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“Let Them Become Workers”: Helping Refugees Integrate the European Job Market   

 

In examining the effects of the Turkish Gastarbeiter (guest workers) on post-WWII 

German society, the poet Max Frisch remarked “We invited workers, but humans came.” 1 

Frisch’s quote humanizes the Gastarbieter by stressing that, though originally invited to answer a 

labor need, the workers were individuals with talents, capabilities, and faults that would form 

German society for years to come. Now as another influx of foreigners is flooding into Europe, 

this quote remains relevant, however, in addressing the current refugee crisis, this paper suggests 

a simple, though poignant, alteration to Frisch’s original quote. “We have invited humans, now 

let them become worker.” This alteration to Frisch’s quote addresses both the reality and the 

potential of the current refugee crisis and its effect on European labor markets. 

While the current refugee crisis is a humanitarian effort, it has potential economic benefits. 

Germany and Italy are two of the top four largest economies in Europe.2 Big as they may be 

there is a looming problem. There populations are getting older in age and smaller in number. 

Due to low birth rates and high life expectancy Italy and Germany, along with Japan, are the 

oldest populations in the world.3 Germany’s population alone is expected to shrink by five 
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million over the next thirty years,4 directly resulting in Germany being leapfrogged by the 

economies of United Kingdom and France, where populations are anticipated to keep growing.5 

The accepting of refugees, especially for Germany, could be a way of preventing such a drastic 

slide in population numbers in the coming decades. In truth, though not in same the scale of the 

Gastarbeiter and the economic miracle of post-war Europe, migrants from outside of Europe are 

needed to ensure the continued prosperity of Europe. However, unlike the economic miracle the 

migrants coming to Europe in the refugee crisis have many barrier through which they must 

navigate before they can help the economies of the countries that have taken them in. Rising 

anti-immigrant rhetoric, the overwhelmed asylum seeker processing system, Europe Union and 

national regulations, and the reality of the refugees’ skill set not applying to modern job markets, 

often prevent refugees from easy access to employment.  

Rising Anti-Immigrant Rhetoric  

Though the invitation to asylum seekers was not given strictly for economic reasons, as the 

Gastarbeiter program was, the criticisms often come for a economic angle.6 Indeed, it was the 

economic downturn of 2008 and the fear of immigrants taken jobs, not the fear of terrorism, that 

is credited as the genesis of the far-fight rise from obscurity in Europe—though the anxiety of 

terrorism has added to the already powerful anti-immigrant sentiment in Europe.7 Marion Le 

Pen, a French MP and niece of current French presidential candidate Marine Le Pen, claims 
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asylum seekers are coming to France to take advantage of the country’s generous welfare at the 

expense of French natives struggling to find employment.8 Geert Wilders, leader of the 

Netherland’s Party for Freedom and former Prime Minister candidate, rebranded asylum seekers 

as gelukszoekers (“happiness-seekers”), while the Prime Minister of Hungary, Viktor Orban, 

claims that the “overwhelming majority” of refugees are economic migrants.9 These arguments 

are, in part, valid. Refugees are costing Europe a sizable amount of money and many are indeed 

hoping for a better financial life. Matthias Lücke, a German professor of economics, estimated 

that, just to cover the basics of housing and food, each refugee cost the state €13,000 a year.10 

All together the German government spent 50 billion euros on refugees from 2015-2016.11 Being 

a stable economy Germany can pay the bill that has come from its open border policy. However, 

other, smaller, European economies continue to tremble under the burden of hundreds of 

thousands of asylum seekers, who land on European soil and, because of border closures, are 

forced to remain in the country they arrived instead of heading to the northern European 

Countries.  

Asylum seekers and refugees stranded in Greece cost Athens an estimated four billion euros in 

2016,12 while Italy has become an equally popular European point of entry for asylum seekers, 
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putting a burden on the Italian government to reallocate funds.13 For these economies and labor 

markets that have struggled in recent years, refugees and asylum seekers have only added stress 

to already burdened countries. These Mediterranean nations have become flooded with asylum 

seekers as bordering countries, like Macedonia, and countries, like Hungary, that lay on the 

refugees’ path to more welcoming European Union countries, have closed their borders and 

created a bottleneck of refugees and asylum seekers at the point of entry.14 Unable to move north 

in search of asylum, these migrants remain in large camps for months waiting for their asylum 

application to be processed.15 This is a painfully slow cycle as each month, less than 1,000 

applications for asylum are decided on, while, in that same time frame, 11,000 additional asylum 

seekers arrive.16 Thus, the refugee crisis is testing the humanitarian resolve of Europe, as 

criticism mounts backed by monetary proof.  

The Overwhelmed Asylum Seeker Processing System 

Asylum seekers waiting on the application process in Greek and Italian camps have been referred 

to as “prisoners of Europe.”17 Restroom, medical, and food facilities and services at these camps 
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are often slow, unsanitary and leave the residents feeling depressed, unsafe, and unwanted.18 

Perhaps just as damaging to the humanity of asylum seekers is the lack of organization at these 

camps. One resident of a camp in Greece put it simply “there is nothing to do.”19 Potentially 

solutions to these problems that include more investment from the European Union and national 

levels will undoubtable be met with staunch resistance from anti-immigrant parties in Europe. 

Additionally, others skeptics might rightfully cite Greece’s failure to properly allocate existing 

funds from the European Union and private donations as validation to doubt the effectiveness of 

funneling more money towards refugee camps.20 Unfortunately, criticism from the public 

regarding asylum seekers does not end when they become refugees and are legally allowed to be 

in Europe. 

European Union and National Regulations 

Strict restrictions still follow refugee into their new lives as registered persons. First, their 

legality is not indefinite in their new country—in Sweden a new law was introduced that 

guarantees refugee status for only three years.21 Freedom of movement from one European 

Union country to the next, long hailed as a keystone of European Union progress, is not fully 

offered to refugees, even after they have been deemed legal by a given nation.22 Additionally, 
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constraints on access to the labor markets prevent refugees from getting jobs and better 

integrating into society.  

Both as asylum seekers and as legally recognized refugees, migrants’ access to European labor 

markets is heavily regulated. Asylum seekers are initially forbidden from working when they 

arrived in a European Union member state, however they should be given access to employment 

within 9 months.23 Different member states have, nevertheless, instituted their own guidelines as 

to when asylum seekers will be granted access to employment in their nation. Asylum seekers 

must wait anywhere from two (Italy) to twelve (UK) months before gaining access to 

employment,24 and even after this initial waiting period has pass restrictions still apply as to what 

jobs asylum seeker can have. First, if there is an EU citizen applying for the same job as an 

asylum seeker “priority check” rule goes into effect and the EU citizen is giving priority.25 

Additionally, asylum seekers that have passed the initial waiting period for employment may not 

be self-employed26 and are “restricted to shortage list occupations or certain sectors”.27 Even if 

these barriers are overcome, lack of proper documentation, language ability, and desired work 

skills can often prove more hindering to the progress and integration of asylum seekers and 

refugees into European labor markets than employment policies. 
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Lack of Low-Skilled Jobs 

Some refugees that acquire asylum status in European Union nations transition quickly into the 

labor market of their new home because they bring with them advanced training and skills. 

However, one survey suggests an overwhelming majority of refugees (over 80%) bring with 

them “no professional qualification or even high-school diplomas…”28. Lack of language skills 

resulting from insufficient education added to the fact that the refugees’ status in the country is 

not indefinite, makes refugees unappealing to employers. Thus, refugees are at risk of entering a 

vicious cycle of continues unemployment and surviving off Europe’s welfare state. This cycle is 

a hindrance to integration, as being employed not only helps develop immigrant language and 

culture skills, but helps the native population (their coworkers) become acquainted with them. 

Instead low employment numbers for refugees reinforces anti-immigration rhetoric that claims 

the whole refugee crisis is overexaggerated, and most migrants claiming to be refugees are just 

coming to take advantage of the European social state. Therefore, the opportunity to help both 

individuals who have been granted asylum, and European nations themselves, would be to find a 

way to not only clear out the restriction and bureaucracy that exists between refugees and the 

labor markets, but to better train them for those labor markets.  

Potential Solutions 

Though many regulation at the supranational and national levels could be altered to better help 

asylum seeker and refugees get job, this would be a heavy task. Each member state of the 

European Union has reinstalled powers regarding borders and immigration laws, and many has 
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instituted harsher national law as a result.2930 Thus, the European Union’s efforts would be best 

spent focusing on engaging the private sector for fund and civil society for volunteer. Funds and 

volunteers should be funneled to helping those waiting in camps for their claims to be processed, 

so as to better prepare them. Working with asylum seekers is a practical starting point not only 

because the earlier the training begins the better, but because they have ample time. As 

previously mentioned, life in asylum seeker camps is unproductive and undirected. During the 

often-lengthy waiting time language skills courses for adults could be instituted. Though there 

are currently programs in place addressing both needs, but they vary in success and suffer from 

lack of funding and volunteers.   

Engaging Civil Society to Form Language Classes 

 Lack of language skills is a looming barrier to asylum seekers’ economic and social integration. 

Not speaking English or the local language prevents them from participating in social settings 

and taking advantage of educational and vocational services. It greatly limits their employment 

options, halts their education and perpetuates isolation, reclusion and depression, risking that 

refugees become long-term, even indefinite, financial liabilities.31 It is essential that European 

countries begin to think of language trainings for newcomers as an institution just as essential as 

K-12 and higher education, because the inability to integrate migrants effectively is a huge loss 

of human capital and a leading cause of social tensions and political divides. 
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The European Union does not have the sovereignty to adjust member states’ educational 

systems, so centralizing language instruction systems across the union is unviable. However, 

given that language acquisition is so important to labor market integration, and that many of the 

refugees are being processed through a Common European Asylum System, there is room for the 

EU to take initiative in refugee camps and centers while asylum-seekers wait for family 

reunification and resettlement. We propose a volunteer-based project, integrated within the 

existing framework of the Erasmus+ cultural exchange and service program, through which 

volunteers would be sent to teach English in Greece, Serbia, Italy, Calais, and other areas with 

high concentrations of refugees waiting for resettlement through the CAES. 

While asylum-seekers wait in refugee camps, their basic needs are generally attended to by the 

host government or UNHCR, and supplemented by the integral work of nongovernmental 

organizations and volunteers.32 Education however, especially for adult males, remains largely 

unaddressed. The few self-organized groups that have initiated language lessons, whether it is in 

camps in Greece33 or in migrant centers in Italy,34 have been successful not only for language 

acquisition but also in generating a sense of community. But these self-organized initiatives, 

even the strongest ones, can only serve a very small percentage of the refugees in need and they 

often rely on an irreplaceable leader or core team, which makes their work unsustainable over 

time and not replicable to other places. They often must deal with red tape from the military and 

bureaucracy, issues of “volontourism”, and lack of professional teachers and materials. 
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The EU has the resources to develop a comprehensive model for volunteer-powered, expert-

guided language programs similar to the Peace Corps or Teach for America in the United States. 

The program could be gradually expanded and replicated in different migrant hotspots per the 

current needs and eventually develop into a sustainable, long-term institution. Regional 

governments or municipalities could use a similar model to implement language teaching lessons 

for migrants and refugees in their communities. 

The project would require a team of experts to develop the appropriate curriculum and oversee it 

(an opportunity to acknowledge and reward qualified, veteran language teachers), but it would 

get the largest percentage of its manpower from temporary volunteers, making it less costly and 

more flexible, with different cohorts of volunteers starting anew each semester where needed the 

most. A program like this would be a way for the European Union to capitalize on existing relief 

efforts, further increase contact between the refugees and their host societies, and foster the 

narrative of a welcoming, united Europe. Engaging young professionals into this cultural 

exchange is also a valuable opportunity for capacity-building, as it trains volunteers in language 

education and humanitarian crisis response, so that regardless of what professional fields they 

pursue in the future, they will have a background in migration and they will remain carriers of 

the vision of European social solidarity. 

Conclusion 

The refugee crisis is a multifaceted and complex issue that has a simple motive—European 

wants to help those in danger. This motive has created many questions for the European Union 

and its member states including questions of money, longevity, and a shift in the political 

landscape. These questions, many of which remain unanswered, could deter further action and 

prompt some to give up on the project altogether. However, when the non-governmental sectors 



of society are engaged and focus on preparing asylum seekers for work, the long-term effects 

will be beneficial for Europe as refugees are transformed into productive employees, citizens and 

workers, who will help strengthen the economies that were stable enough to take them in.    

 


