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EUMARGINS Project Overview 

 EUMARGINS researches processes of inclusion and exclusion of young adult immigrants and 

descendants in seven European countries: Norway, Sweden, the United Kingdom, Estonia, 

Spain, Italy and France.    

 The project integrates various methodological perspectives and different methods in order 

to achieve a comprehensive and integrated approach to the topic. The aim is to define social 

exclusion and inclusion in a social actor-centered perspective without losing a broader, 

systemic understanding of social relations and contextual factors in a given society. 

 The central theoretical starting point is that an individual can be included and excluded on 

different arenas and that inclusion and exclusion can change over time.  

 The largest bulk of research material is 30 extended case studies from each country. 

EUMARGINS interviews immigrants and descendants about inclusion and exclusion in 

different life arenas such as school, work, friends, family networks, neighbourhood and 

citizenship.  

 EUMARGINS aims at identifying barriers and bridges to inclusion in different spheres and to 

assess whether specific national efforts are needed or whether it is possible to identify 

efforts that can be advantageous to all countries.  

 

 

Executive summary 

Due to transnational processes, such as the late-2000s financial crisis and the ongoing 

political conflicts in Northern Africa, many European states are currently experiencing rising 

flows of irregular migrants. These transnational flows result in a paradoxical situation, namely 

that irregular migrants are inside and outside simultaneously. It differs how the young people 

we have interviewed have experienced the European country they have settled in. Some 

experience the country as exclusionary; constantly being supervised and searched after. This 

holds particularly true for the irregular immigrants working in the informal sector (Fangen et 

al. 2011). This policy brief first brings to the fore the voices of young adult immigrants in 

seven different European countries (the United Kingdom, France, Spain, Italy, Estonia, 

Sweden, and Norway), with a particular focus on national differences, before it offers some 

policy recommendations. 

 The current policy needs to be reviewed since it results in the excluding inclusion 

discussed above. Furthermore, by being both territorially inside and legally outside, irregular 

migrants – especially young adults – constitute a particularly vulnerable group. Although this 
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group is vulnerable for several reasons, the focus of this policy brief is the lack of social 

recognition. While irregular migrants are supposed to be legally recognized and thus 

protected by human rights legislation, it is not always the case that they are socially 

recognized. Thus, irregular migrants are excluded from the safeguarding of language learning, 

education, or working. All of which are important to satisfy not only basic living conditions 

but also a degree of belonging while residing in the host state. 

 Our suggestion for action is that the paradoxical situation of irregular migrants is 

solved by allowing not only citizens but also non-citizen residents to have access to language 

training, to go to school with young adult citizens, and also to have the opportunity work. 

Since irregular immigrants are often afraid of being registered the opportunity to have access 

to work and education should be offered by Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and 

work would eventually be in the form of voluntary work, since regularised work per definition 

is not available for irregular immigrants. Overall, we recommend that politicians should 

implement policies that recognize irregular migrants’ potential social esteem. 
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Context and importance of the problem 

Four faces of irregular migration 

Today, we see rising flows of non-European migrants entering the sovereign territory of the 

European Union (EU) member states. Many of these migrants arrive at border crossings such 

as the Italian city Lampedusa or the Spanish enclaves Ceuta and Melilla on the northern shore 

of Morocco. Before we have a look at our empirical research based on the life stories of 

young adult immigrants residing in different European states, we need to understand exactly 

who these irregular migrants are and why members of this group choose to migrate at all. 

Even though the numbers of irregular migrants often are vague, we shall also shed light on 

this issue. The term ‘irregular migration’ is stemming from the more overall notion of  

‘migration’, which means when a human physically is moving – voluntarily or involuntarily – 

from one geographical area to another, sometimes in large groups and over long distances. 

Migration is a typical phenomenon in the history of humans’, and is even formulated as a 

basic human right in the United Nations universal declaration of human rights, “Everyone has 

the right to freedom of movement and residence within the borders of each state” and “the 

right to leave any country” (Article 13). Yet again, the paradoxical situation for many 

migrants of simultaneously being inside and outside arises, as there is a human right to 

emigrate but no corresponding human right to immigrate. 

Migration is so-called ‘irregular’ when humans’ movement is outside the legal norms 

and procedures established by the host state to manage the flow of migrants into and out of 

their territory. This irregularity breaks the norms and procedures formulated and accepted by 

states in order to manage an orderly flow of transnational migrants into, through, and out of 

their territories. The term irregular migration is contested. Moreover, it can be divided into a 

wide range of different sub-groups. For the purpose of this policy brief, we suggest that this 

group can be differentiated into four such sub-groups. A common feature of these different 

sub-groups of irregular migrants is that they are non-citizen residents, that is, they are residing 

within a state’s sovereign territory but without any legal authorization by the host state. First, 

migrants can have an overstayed visa. Some foreigners can be defined as an irregular migrant 

if he or she has entered a state legally and then overstayed or violated his or her visa (i.e. 

‘overstays’). Overstaying implies, then, that the migrants have stayed beyond the time, limit, 

or duration of stay stated by the host state in the visa. Belonging to this sub-group of irregular 

migrants are, among others, visitors, tourists, future spouses (i.e. family reunification). 
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Second, migrants can have an expired permit. Foreigners can be referred to as irregular 

migrants also if their residence or work permit has been expired. Examples of persons whose 

permit may expire are students and migrant workers. Third, migrants can have their 

application rejected. An irregular migrant also refers to persons who have their application 

for asylum or residence rejected on humanitarian grounds. Consequently, this sub-group of 

irregular migrants is represented by asylum seekers and refugees (for example nonreturnable, 

stateless, externally displaced persons, and war victims), who after the application rejection 

have not yet been ejected from the host state. Fourth, and last, migrants can be defined as 

illegal immigrants. Even though the term ‘illegal’ is contested within both social and legal 

research on migration, it can be argued that this fourth sub-group of irregular migrants should 

be added to our list. The three first sub-groups are all characterized by foreigners who in the 

first place enter a host state legally. In contrast to the sub-group of illegal immigrants who 

have entered or resided in a state’s territory without meeting the legal requirements or 

authorization for immigration of the host state (i.e. violation of immigration laws and 

jurisdiction). The term irregular migrant is sometimes confused with the notion ‘illegal 

migrant’. This sub-group consists nevertheless of undocumented migration (‘sans papiers’), 

human trafficking, human smuggling (i.e. slave trade such as commercial sexual 

exploitation/prostitution, forced/slave labour, and reproductive slavery). 

 

Push and pull of irregular migration 

Why do members of this group of irregular migrants migrate at all? Generally speaking, there 

are two motives of migration, namely the ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors. In this policy brief, we 

take these two factors to be the motivations also for irregular migration. Firstly, the push-

factor of irregular migration is called emigration, that is, when a person leaves his or her state 

of origin to settle in another. The push-factors of emigration are often due to civil war, 

poverty, hunger, or climate change. Due to the nature of these motivations of irregular 

migration, they can be described as negative. Secondly, what is called pull-factors of irregular 

migration is when a person is motivated to immigrate because of prospects for better living 

conditions. Examples of pull-factors are human rights’ protection and welfare goods such as 

health, education, and work. The motivation of irregular migration understood as pull-factors 

can be characterized as positive. 
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It is difficult to estimate the correct numbers of irregular migrants. Data on the flows 

of the irregular part of transnational migration vary widely and are usually imprecise. 

Furthermore, there is a lack of comparable data, both over time and between different 

geographical locations (i.e. on a local, national, regional, and global level). Yet another 

challenge is the fact that irregular migrants quite often are hiding from the government or 

other official institutions by which they could have been registered with. Still, the World 

Migration Report 2010 suggests that between 21 and 32 million, which is approximately 10–

15 per cent out of today’s 214 million transnational migrants, can be defined as being in an 

irregular situation. According the estimates made in 2008 by the database of the Hamburg 

Institute of International Economics (HWWI), there are between 1,9 and 3,8 million irregular 

migrants throughout Europe. 

 

Social recognition of young adult irregular immigrants 

On this basis, it is crucial to raise the question, what do young adult irregular immigrants 

experience as inclusion and exclusion on an individual level? Using our empirical research on 

the life stories of young adult as irregular immigrants, we shall in the following shed light on 

the role of the social recognition of this group. The notion of social recognition refers to cases 

in which a person’s social esteem and achievement to a society is recognized. In this context, 

recognition implies that a person contributes to his or her social environment (for example, in 

the work place). Recognition as social esteem and achievement is practiced in what can be 

termed as a society’s civil sphere, or informal sector. This civil society is a third sphere in 

addition to the private and state-based spheres. This form of recognition aims at recognizing a 

person’s self-worth, namely the person’s ability to feel that he or she has human dignity and 

that the person’s life is worth living. Moreover, social recognition involves the possibility of 

disrespect, namely, when a person is stigmatized or denigrated. In our studies, we have 

identified a wide range of hierarchies of belonging, which indicates that immigrant groups 

experience different forms of recognition and mis-recognition depending on their social 

standing. 

Due to their lack of citizenship and thus citizenship rights, irregular migrants are 

denied legal recognition. Nevertheless, when it comes to social recognition, that is, a person 

who is recognized for his or her social status and esteem, young adult irregular immigrants are 

often a particularly vulnerable group. Even though they reside within the borders of a host 
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state, irregular migrants are still exposed to such vulnerabilities of not having the right to 

learn the language, to go to school, or to work. In addition, since they are not citizens, they do 

also lack legal recognition and thus citizenship rights. We ask, therefore, if and how irregular 

migrants can be recognized in a broader sense than through the legal recognition? We do this 

by exploring the situation of young adult irregular immigrants in seven different European 

countries, namely the United Kingdom, France, Spain, Italy, Estonia, Sweden, and Norway.  

 

The United Kingdom 

In the UK, flows of irregular migrants – or what is called ‘illegal entrant’ – have been largely 

dominated by labour migrants from the British Commonwealth. As these irregular migrants’ 

were from the former British colonies in Africa, Asia and the Caribbean, this group became 

increasingly diverse. Until the 1960s and early 1970s, Britain hardly regulated the 

immigration flow from its former colonies. However, from the beginning of the 1970s, the 

British immigration legislation became increasingly restrictive. From the late 1990s, while 

asylum migration was limited, the UK partially liberalized its labour migration. The 

liberalization of labour migration was fostered by Britain’s relatively low level of 

unemployment and – unlike other EU member states – demand for workers. As a result, the 

number of irregular migrants increased. There has been an obvious shift in the UK’s tradition 

of liberal values in this domain and an increasing trend of measures towards enhanced control 

(Triandafyllidou 2010: 267). 

 In our comparative study, we have explored young adult irregular immigrants in the 

UK. We have interviewed African Queen, a 22-year-old asylum seeker from Ethiopia 

(Shamser 2010). She has now been living in London for seven years, and still has not 

obtained legal status to reside in the UK. It was discovered that when her indefinite leave to 

remain ran out when she was 18, her solicitor did not apply for any form of further stay for 

her. Consequently, she has no immigration status as the Home Office suspects that when her 

visa ran out that she went into hiding to escape detection as they received no further legal 

application from her to stay. She is the mother to a two and a half year old baby; together they 

live in an emergency accommodation provided by the local council. The living condition of 

African Queen is so poor that she has contemplated suicide. African Queen has, therefore, 

three aims for her life in the UK, namely to improve her accommodation situation, to secure a 

legal residence, and to be able to provide for herself and her daughter. In order to better these 



EUMARGINS  Policy Brief No. 5, 2011 

8 

aspects, African Queen is in need not only of legal but also social recognition. The reason that 

she is experiencing excluding inclusion, is that her situation locks her out of the positive 

future she wants. 

The notion of the ‘illegal immigrant’ is a central figure in the racist imagination in the 

United Kingdom.
1
 Bloch et al. (2007) argue that ‘illegal migration’ ‘too inadequately captures 

the complex variety of statuses and routes into this status that much of the research literature 

highlights’ (Bloch et al. 2007: 7). The Home Office in its research has defined such 

phenomena as either illegal forms of entry (through falsifying documents or people 

smuggling), overstayers (whose tenure for legal remain has expired – for instance, student 

visas) or failed asylum seekers (Woodbridge 2005). Migrants often move between these 

categories over time, and Schuster (2005) has emphasized the importance of understanding 

what she refers to as ‘status mobility’ and the consequences this has for the life chances of 

migrants navigating the regulatory nature of immigration bureaucracy. The important point 

here is that young migrants may well enter the country legally and then become ‘illegal’ 

through overstaying, or alternatively, enter the country without documentation and then be 

granted leave to remain.  

 

France 

Comparable to the UK, France is also an old immigration country, the oldest in Europe since 

the mid-19
th

 century (Triandafyllidou 2010: 115). Due to France’s many former colonies, 

especially in Africa and Asia, each year there are as many foreign entries as there are people 

who become French citizens by naturalization, marriage or birth. Despite it being easier for 

immigrants from former colonies to gain French citizenship, we see that in some select cases 

they can in fact be excluded and put in a situation without a nationality. Judith is a 20-year-

old child of a French father (with colonial roots) and a Malagasy mother. She has French 

citizenship; because Madagascar was once a colony of France. Similarly her husband and his 

family are also from Madagascar, unfortunately being unaware of the naturalization process 

his family, unlike Judith’s, did not request French citizenship and this left him without a 

nationality for almost two years of their marriage. Generally speaking this case is an 

exception and most irregular migrants that enter France are asylum seekers whose asylum 

                                                 
1
 This paragraph is taken from page 59-60 in Fangen et al. 2010. 
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application was rejected (Reyneri 2001: 14). Most are forced to leave their country of origin 

because of the high unemployment rates and absence of opportunities (Triandafyllidou 2010: 

123).  

It is evidenced that now new nationalities without historical links to France are also 

entering the country. As a result of the vocal opposition of extreme right-wing movements to 

further settlement of immigrants, the French government has increasingly introduced border 

control and immigration legislation in order to reduce migration flows and concentrate them 

in order to meet new economic patterns (either flexible or highly skilled workers) (Fangen et 

al. 2010: 175). Sometimes these sudden changes in national migration laws can create a legal 

vacuum or ambiguity in status. In France, stricter legislation on immigrants has forced many 

legal immigrants into an irregular situation. 

 The labour market in France is structured in a similar manner to the Nordic countries 

(i.e. Norway, Sweden, Denmark, and Finland). What these countries have in common are 

standards for contracts and salaries (Fangen et al. 2011b). Similar to the Nordic countries and 

the UK, France is easier than in Spain, Italy and Estonia for young immigrants to gain 

citizenship and social recognition (Fangen et al. 2011a). Moreover, most employers are in 

favor of open borders since this allows a liberalization of the labour force. In France, irregular 

migrants are a necessary part of the work force as they represent a form of flexible 

employment (Triandafyllidou 2010: 121). Most of these jobs carry ‘3D’ profiles, meaning 

they are dirty, dangerous and difficult on account of being seasonal and dependent on weather 

conditions, and typically have irregular activity throughout the year.  

Most irregulars come from countries that are misgoverned, with huge economic 

inequality and unemployment, and where youth have a dismal future. These migrants come 

from countries such as Algeria and others in western and Central Africa as well as Egypt, 

Morocco, and Tunisia. Other categories of irregular migrants are: refused asylum seekers, 

victims of the tightened immigration legislation (members of family reunification, false 

students, children over the age limit, false tourists), irregular migrants overseas and lastly, 

transit migrants (Triandafyllidou 2010: 118-119). Most of the irregular migrants prefer to 

remain in the underground labour market and only appear on occasions of collective 

legalization.  
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Spain 

There are many reasons to explain why Spain has become an attractive destination for 

immigrants. A strong informal economy allows irregular migrants to easily find employment. 

Although these jobs are often unskilled with low wages, long working hours and low social 

prestige.  Compared with other European nations, there is a tradition of tolerance towards 

illegality embedded in Spanish culture and society (Triandafyllidou 2010: 248). Since the 

approval of the Law on Foreigners in 2000 irregular migrants have free access to public health 

and education (from age 3 to 16) systems under the same conditions as citizens and regular 

migrants, with the only condition that they register with the local authorities (Triandafyllidou 

2010: 251). Under this scheme, the authorities are prevented from tracing irregular residents. 

This policy has proven fruitful in accurately determining the picture of irregular and regular 

migration. For the most part irregularity is accepted in Spain and has become the most 

common form of entry for immigrants entering Spain.  

Irregular immigrants expect to legalize their situation in some years and hope to work 

in an informal way for only a short period. This was the case with Suelí, a 29-year-old, of 

Brazilian origin, who has lived in Barcelona since the age of 24. When she arrived in 

Barcelona in search of a better future she worked precariously in low-skilled and low-paid 

jobs, until she finally managed to obtain a residence permit on account of her housework 

(Latorre 2011). Although she has adapted to local conditions she has failed to neither establish 

social networks nor pursue the education that she dreams of achieving because her tough 

working conditions restrict her mobility and the possibility to pursue other opportunities.   

When it comes to gaining citizenship, Spain is among the countries with the lowest 

ratio of granting citizenship with the required duration of stay for first generation immigrants 

being ten years (Fangen et al. 2011a: 3, 5). After the 2008 economic crisis the Spanish 

government has imposed stricter conditions to control migration and reduce irregularity. 

While unemployment of youth in Spain is the highest in Europe, immigrant youth will be at a 

greater risk of being drawn into the irregular labour market due to job shortages in the formal 

economy.  
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Italy 

Italy has witnessed an increase in immigration over the past decade and recently a new wave 

due to the political conflict in many North African countries. Italy’s proximity with less 

developed areas can be identified as a reason for this increase as well as its large informal 

economy. It can be argued that the migration policy and institutional framework has 

inadequately managed the increasing flows of migrants into the country (Triandafyllidou 

2010: 167). The lack of adequate possibilities for legally accessing the Italian labour market 

“the policy of closing the front door of legal entry, while keeping the back door for illegal 

entry half open” (Zincone 1998) has forced many migrants to opt for unauthorized residence.  

As in Spain, Italy’s irregular migrants also have an easier situation since these states 

have a large informal sector and thus secondary labour markets. From the viewpoint of social 

recognition in the labour market, there are better opportunities for young irregular immigrants 

to work in these countries than in the other selected countries of our study. Although the level 

of social security is low, it nevertheless makes it easier for clandestines to become employed. 

The number of employed immigrant workers is more than 70 percent, including both 

documented and undocumented migrants (Triandafyllidou 2010: 167). The opportunity to 

shift from unauthorized to fully legal status has been rare in Italy. In 2002, the Bossi-Fini law 

was passed, issuing a tough message that there was no room in Italy for irregular and 

clandestine migrants (Fangen et al. 2010:117). It states that illegal immigrants in Italy who 

have no visa are unable to obtain a job, creating a difficult situation for these migrants many 

who are struggling to survive. Italy issues very few visas to people who are already living in 

the country (since the current law does not consider the possibility of coming to Italy to look 

for a job) and the demand for a work permit from potential immigrants greatly outweighs 

supply. Every year, the government passes a ‘Migration Flows Decree’ which establishes how 

many workers are allowed to come to Italy to work (Fangen et al. 2010: 118).  

“I was an illegal immigrant and I was poorly paid and was often paid late…and I could 

not argue or protest otherwise I would have been sacked.” Landi, a 23-year-old Albanian 

male, came to Italy by road in 2002, with the help of a smuggler. He arrived in Genoa where 

individuals from his home village had earlier settled and were expecting him. He found his 

first undeclared job through the network established by those from his home village, in 

particular his uncle. As an illegal immigrant, he was trapped in the secondary labour market 

which is regulated by the legal necessity to obtain a residence permit. He had no social 
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protection and received no assistance when he was unemployed. In this case, the possibility 

for him to work and remain in Italy depended on his ethnic networks and/or family. It was not 

until he got married to an Italian in 2006 that he became legal. Although it was possible for 

Landi, as well as many other illegal migrants, to make a livelihood despite being illegal, it is 

becoming increasingly more difficult to live a decent life without papers in Italy (Fangen et al. 

2011).  

Estonia 

In Estonia, a large number of immigrants are irregular in the sense that they are stateless. The 

large amount of stateless people in Estonia is largely due to the fact that the Russian-speaking 

population from the former Soviet regime is unable to pass the language test (Fangen et al. 2010). 

The majority of Russian-speakers have criticized the naturalization policy for being restrictive and 

a violation of human rights (Järve and Poleshcuk 2010). While many of the Russian minority are 

stateless they are not right less, if they hold permanent residence they are entitled to vote in local 

elections (Council of Europe 1996).  Although it is clear that the citizenship debate is a sensitive 

issue in Estonia attempts to further liberalize the policy are being made.  

The Illuka Refugee Centre is located near the Russian border and its proximity to 

Russia is based on the understanding that most asylum seekers immigrate to Estonia from or 

via Russia (Strömpl 2011). A 16-year-old asylum seeker residing at the Centre explains that 

initially he attended the Estonian school that was offered to them but that he was left on the 

periphery and did not receive adequate attention or guidance. He just came to the classroom 

and sat there, but nobody helped or taught him. Then he sat in the corridor and then in the 

school yard, but still received no attention. When his family discovered this he was moved to 

a Russian school. The situation of receiving no attention can be described as mis-recognition, 

which is when irregular migrants experience lack of social recognition. An example of such 

denial of recognition is when time is lost without any intellectual activity. Although they have 

no access to social workers or counselors, the migrants in the Estonian camp receive various 

psychological and other services. In addition, the centre periodically arranges excursions for 

the asylum seekers outside the camp. Nevertheless, the head of the centre describes the 

residents as lazy. It varies whether the resident migrants have any language abilities. Some 

speak English or French relatively well, others are in need of a translator. Yet some of the 

interviewees report that they are optimistic to leave soon and to receive asylum. 
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It is probably too early to discern whether Estonia’s acceptance into the European 

Union has brought a rise in illegal immigration to Estonia. However, in the context of the 

severe economic crisis, which hit Estonia particularly hard, one can observe that Estonia has 

become a gateway for illegal migrants to enter other EU states, a type of transit rather than a 

target country (Estonian Migration and Asylum Policy Report 2010).  

 

Norway 

In general, it can be assumed that the number of irregular migrants in Norway (as well as in 

Sweden) is smaller than in central or south European countries. This is attributable to 

Norway’s somewhat remote geographic position as well as its strict legal regulations, leaving 

little room for an irregular stay.  

Because of the regularised labour market, it is less easy to live as irregular in the 

Nordic countries compared to in Italy and Spain (Fangen et al. 2011).  As a result, the only 

way to earn money except for the very small amount of state benefit available for those who 

accept to live in detention centers, is through illegal economy, prostitution or drug dealing in 

particular (Sandberg and Pedersen 2006, Skilbrei et al. 2006:55).  

In one of our case studies conducted in Norway, we interviewed Jengar (Kjærre 2010). 

He is a 26-year-old young adult and an Iraqi asylum seeker. He has been residing in a 

Norwegian deportation camp for several years. These camps are meant to provide rejected 

asylum seekers, such as Jengar, with only a minimum of accommodation facilities. The 

intention behind such a low standard is to motivate the rejected asylum seekers to return to 

their home countries. As Jengar notes, the living conditions in the deportation camp are 

psychologically and socially unstable. 

“Inside this camp we are only foreigners, they say I am Kurdish because the Kurdish people 

never get a working permit.” 

After eight years in Norway, Jengar does not feel recognized as a Norwegian since he 

is not able to work or support himself. Thus, irregular migrants have few recognized ways to 

participate in everyday life activities or engage in Norwegian society. This may lead them to 

opt for criminal or illegal livelihoods. Jengar describes this situation of excluding inclusion in 

the following manner: 
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“I mostly stay here, but I understand the people who collects bottles, fix and sell computers 

that others have thrown away. I understand why people work in unauthorized jobs.” 

As in the case of African Queen, Jengar searches for inclusion in everyday life. One 

way to be socially included is to have work, but this is not possible in the Norwegian setting 

since he does not have a residence permit. His only option for meaningful activity is to help 

the people working at the detention centre where he is living. However, this is not real 

inclusion in society, and thus, he is left with a form of self-exclusion, where he tends to 

psychologically withdraw from society, a strategy which causes real psychological harm as 

the years go by. This points to the real problem for illegal immigrants in the Nordic countries. 

If they refuse to leave the country voluntarily, they have only two options, either an 

unbearable life in the detention centre or to accept living as a criminal taking irregular jobs 

and hiding from the police.  

 

Sweden 

Although Sweden has a relatively liberal citizenship regime, increasing social exclusion has 

pushed certain number of groups into marginalization and ultimately segregation (Sernhede 

2002). Irregular immigrants are one such group and the general opinion is that irregular 

migration has increased the past couple of years (Johansson 2008). Irregular migrants have 

few rights. They cannot work or live in a house legally; neither can they move around freely 

(Johansson 2008). While irregular immigrant children have full access to healthcare, irregular 

adults only have access to emergency care. Thus, they have no right to full healthcare unless 

they can fund it themselves, which very few can, making their situation excruciatingly 

vulnerable. Also, irregular immigrant children lack the right to attend school (Fangen et al. 

2010).  

In Sweden, 22-year-old Fatos lives in hiding along with his mother (Hammarén 2010). 

He and his mother were forced to flee Kosovo after years of suffering domestic violence at 

the hands of his father. This experience has left Fatos extremely traumatized.  

“I get scared if somebody just touches me for fun.” 

Fatos’s asylum application has been rejected since the Swedish authorities do not 

consider his story to be severe enough forcing him and his mother to live in hiding. As they 
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have no residence permit and are therefore not able to work, in addition to Fatos lack of 

education and that his mother’s sick leave, they are very poor. As in the Norwegian case of 

Jengar, Fatos also dreams of social recognition through obtaining a regular job. Both hiding 

and being economically dependent upon friends makes Fatos ashamed and extremely stressed. 

So, just as African Queen in the UK, Fatos has also become suicidal: 

“You become mentally ill. It does not feel like a life. I have suicidal thoughts.” 

Hence, Fatos is experiencing some of the same lack of social recognition as Jengar does in 

Norway. Although Fatos dreams of acquiring a permanent residence, job, and to live with his 

girlfriend, he explains that his situation bears the imprint of hopelessness.  

Due to the more restrictive migration policy in recent decades, more asylum 

applications have been rejected. This has convinced less asylum seekers to reapply or even 

apply in the first place. Ultimately, the number of applications is decreasing, but it does not 

mean that the actual rate of migration is diminishing; instead more are forced to live as 

irregular migrants, just as we observe in the case of Fatos.  

 

Critique of policy option(s) 

Based on our comparative study, we have explored the situation of young adult irregular 

immigrants in seven different European countries (i.e. the UK, France, Spain, Italy, Estonia, 

Sweden, and Norway). Although irregular migrants can apply for some legal recognition, they 

are not socially recognized. According to our interviewees, the immigration policy of several 

of the countries in our study has not placed enough attention to what we in this policy brief 

call social recognition. 

 

Policy recommendations 

In spite of the excluding inclusion of irregular migrants being a widely discussed issue in 

most European states today, research has yet to recommend solutions to the challenges that it 

brings. Some policy recommendations may nevertheless be proposed: 

 View the problem as lack of social recognition: The issue of irregular migration is 

indeed more than a legal one. To be recognized means to be confirmed as a person 
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who is engaged in mutual relations with others. However, recognition implies not only 

legal but also social inclusion. As several of the life stories of the young adult in our 

studies show, irregular migrants, particularly in the contexts where a strong informal 

economy does not exist (like in Norway or Sweden), need to be socially included 

through language learning, work, and other forms of meaningful activities in the local 

community in which they are residing. These forms of meaningful activities should be 

provided by Non-Governmental Organizations (NGO’s), both because irregular 

immigrants fear contact with the authorities and because they are not allowed to 

legally work, therefore, voluntary work is the only option in providing them a 

meaningful inclusionary existence.   

 Encourage counting of the uncountable: The lack of reliable statistics and research 

concerning the number of irregular migrants is often why the policy does not 

adequately create preventive measures nor address the needs of this vulnerable group. 

Therefore, European governments should cooperate and devote more resources to 

gather this information since it may prove central in constructing evidence based 

policies that are attentive to the needs of the irregular migrant. Similar to the situation 

in Spain, the irregular migrants should be provided incentives and acknowledgment 

that they will not be traced by authorities so that they are convinced to register 

themselves with authorities.  

 Approach to irregular migration needs to take place within a broader context of 

migration management: Focusing unilaterally on irregular migration can obscure the 

broader picture in which properly managed migration can bring benefits both to 

migrants and societies.  

 Emphasizing context specific solutions: While wider EU policies make a useful edition 

to irregular migration in Europe by attempting to harmonize national policies and 

practices, it often fails to recognize the local realities or regional needs and interests of 

the nations it represents. Thereby bridging the gap among national policies with the 

overarching EU guidelines.   

 Distinguish between various groups of irregular migrants: The blanket term, irregular 

migrant, overlooks the diverse ways and motivations that individuals find themselves 

in the situation. Many irregular migrants are irregular residents, who have drifted into 

this irregular situation, particularly now after the financial crisis.  
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 Balance the need to treat people with irregular migration status in a humane way and 

the legitimate aspiration of states to avoid attracting increasing numbers of people to 

enter and reside without legal permission: The problem of irregular migration is not 

going to disappear in the foreseeable future and is in fact growing in volume due to 

rising inequality among nations, therefore, the question of the treatment we owe to 

irregular migrants will be increasingly important for nations to fulfill their 

international human rights obligations. Rethinking migration regimes that continue to 

focus on increased controls will be critical in addressing this problem. 

 Consider the source of the problem: Most irregular immigrants arrive in the European 

countries of our study in order to achieve a better life for them and their families, 

where they choose to live under harsh conditions rather than return home. To 

realistically tackle the situation with a long term aim, these European governments 

must consider agreements with some of these countries of origin where they receive 

support for development in exchange for the surveillance of illegal traffic to these 

European countries.   
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