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Introduction 

The Syrian conflict, which began in 2011 with nonviolent civilian 
protests and then escalated into a proxy war for control between 
regional powers, has created the world’s largest humanitarian crisis 
since World War II. More than 7.6 million Syrians now are internally 
displaced and more than 4.838 million have fled the country1, mainly 
to neighbors Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan, but also across the sea to 
Europe. As a result, most of the population is in need of urgent hu-
manitarian support for all aspects of life.

In their attempts to grapple with this catastrophe, the 28 European 
Union member states significantly differ from each other. These dis-
tinctions are obvious both in the amount of humanitarian aid given 
to the region and in the numbers of Syrian refugees accepted. 

Overall, as a continent, much more could be contributed and is ex-
pected from Europe. However, notwithstanding some areas in need 
of improvement, the Swedish humanitarian response, including its 
asylum system, is considered one of the best in the EU and the world 
as a whole. But this faces a big setback with new legislations issued 
by Sweden earlier in 2015, which will be implemented this July (2016), 
and include a backwards not only regarding the laws of Sweden, but 
even compared with the laws of the European Union in dealing with 
asylum seekers in general.

The goal of this report is to highlight the Swedish response to the 
Syrian refugee crisis from two perspectives; First, as a model that can 
be adopted, at least in part, across Europe and the world. Second, 
to highlight the problematic areas in the Swedish asylum system, to 
offer Sweden a blueprint for improvement and a guidance for other 
countries to avoid the same pitfalls. 
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In Numbers: 
Swedish Protection  
for Syrian Refugees 

For five consecutive years, Syria has con-
tinued to be the largest producer of ref-
ugees in the world. By the end of 2015, 
more than 4.3 million people have fled 
Syria, of whom only about 21 percent 
(approximately 897,645) have been able 
to reach Europe to seek asylum2. According to the latest statistics 
from its migration agency, Sweden received 106,692 Syrian applica-
tions for asylum by the end of 2015. Of those, 52, 143 (48.8 percent) 
were approved, of whom about 3 percent (1,608) are unaccompanied 
children3.

Only about 21%  
(approximately 897,645) 
have been able to reach 
Europe to seek asylum.

%21
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In addition, approximately 25,893 stateless persons have sought 
asylum in Sweden, of whom the largest group are Palestinians from 
Syria. Approximately 51.5 percent, or 13,358, have been granted 
asylum to date, of whom nearly 5.2 percent (699) are unaccompanied 
minors4.

 During the first three years of the conflict, 15,626 Syrians and 5,193 
stateless persons, again mostly Palestinians from Syria, were granted 
protection in Sweden5 (about half were granted permanent residence 
permits based on a claim of persecution and the other half were giv-
en temporary permits valid for three years as subsidiary protection).6

 With the increasing deterioration of the situation in Syria, the Swed-
ish government decided in September 2013 to grant permanent res-
idence permits to all Syrian asylum seekers, regardless of whether 
they are considered refugees in accordance with the Geneva Conven-
tion7 or persons in need of subsidiary protection (those who do not 
meet the definition of refugee but could face serious harm if deport-
ed to their home countries) 8. As a consequence, Sweden became a 
primary destination for Syrians fleeing the war.

Only one month later, the rules were made even stricter. According 
to the new legislation, which will go into effect in July 2016, and be 
valid for three years, only quota refugees will be eligible for immedi-
ate permanent residency. 

Persons who do not qualify for refugee status but are at risk of tor-
ture or other serious abuse if they return to their home country 
(called “subsidiary status”) are allowed to stay for one year on a re-
newable basis. However, if they can show they have sufficient income 
to support themselves, they may be granted permanent residence.10 

As a consequence of these modifications, Syrians in Sweden must live 
with instability for some time, also delaying applications for reunification 
with family members who are likely to be in dangerous conflict zones.
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Even more difficult is the situation of stateless Palestinians from Syria. 
Unlike Syrian refugees who can return to their home country after the 
end of the conflict, Palestinian refugees are considered stateless. There-
fore, it is insufficient to provide them only with temporary residency.  

Moreover, as an attempt to stem the flow of the refugees to the 
country, Sweden has adopted a new regulation which has entered 
into force in January 2016. The legislation allowed Swedish authori-
ties to monitor its border with Denmark to verify travelers’ IDs and 
prevent illegal immigrants from entering the country, in a measure-
ment took place for the first time in half a century11. As a response 
to the Swedish step, Denmark has imposed similar restrictions on 
its borders with Germany in an attempt to avoid accepting refugees 
denied entry to Sweden12. These measurements of tightening the 
borders between the countries of the European Union are forming 
another misery for the refugees in addition to their existing ones.

  

In terms of humanitarian aid, Sweden is a leader as well, acting as one 
of Europe’s largest sources of emergency humanitarian assistance to 
the Syrian people. Its contributions during the first four years of the 
conflict reached US$150 million. In 2015, about US$40 million was 
committed. For 2016, Sweden has pledged an additional $41 million 
as an urgent assistance13. Furthermore, Sweden has pledged US$190 
million over the next years to address the longer-term consequences 
of the crisis in Syria and the neighboring countries14.
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Swedish Process for Dealing with 
Syrian Asylum Applications 

For the past five years, Syrians have been subjected to inhumane 
conditions and treatment in many ways. First was the struggle to 
escape violent conflict, followed by the need to survive as often-un-
wanted refugees in neighboring countries—the subject of deprivation 
and discrimination. These conditions push them to risk their lives on 
the perilous sea or over land in search for a better life in Europe. 

 Bulgaria, Greece and Italy are the most likely entry points to Europe 
from the countries neighboring Syria. Generally, refugee conditions 
in these unties are inadequate or outright inhumane. Refugees suffer 
from overcrowded shelters, bad food and poor health care. More-
over, they often are at risk of detention or arrest. Considering this 
unfriendly environment for refugees, another journey starts in an at-
tempt to reach more receptive countries in the north. In 2015 alone, 
about 3,772 refugees who tried to reach Europe by “death boat” are 
believed dead or missing.15 

 After Germany, the primary destination for Syrian refugees is Swe-
den, since it has a very welcoming environment for refugees. Yet just 
like other European countries, Sweden does not make it easy to get 
there, prohibiting asylum applications from being considered by its 
embassies abroad. Therefore, Syrians continue to suffer while trying 
to reach the Swedish border, mainly by seeking the aid of smugglers. 
It has been Euro-Med’s demand, as well as the demand of the UN-
HCR, that European countries ease the way for Syrian refugees to 
reach the continent. Why add additional misery by forcing them to 
suffer the hazards of deadly journeys?

 Sweden accepts four types of asylum seekers: 1) Those sent via the 
UNHCR quota system, 2) Individuals who reach the country by them-
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selves, 3) Unaccompanied minors who reach Sweden by their own,   
4) Those who seek to come to Sweden through the family-reunifica-
tion process. Each is described below. 

 
1) Quota System

Sweden is one of 28 countries that has agreed to conform to an an-
nual quota system for distributing refugees across the European 
continent through the UNHCR resettlement process. The number to 
which Sweden has committed is the largest in the EU. Since the be-
ginning of the crisis, Syrians and Palestinian Syrians have accounted 
for the largest group in the Swedish refugee quota. In 2016, approx-
imately one-third of all quota refugees selected to be resettled in 
Sweden were Syrian citizens or Palestinians from Syria, accounting 
for 700 “slots.”16 

2) Independent Asylum Seekers

In Front of Swedish Migration Agency doors – Malmö; Asylum Seekers are waiting to apply 
for asylum. (Photo by: Eman Zueiter_Euro-Med)
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Since independent asylum applications cannot be processed by em-
bassies in the field, Syrians must first reach Sweden. Once there, an 
asylum petition can be submitted either to the border police or at one 
of the Migration Agency application units. The investigation of a case 
begins with an interview to determine the seeker’s identity and wheth-
er any other country is responsible for the asylum request under the 
Dublin Regulation.17 If Sweden is found to be the responsible country, 
a complete investigation is conducted by the Migration Agency.

The overwhelming number of Syrian asylum seekers coming to Swe-
den has imposed great pressure on the Migration Agency, lengthening 
the processing time required for each application. In fact, the Swedish 
Migration Agency has announced that asylum seekers who applied for 
asylum in the autumn of 2015 may not receive a decision until 2017. 

Meanwhile, an extreme shortage in refugee housing now prevails. 
During the second week of November alone, Sweden registered 2,470 
Syrian asylum applications along with nearly 8,000 from other coun-
tries in crisis. As a result, the Swedish Migration Agency has begun 
placing refugees in sport facilities, schools and even its own offic-
es18.  Although the numbers of refugees have significantly dropped 
after imposing the new restrictions, Swedish Migration Agency has 
announced a shortage of about 20,000 places needed for accommo-
dating refugees during spring 201619.  Moreover, since July 2015, for-
ty-three refugee housing sites have been subjected to arson attacks 
by extremists, making the situation even worse20.

Asylum seekers are waiting for the initial interview to determine their identity and the 
country responsible for their asylum application. (Swedish Migration Agency, Malmö) – Eu-
ro-Med
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Primary Justifications for Asylum Refusal 

A-Dublin Regulation 

The Dublin Regulation is the European Union’s policy that defines the 
criteria and mechanisms for determining the member state respon-
sible for examining an application for international protection by a 
third-country national or a stateless person.21

The regulation and its later additions launched a Europe-wide finger-
print database for entrants to the European Union, allowing states 
to determine which country the asylum seeker had initially entered. 
Thus, the first EU country in which the asylum seeker gives his finger-
prints is the responsible state. If a person applies for asylum in an-
other EU country, he/she will be sent back to the state of entry. 

In February 2012, Sweden started automatically fingerprinting appli-
cants for international protection and searching for a match in the 
Visa Information System (VIS), which allows Schengen states to ex-
change data. Authorities have the right to access VIS fingerprint data 
solely for the purpose of determining the EU country responsible for 
examination of an asylum application. This resulted in a considerable 
increase in “take-charge” requests from Sweden to other states22. The 
latest statistics show that 89 percent of application refusals are due 
to the Dublin Regulation, not the merit of the cases. In 2011, how-
ever, Sweden suspended all deportations 
to Greece. As well, since autumn 2015, all 
transfers to Hungary have been suspended 
until further notice23.

For many Syrian refugees, the Dublin Regulation has become their 
worst nightmare, since they don’t want to be trapped for the rest of 
their lives in a country with a poor welfare system and thus limited sup-
ports for building a future. Therefore, their goal is to evade fingerprint-
ing in the first EU country they enter, such as Italy, Bulgaria or Greece. 

The latest statistics show 
that 89% of application 
refusals are due to the 
Dublin Regulation.
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Consider the case of 23-year-old Mohammed (last name with-
held for security purposes). Although his parents and most of 
his relatives were able to reach Sweden and receive protection 
earlier, he was caught by the Italian police while he was trying 
to make his way to Sweden. He did not want to seek asylum in 
Italy, because he desired to reunite with his parents and siblings. 
Nonetheless, he was beaten and forced to provide fingerprints. 
He managed to escape Italy and made his way to Sweden. 
 
Unfortunately, despite the fact that his parents now live in Swe-
den, his case was refused based on the fact that he no longer is a 
minor, and he was deported to Italy a year later. 

 Note that if an applicant has not yet been fingerprinted in any coun-
try, but entered Europe with a Schengen visa, the Migration Agency will 
send the person to the issuing country.

 
Dr. Ahmad (last name withheld) and his wife, who also is a doc-
tor, and their three children were struggling to start a new life in 
Sweden. Unfortunately, when the state investigated their asylum 
claim, the Migration Agency discovered they had entered Europe 
with a Polish visa. As a result, they were asked to leave Sweden. 
The family didn’t give up and appealed the decision. 
 
During the lengthy process, which took two years to complete, 
the family began to settle down and integrate into Swedish life; 
their three children learned the new language and attended 
school, made friends and built a fresh life. However, their applica-
tion was refused and they were deported to Poland. 
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It’s worth mentioning that Sweden adopted the updated Dublin Reg-
ulation, which became effective in January 201424. The new regulation 
includes measures to assure smooth coordination between signatory 
states and provision of information to applicants on their rights un-
der the regulation.25

B-Suspicion of terrorism 

Another reason cited for refusing asylum is an accusation of war 
crimes or terrorist activities against civilians in Syria. If the Migration 
Agency’s investigation finds sufficient evidence that an applicant was 
involved in war crimes, he or she is denied protection. Instead of 
deportation, the applicant is granted permission to stay temporarily 
while the Swedish police further investigate. During the first three 
years of the conflict, only 20 Syrians were suspected of committing 
war crimes, and only 10 of those ultimately were rejected26. 

 
Another case of a Syrian refugee accused of committing war 
crimes is the case of Mohammed Abdullah (31 years old), a Syr-
ian refugee who arrived in Sweden in July 2015. On the 23rd of 
February 2016, he was arrested based on photographs and other 
information on social media as an evidence of his guilty. So far, 
Mohammed is remained in custody while his case is still being 
investigated by Swedish policy27. 
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3) Unaccompanied Minors 

Children pay the heaviest price of any war, losing their present as 
well as compromising their future. Considering these desperate cir-
cumstances, many Syrians under the age of 18 attempt to flee to 
Europe on their own. In fact, many families support this desperate 
act, seeing it as their last chance to preserve the future of their chil-
dren as well as that of the entire family. Other children arrive in Eu-
rope alone after their boat capsizes in the Mediterranean Sea and 
their parents and siblings drown. Since the beginning of the conflict 
in Syria, Sweden has given protection to 1,608 unaccompanied Syrian 
minors, including 699 who are stateless (of whom most are Palestin-
ians from Syria).28

Sweden follows the requirements of the UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child, which it ratified in 1990, to determine its treatment of 
unaccompanied minors. Since the convention applies to all children 
within Swedish borders, unaccompanied minors are accorded the 
same rights as Swedish children. These rights include education, 
medical care and freedom of expression.

After an asylum application has been registered with the Swedish 
Migration Agency, the unaccompanied minor has the right to be as-
signed a custodian in place of his or her parents to assist with vital 
activities such as financial management and appointment escort/
booking. The child also has the right to legal aid.

Regarding housing, it is the responsibility of the government social 
services department to decide where an unaccompanied child lives 
during the investigation process, which takes almost as long as for an 
adult. Minors cannot decide for themselves where they will live unless 
they have relatives in Sweden and the social services staff agrees.29 
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Due to children’s right to be reunited with their parents, the Mi-
gration Agency searches for information on the missing adults. 
According to the Dublin II Regulation, the state responsible for 
considering a minor’s application is the country where an adult 
relative is legally present, unless it is found that this would not 
be in the best interest of the child. If the parents are not legal 
residents of another country, they must apply for a residency 
permit and undergo their own investigation. In the absence of a 
family member, the state responsible is the country where the 
minor has filed his/her application for asylum.30

 

It’s worth mentioning that under the new legislation that will 
enter into force in July, children will be subjected to an age-de-
termination process when there is a lack of reliable documents 
that verify a person’s exact age.  

4) Family Reunification

In September 2013, Sweden decided to give all Syrian asylum seekers 
permanent residency permits, as well as the opportunity for reunifi-
cation with their spouses and children under 18 years old. Under the 
new amendments of 23 October, 2015, the right to family reunifica-
tion was preserved for people accorded refugee status or subsidiary 
protection. However, the new legislation that will go into effect in July 
limits family reunification to refugees who: 

1. Are able to apply during the three months following determi-
nation of their own status. 

2. Can demonstrate an ability to support the relative(s) who will 
come to Sweden.31
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Close relatives who are not spouses or children under 18 generally 
are not approved for relocation. Exceptions may be children over 18 
who are unmarried and socially and emotionally dependent on their 
parents, or a single parent who can prove that he or she lived with 
the refugee in Syria immediately before fleeing and cannot live inde-
pendently.32 However, these exceptions are hard to obtain. 

 
The Euro-Med Monitor research team met with Shourash Al-Aba’adi, 
a Kurdish man from Syria who succeeded in arriving in Sweden along 
with his wife and youngest son two years ago, leaving his 17- and 
19-year-old daughters in Turkey due to insufficient funds. 
 
When the three who made it to Sweden finally were granted resi-
dency permits after nearly a year of waiting, the youngest daughter 
had turned 18 and no longer was eligible for family reunification, 
along with as her older sister. The father submitted a family-reuni-
fication application for his daughters anyway, hoping for an exemp-
tion from the rules since the two girls were completely alone and  
living in a crowded camp in a strange country. Their application 
was rejected by the Migration Agency, since the two girls were over 
18 years old. Al-Aba’adi appealed to the Swedish Migration Court, 
claiming his daughters were socially and emotionally dependent 
on their parents. Moreover, as Syrian refugees, his daughters could 
have no stable life or future in Turkey. 
 
After six long months of waiting, the court’s decision was to ask the 
Migration Agency to re-examine the case. After another six months 
of investigation, the girls were summoned to an interview with the 
Swedish consular general in Istanbul. A second negative decision 
inspired the family to turn to smugglers in a last-ditch attempt to 
reunite. The eldest daughter, who had just turned 21, succeeded in 
reaching Sweden and applying for asylum. The younger sister did 
not succeed in crossing the border and now remains completely 
alone in a refugee camp in Turkey. 
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Shourash Al-Aba’adi appealed the negative decision once again, 
pleading that the girl was in a very bad psychological state because 
of being totally alone in the camp. Unfortunately, the family re-
ceived another negative decision. 

A similar case is that of a 21-year-old girl whose father was interviewed 
by the Euro-Med team in Helsingborg. (He asked for his name to be 
withheld.) He told the Euro-Med researchers that after the Swedish 
Migration Agency refused to give his daughter a permit to reunite with 
her parents and sister, she travelled for three months on foot from 
Bulgaria to Sweden with the help of smugglers. She then was detained 
by the Austrian police while crossing the border and was forcibly fin-
gerprinted. When she eventually reached her family in Sweden and ap-
plied for asylum, the Dublin Regulation was applied. Thus, after risking 
her life to reach her family, she now is facing a new nightmare as she 
waits for the Migration Agency’s final decision on her deportation to 
Austria, where she has no family or other connections.

The massive number of applications for reunifications is exerting tre-
mendous pressure on the few regional embassies where Syrian fam-
ilies can submit applications. At some embassies, it can take more 
than a year for an applicant to be interviewed in preparation for 
submission of the file to the Migration Agency for processing. Syrian 
citizens and stateless Palestinians from Syria may submit applications 
in the Swedish embassies in Amman or Ankara, or to the consular 
general in Istanbul33. This pos-
es another challenge, since 
Jordan and Turkey strictly 
limit Syrian access to their 
territories. It’s even more of a 
challenge for the Palestinians 
from Syria. 

At some embassies, it can take 
more than a year for an appli-
cant to be interviewed in prepa-
ration for submission of the 
file to the Migration Agency for 
processing.
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Long Waiting Periods 

The family-reunification process usually takes a long time to com-
plete (typically more than a year). This time is preceded by an equally 
long waiting time as the family member who is in Sweden is consid-
ered for a residency permit. 

The long periods of separation these families typically endure have 
significant psychological impact, especially on children and teens. The 
consequences are exacerbated when family members must wait in 
conflict zones or camps with poor or dangerous living conditions.

 
The harsh situation in Syria lead two Syrian young girls, age 13 
and 15, to commit suicide after their attempt to reunify with their 
mother—Nathera Rashid, 34—was delayed by Danish authorities. 
Scenarios like this tragic one may recur if the reunification system 
is not amended to be more flexible. 
 
In Kristianstad, the Euro-Med team met with Abu Khalid (his full 
name has been withheld upon request), a Syrian grandfather of 
an 8-year-old child. The boy was granted permanent residence 
after seven months. Only then could his parents apply for family 
reunification. However, during the long processing time required, 
the child’s father was detained by the Syrian regime, which trau-
matized the entire family. The child required psychological sup-
port. When we asked the child whether the counseling was help-
ing him, he replied, “I don’t need any of these sessions. I just want 
(the authorities) to bring my parents here to live with me. I’m 
really missing my mum and dad and want to play with my young-
er brother and sister. I haven’t seen them for two years now.” The 
boy then began to cry. Fortunately, the father was released after 
two months, on August 15, 2015, and finally the family was grant-
ed residence permits. 
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Another such case is a Palestinian mother from Al-Yarmouk 
Camp in Syria. Kinda Al-Essa, 27, was able to reach Sweden alone, 
leaving her one-year-old daughter with her father in Turkey. Re-
unification took much longer than she thought. Although Al-Essa 
had obtained her own permanent residency in three months, 
the reunification process took a year, which was a very stressful 
period for the family. Initially, they submitted their reunification 
application to the Swedish embassy in Turkey, where father and 
daughter were staying. 
 
However, after nearly a year of waiting 
for a response, they were informed that 
their application could not be processed in 
Turkey; instead, they were told to submit 
another application to the embassy in Jor-
dan, because the Palestinian husband had 
a Jordanian passport. That meant another 
delay. After nearly another three months of 
waiting, they finally were summoned to an 
interview in the Swedish embassy in Amman. 
 
In July 2015, the family finally succeeded in reuniting in Sweden. 
After such a long period of separation, the little girl hardly recog-

nized her mother.  

Three-years old Lian 
hardly recognizes her 
mother 
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Right to Appeal 

After a first decision is issued by the Swedish Migration Agency, an 
asylum-seeker has the right to appeal within three weeks. 

The appeal first is submitted to the Migration Agency, which will re-
consider its decision. If it decides not to reverse itself, the appeal is 
forwarded to one of the country’s four migration courts for further 
examination.34

The migration court may confirm or reverse the agency’s decision. 
Both the state and the applicant have three weeks from the date of 
the appeal court’s decision to request “leave to appeal.” This is typi-
cally granted only if the issue involved is considered precedent-set-
ting35 or if there are other exceptional grounds, such as serious 
procedural error. Free legal aid is provided to assist applicants in pre-
paring their argument.36 If leave of appeal is refused, the migration 
court’s decision must be implemented37.

An appeal to the migration court suspends any further action. During 
the appeal process, the applicant may continue to stay in the recep-
tion center and is treated the same as other asylum-seekers in the 
country. However, if the authorities have reason to believe the asy-
lum-seeker may escape or will not adhere to the final decision by the 
court, he or she may be transferred to a detention center.38 

There are five refugee-detention centers in Sweden, with a total ca-
pacity of around 255 persons. Normally, asylum-seekers are not de-
tained for more than two weeks. However, persons who are issued 
an expulsion or refusal-of-entry order may be detained for up to two 
months, with a possibility of extension. By law, the maximum deten-
tion period, including extensions, is 12 months. Since many appli-
cants denied under the Dublin Regulation attempt to abscond before 
a final decision is issued, they account for the largest number of de-
tentions. In 2013, out of the 2,893 detainees, 1,239 were held due to 
the Dublin Regulation.39
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According to the Swedish Migration Agency, it is impossible to calculate 
the average waiting time for a second decision, since it depends on 
how much investigation is required. In practice, however, it varies from 
several months to several years.

 
 
 
 
 
References: 
(34:http://www.migrationsverket.se/English/Private-individuals/Protection-and-asylum-in-Sweden/Asylum-regula-

tions/From-application-to-decision).  

(35: Precedent case: a legal case that will serve as an authoritative rule or pattern in future similar or analogous 
cases).  

(36: http://www.asylumineurope.org/reports/country/sweden/short-overview-asylum-procedure#sthash.pmRFts-
pn.dpuf). 

(37: http://www.domstol.se/Funktioner/English/Matters/Migration).

(38: http://w2eu.info/sweden.en/articles/sweden-overview.en.html).   

(39: http://www.asylumineurope.org/reports/country/sweden/grounds-detention ). 
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Support Provided in Sweden

All asylum applicants have the right to receive government support 
unless they have their own resources, in which case they must use 
these first. Personal resources available are determined during the 
initial interview, when an application is first filed.40 In the interview 
with a migration officer, asylum-seekers are questioned about the 
funds and other resources they have and on the existence of any 
relatives or friends in Sweden with whom they could live. According 
to the Geneva Convention, the European Union’s Reception Direc-
tive and Swedish law, asylum-seekers are entitled to some resources 
while their applications are considered. These include food, housing, 
a financial stipend, education and access to the labor market.41

However, travel outside of Sweden during the investigation period is 
not allowed and the petition for asylum may be rejected if an appli-
cant is absent. 

Housing

After registering their applications, asylum-seekers may choose to 
live with relatives already in Sweden or to rent a flat on their own. If 
neither option is possible, the government offers them a place to live 
until a decision is issued on their cases.  

Until the number of refugees soared out of control, housing was 
typically a private flat rented by the Migration Agency or one of its 
centers. In these case, families usually are assigned their own room, 
but may share an apartment with others. Single persons must share 
a room, taking into consideration their gender, language and country 
of origin. Asylum-seekers are in charge of their daily activities, includ-
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ing keeping their accommodation in good condition, buying food, 
preparing meals, etc. 

However, currently, to cope with the high number of asylum-seekers, 
the Migration Agency has turned to short-term contracts with hotels, 
camp sites, holiday resorts, hostels, etc. to serve as interim reception 
centers. More recently, refugees are accommodated even in rec-
reation centers, sport halls and schools. Thus, the accommodation 
standards have been lowered and the centers are more overcrowded 
now42. 

Most of these temporary accommodations are privately owned and 
living conditions vary greatly; in only a few instances can asylum 
seekers make their own food. Instead, meals are provided free of 
charge. Complaints about the type and quality of food served are 
frequent.

 
Rihab Hilal is a 35-year-old Syrian woman; the Euro-Med team 
met her in Lund, in one of the Swedish-language centers in which 
asylum-seekers are enrolled as a part of the introduction pro-
gram. During the three months she waited for the investigation 
of her asylum application, Hilal and her family were compelled 
to transfer to three different reception centers. In all of them, 
her family (Hilal, her husband and three boys age 13, 12 and 7) 
was required to live in one small room, sharing a public bath and 
toilets. 
 
According to Hilal, “the first place we were transported to was 
very good and the hosts were very kind, but the other two were 
worse, both in service provided and treatment.” The fact that she 
was not able to cook for her children was a big problem for the 
family, since the three meals provided by the center were very 
limited in quantity and only at set times. 
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“It was strictly forbidden to take food out of the cafeteria, and 
dinner was a light meal at 6 p.m.; at 8 p.m. my children got hun-
gry again and began to cry. I had no food, no place to cook and 
not enough money to buy them something else to eat. The daily 
stipend given to us was not enough to cover extra food. In addi-
tion, many times, lunch was of a type and quality that caused my 
children to not want to eat, so they were hungry and yelling all 
day. It was really hard to cope.” 

After being granted a permanent residence permit, asylum-seekers are entitled 
to participate in an “introduction plan” (etableringsplanen) to help them become 
self-sufficient as soon as possible, including aid in determining their options for 
education and vocational development, and access to classes on Swedish lan-
guage and society.43

Particularly important is to move out of the reception centers. Sweden has a 
significant shortage of refugee housing, yet more than 10,000 people remain in 
the Migration Agency’s centers even after they have residence permits. Thus, 
the benefits of the introduction program, as well as additional financial help, are 
not available until they move. It takes at least six months for the Swedish Em-
ployment Service to assist an asylum-seeker in finding new accommodation. It is 
very difficult for new residents in Sweden to find living quarters by themselves 
without a job and regular income. Moreover, new residents may be exploited by 
scam artists. The shortage of adequate affordable housing is believed to be the 
main challenge facing Sweden in the coming years.44
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Financial Assistance

When asylum-seekers don’t have any mon-
ey of their own, they can apply for financial 
support from the Swedish Migration Agency. 
The level of financial assistance offered was 
set in 1994 and has not been raised or ad-
justed since45, despite a considerable increase in the cost of living. The 
amount provided depends on whether or not the living quarters pro-
vided by the Migration Agency includes food. In places where food is 
provided free of charge, financial assistance is less. Generally, the daily 
allowance is expected to cover clothes, shoes, medical care and medi-
cine, dental care, toiletries, other consumables and leisure activities.

The continuous rise in the cost of living makes it difficult for most 
asylum-seekers to buy new items, so they rely on second-hand stores 
to purchase their clothes, shoes and other necessities. In addition, 
according to the Numbeo website, the daily minimum amount of 
money needed for food per person in Sweden is 84.91SEK46, at a time 
when the daily allowance provided for a single adult by the Migra-
tion Agency is 71 SEK. Clearly, the daily stipend set in 1994 is hardly 
enough to cover food at today’s prices, not to mention clothing and 
other basic needs. It also should be noted that the allowance pro-
vided asylum-seekers is much less than the stipend offered Swedish 
nationals in need of the same social assistance. 

Asylum-seekers also can apply for a special grant if they can docu-
ment an urgent need that is not covered by the daily allowance, such 
as a wheelchair. The grant amount, however, will only be sufficient 
for the least-expensive option for fulfilling their needs.47

The level of financial as-
sistance offered was set 
in 1994 and has not been 
raised or adjusted since
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Rasim Younis, 28, is a Palestinian Syrian refugee who has waited 
for a decision on his asylum case for nearly a year. Younis has a 
significant vision impairment and needs special glasses. However, 
one of the lenses broke four months ago. The lens itself is ex-
pensive, as is the required visit to the medical specialist. He must 
wait another four months for an appointment at 
the closest public clinic. However, he is gradually 
losing his sight and thus cannot function without 
his glasses. 
 
Thus, Younis borrowed some money from friends 
to visit a private optometrist, which costs about 
11,000 SEK (1,173 €). Younis applied for a special 
grant from the Swedish Migration Agency; howev-
er, the agency approved only 300 SEK. Moreover, 
the Migration Agency has yet to give him any money for the lens. 
During his interview with the Euro-Med team, Younis wore his 
broken glasses. “I paid all of my money to the smugglers to sur-
vive and reach Europe. Now, the Migration Agency makes me feel 
like I’m a beggar,” he said. “I’ve waited four months, and I can’t 
see now with my left eye. If I continue without the glasses, I may 
lose sight in the other eye too.” 

Health Care

After reaching Sweden, all asylum-seekers have the right to a gen-
eral health examination, in which they also receive information and 
advice on any health issues they have. Thereafter, adults have the 
right only to emergency treatment and dental care, gynecological 
and prenatal care, and any health-related measures required by the 
Swedish Communicable Diseases Act.48 Refugees under 18 years old 
receive the same free medical and dental care as other children living 
in Sweden. 

Rasim Younis  
28 years old



28

An asylum-seeker must pay 50 SEK (approximately 5€) to visit a doc-
tor or a dentist at a health care center, the same price for prescrip-
tion medications and 25 SEK (about 2.6€) to see a nurse or a physio-
therapist. He or she will not be charged more than 40 SEK (roughly 
4€) for emergency transport.

 If the overall costs of doctor’s visits, emergency transport, prescrip-
tion drugs and other treatments such as physiotherapy, excluding 
dental and hospital care, exceeds 400 SEK (approximately 42€) over 
the course of six months, the Swedish Migration Agency will reim-
burse the asylum-seeker.49

Education

Minors (under 18 years old) who are waiting for residency permits 
have the same right to education as other children in Sweden. They 
can enroll in classes in their native language, as well as preparatory 
courses to learn Swedish.50

Adults have no right to free Swedish-language courses while they 
wait for their residency permits. Until three years ago, the Migration 
Agency organized courses in Swedish for asylum-seeking adults; how-
ever, this benefit was discontinued in January 2012, when the waiting 
period for asylum decisions was reduced to three to four months51. 
Currently, with the overwhelming number of refugees flooding into 
the country, the waiting period is much longer. 

Employment 

Asylum-seekers usually have the right to work while their applications 
are processed. However, it is difficult to get a job due to the language 
requirements and an unemployment rate of 8 percent (higher for 
youth).52 In addition, asylum-seekers are prohibited from working 
in fields requiring specific knowledge and skills, such as the health 
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sector, due primarily to the long time needed to confirm their cer-
tification and to the need for proficiency in Swedish. When an asy-
lum-seeker gets a job, both the employer and employee must inform 
the Migration Agency. It is illegal to receive a daily allowance while 
earning an income. 

Many asylum-seekers may resort to working illegally; in these cases, 
they are usually exploited, forced to work for more hours than regu-
lar employees and paid less.  
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Recommendations   

Ñ	 Euro-Med calls on the Swedish government to:

 Shorten waiting periods for refugees from Syria who seek 
residency. This can be achieved by requiring only one 
interview when they are able to prove their identity with 
sufficient documentation and adequately describe their 
situation.

 Recruit more staff to speed up the work of the Swedish 
Migration Agency. 

 Assist refugees from Syria in reaching Sweden in legal 
ways, instead of forcing them to risk their lives through 
the use of smugglers. For example: 

 Adjust the family reunification rules to include siblings 
and parents.

 Increase the Swedish quota to allow more refugees 
from Syria to reach the country safely. 

 Adopt new regulations that allow Syrian Refugees, 
including Palestinians from Syria, to apply for asylum 
through Swedish embassies in the field. 

 Suspend Dublin Regulation deportations to Italy and Bul-
garia, as already done for Greece, since these countries 
are not providing Syrian refugees with residence permits 
or the assistance to assure a minimum standard of life.

 Ease the family-reunification process, taking into consider-
ation the dangerous circumstances in which relatives wait, 
and the obstacles created by neighboring countries that 



32

prevent access to Swedish embassies.

 Increase the financial assistance provided to refugees to 
reflect the tremendous increase in the cost of living and 
to match the stipend paid Swedish nationals who require 
social assistance.

 Provide protection to asylum-seekers, as the number of 
arson attacks by extremists is rising.

 Facilitate and speed up the process of empowerment of 
refugees with high qualifications to both help them be 
self-sufficient quickly and allow Sweden to benefit from 
their skills and the knowledge.

Ñ	 Euro-Med also calls on the other European countries to:

 Honor their responsibilities for this unprecedented refu-
gee catastrophe by accepting higher numbers of Syrian 
refugees and contributing a greater share of aid.

 Improve reception conditions for Syrian refugees by emu-
lating Swedish migration policy.

 Increase the financial support provided to Balkan coun-
tries that are dealing with the highest numbers of refu-
gees as first-entry points.

 Assure a fair and safe distribution of refugees to other Eu-
ropean countries and thus curtail the smuggling business.
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