential positive outcomes 
of the COVID-19 crisis were mostly referring to the extraordinary regularisation. In general, 
their views are largely in line with those presented in the ISMU article we mentioned before.  

The regularisation has been considered a two-faced issue, with both positive and negative 
aspects. The former is linked to the general principles of the law, and the fact that even a small 
intervention is welcomed, which ultimately was not so small with over 200,000 requests. 
However, the downsides are also particularly relevant such as the too limited scope, the 
bureaucratic and economic costs, and its ineffectiveness to fight the phenomenon of the 
exploitation of agricultural workers. Furthermore, the limitation to just two sectors allowed for 
the creation of an illegal market of false (cover) contracts for irregular migrants employed in 
other sectors.   

Among other potentially positive side-effects of the pandemic, an interviewee reported that 
irregular or ‘grey’ contracts are now much more evident due to increased health and safety 
check, in particular for mandatory quarantines. Some associations also managed to use the 
response to COVID to expand services and protection for their beneficiaries. 
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Present barriers and future perspectives and actions 

COVID highlighted structural limits in Italy, both in terms of labour market and migration law, 
which cannot deal with the phenomenon that they should regulate. In general, our 
stakeholders do not expect many positive changes to come after the pandemic. The major 
issues are expected to remain largely the same.  

The representative of the trade union observed how the economic impact of the crisis will 
probably be a real limiting factor in the near future. The private sector will see reduced 
opportunities to invest, and now most enterprises must conserve cash and try keep their 
current workers employed. Interestingly, an interviewee (CSO interviewee 3) pointed out the 
pan-European dimension of the crisis, given that in his experience a relevant number of 
refugees and migrants who obtained a long-term permit moved to other countries like France 
to search for (better) job opportunities, while this is currently not possible and even in the near 
future might not be a viable option anymore.  

In general, there must be a change on the narrative of migration and invest on integration. 
Other problems that have to be tackled are the segmentation of the labour market between 
natives and foreigners, also with regards to pay gap. In perspective it is also to be avoided the 
emigration of high skilled second-generation migrants, which is progressively becoming a 
reality. CSOs and trade unions are also particularly vocal in requesting substantial normative 
changes in the future, as well as a higher involvement and coordinated participation of all 
social partner in the decision-making process. 

Individual accounts from MRAs 

Looking at the individual experiences of MRAs, based upon the limited data we have collected, 
there was largely a sense of both distrust and hope towards the future. One of our interviewees 
outlined the difficulties for domestic and care workers in the first wave of the pandemic, with 
many not seeing their contracts terminated or not renovated, when they had one (Interviewee 
MRA 1). Another one (interviewee MRA 2) reported how the arrival of the pandemic prevented 
him from starting a new and particularly important job, and he had to revert to his previous job 
of an operator in a reception centre, with a temporary contract thanks to an extraordinary call 
for personnel due to the pandemic. His experience also allowed us to receive a basic account 
of the difficulties and stress that refugees hosted in reception centres faced at the time of the 
first wave.  

2.4 Conclusive remarks – lessons from the crisis? 
As we have seen from our initial assessment, the COVID-19 pandemic presents itself as both 
an obstacle and an opportunity for the integration of MRA, although at this time the former 
aspect is outweighing the latter. The global COVID-19 in several cases amplified a number of 
significant barriers that existed well before the crisis, in particularly those linked to the structure 
of the labour market. On the other hand, the opening of the policy window opportunity of 
regularization is a welcomed event, in the hope that the recent normative changes will be 
approved by the parliament and could be followed by a proper implementation. Social partners 
are willing to take part in this construction too, in particular from the third sector (which has the 
lion’s share in the integration of migrants also during the pandemic) and trade unions. In 
conclusion, we can just join the wishful thinking that this pandemic might actually help to 
address some of the longest-standing issues and promote a more favourable environment for 
integration in the mid-term.  
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3. Conclusions and policy recommendations 
In the first part, we summarised the main findings of the SIRIUS research in Italy, underlying 
the main barrier and enablers for the integration of MRAs in the labour market. In light of our 
findings, supplemented by data covering the initial impact of the pandemic, we can proceed 
to outline a set of policy recommendations for the stakeholders involved. Indeed, this has been 
at the core of the research, in order to favour an effective and inclusive integration agenda. In 
this regard, we have identified three main themes, namely legislative and policy framework, 
the structure of the labour market, and the diffusion of a series of best practices. It should also 
be noted that in some instances, such recommendations are in line with those proposed by 
other (albeit less comprehensive) reports on the issues of integration (i.e. IDOS, Oxfam), 
showing there is a consensus on the main  

3.1 Legislative and policy framework 
As we have seen, the legislative and policy framework emerged as a prominent factor that for 
the most part is negatively influencing the possibilities for a successful integration of migrants, 
according to a number of stakeholders, as well as most social partners. Here we present the 
main aspects that should be revised/reformed/addressed.  

• Revision of the migration law.  
The current migration law should be structurally revised, allowing for adequate legal 
entries for work reason and a reduced bureaucratic burden.  

• Increase the possibilities to receive temporary permits of stay.   
It would be particularly useful to introduce temporary permits to search for work. 

• Creation of ordinary paths for the regularisation of irregular migrants.  
Hundreds of thousands of irregular migrants are currently present in Italy. The 
instances of ‘forced’ irregularities should be eliminated by allowing to regularise the 
position of irregular migrants. Avoid resorting to exceptional mass regularisations for 
limited categories; those who are offered a regular contract shall be given the 
possibility to regularise their position. This would also reduce the issues connected to 
the ‘black’ labour market. 

• Uniform policies and coordination among different levels of government.  
• Revision of the ‘Salvini decrees’  

This already started happening, with a reform expected to be approved by the end of 
2020. 

• Revision of the CAS system   
First line reception should be left exclusively for immediate reception and the initial 
processing of asylum seekers and refugees. The CAS system should be only used in 
extraordinary circumstances as stated in its name, not as the main system for 
reception.  

• Make the second-tier reception the ordinary way to accommodate and integrate 
asylum seekers and refugees  
Increase the numbers of the second-tier reception for refugees and readmit asylum 
seekers. Make the system mandatory or heavily incentivised to overcome the 
resistance of some municipalities to activate such projects on their territories.   

• Creation of structured integration facilities, for economic migrants 
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As of now there is no statutory support for this category (including family 
reunifications), and almost all is left to the volunteer work of the third sector. This can 
be also based upon international best practices. Reduce the reliance on informal 
networks that might lead to irregular work. 

3.2 Labour market structure 
Often linked to the legislative are policy framework, we can identify a series of issues linked 
to the structure of the Italian labour market to be addressed. This aspect may also be more 
difficult to tackle, as it is the results of cultural issues as much as legal, where the role of and 
cooperation of the various social partners is crucial.   

• Coordination among social partners.   
We have found several virtuous examples during our research, but they are often 
limited in their applications. This shall become a generalised practice. 

• Promote the employment of refugees and asylum seekers 
Diffusion of practices for integration of asylum seekers and refugees in the labour 
market through a system of incentives and support for employers.  

• Fight the phenomenon of ‘caporalato’  
The phenomenon of ‘caporalato’ (illegal recruitment by informal labour brokers) 
disproportionately affects migrant workers, in particular irregular ones, and is mostly 
present in agriculture and constructions. Legislative actions have been taken in the 
past years but are not sufficient. More support shall be given to persons who report 
exploitation. 

• Reduce the ethnic segmentation in several work sectors.   
This point shall be seen as a long-term goal, to achieve a qualitative integration and 
avoid migrant workforce to be stuck into low skilled and low pay jobs.  

• Improvement in the business culture.   
Migrant workforce shall not be seen in most cases as a source of cheap and low-skilled 
workforce.  

3.3 Specific issues, actions and best practices 
In this part, we identify a series of primary areas where efforts are to be concentrated and the 
relevant actions. We also present some of the most promising best practices we found during 
the research.  

• Language and labour market orientation.   
All categories of migrants should be given access to language courses and specific 
orientation courses to know about the characteristics of the Italian labour market, in 
particular with regards to their rights and obligations. Furthermore, language courses 
should be designed to favour specific skills for labour market integration. This can be 
achieved through the cooperation of social partners such as third sectors and trade 
union and employers’ associations, in the framework of a national programme and not 
as a voluntary practice implemented at local level.  

• Inclusion of migrants’ associations in social dialogue activities 
Currently the role of migrant associations is relatively marginal, and their inclusion can 
help voice their need beside the important role played by the third sector.  
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• Affordable and accessible housing.   
Contrast the discrimination of MRAs on the housing market, potentially through a 
cooperation between local authorities, third sector and landlord associations, or 
through social housing projects. Irregular camps should be progressively and 
effectively closed and replaced with regular accommodations.  

• Guarantee access to basic public services and welfare.   
Ensure that no category of migrants is excluded from accessing basic public services, 
particularly as a consequence of discriminatory norms or practices.   

• Network approach.   
The coordinated involvement of many stakeholders guarantees not only higher 
effectiveness but also a more organised and controlled process. Every actor is 
responsible for its part, and the cooperation allows each other to check the effective 
implementation of the integration process. 

• Creation of tailored paths according to the needs of the various territories. 
The integration networks should favour the effective integration of MRAs according to 
the local socioeconomic context.   

• Diffusion of best practices.   
Increase the opportunities to share and confront experiences, include lessons learned 
in future integration projects to be applied nation-wide.  

• Formalisation of the ‘third-tier reception’.   
The so called ‘third-tier’ reception for refugees and beneficiaries of humanitarian 
protection dedicated to transition them towards a complete autonomy, focused on 
labour market integration, after an often too short period in the SPRAR/SIPROIMI 
system. It is currently an informal practice among stakeholders or part of projects that 
should be formalised and extended to those in need of additional support after their 
permanence in the second-tier reception.  

3.4 Endnote – a coordinated vision for integration 
In the previous sections, we have examined the most relevant actions that should be taken, 
also exemplified by several best practices. However, in our belief, the most important element 
is a comprehensive vision that allows a fertile environment to favour a successful integration. 
Stakeholders and policymakers shall thus work in a coordinated manner to achieve this 
objective. As exemplified by the declining numbers of regular and irregular entries in recent 
years, migration shall not be identified anymore as an emergency, even less a security issue 
that is to be discouraged. It necessitates a step up from the project-based approach, as 
structural phenomenon that needs to be regulated and necessitates of an updated set of 
norms and practices to tackle the challenges and make it an opportunity. This should be 
necessarily accompanied by a change in public perception and general environment, as it 
there is also a key cultural element that plays a role. We found a strong consensus on the 
potential value of a successful labour market integration of MRAs among the different 
stakeholders, which underline the awareness of the issue. It remains to be seen whether such 
a shift in paradigm would be possible in light of the Covid-19 crisis, but it is also to be taken 
as an opportunity for change and shape a future that avoids repeating the errors of the past. 
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