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The Mediterranean Institute of Gender Studies recently completed a year-long project titled “Measures to Integrate Women Refugees in the society in Cyprus and to promote a Multi- cultural Society”.  The project, involving women refuges directly in most phases, was funded by the European Refugee Fund of the European Commission and managed by the National authorities in Cyprus. This brief report aims to give a comprehensive summary of the project, describing the activities and processes followed as well as provide information on the eventual outcomes to present.
A central area of current concern for the European Union and many of the member states is the growth in undocumented migration and asylum seeker entries as well as the social integration of immigrant populations. This is increasingly the case for Cyprus in the last decade. Given the lively debates relating to the diverse approaches on integration in specific EU countries, the project aimed to empirically put into practice and implement state-of-the-art arguments and theories on issues of asylum seekers and refugees by directly contacting the people themselves and working with them. The MIGS project aimed to use a feminist perspective in order to empower and support women refugees in order to assist to their social integration into the local society in Cyprus and to promote a multicultural, tolerant, diverse environment on the island. Cyprus’s geopolitical position and also the fact that it is a new member-state of the EU as well as a new receiver of refugees and other migrant groups, ensure that the project is in a unique position to address issues from a new perspective and report on how recent approaches on social integration of refugees are applicable and workable in diverse societies. 
With the mass flow of immigrants from the Philippines and Sri Lanka arriving in Cyprus to become employed legally and illegally as domestic and/or agricultural workers, the high numbers of Eastern European women coming [or being trafficked] into Cyprus to work in the entertainment and sex industry, the opening of the ‘border’ between the northern and southern parts of the island [and thus undocumented immigrants arriving from the illegal entry point in the north and crossing the border] and the growing number of asylum seekers [given relaxed immigration laws and processes as well as a prospective European Union membership], the demographics of the island are changing very fast. As a result, the Cyprus government needs to address all the aspects associated with all the members of an increasingly diverse population, adopting measures, introducing policies, and establishing national laws in order to deal with the issues that emerge. However, such measures undertaken by the Cyprus government are at the point proving to be insufficient in dealing with the complex issues arising from demographic changes.

More specifically, because of its recent European Union membership and geographical location, Cyprus is becoming increasingly more attractive to prospective migrants in general, and asylum speakers and refugees in particular. Women refugees are a special group who are discriminated against and victimized in the process of migration and integration into the host country for complex reasons associated with gender and how it intersects with other social categories. Amongst the various issues that these women face, female refugees have to deal with include marginalization and exclusion from the dominant culture and society, nonexistent governmental services or civil society organizations who can support and assist the social integration of these women into the society, lack of awareness among Cypriot citizens regarding women refugees and well as lack of awareness by the refugees on their rights and possible choices, their living conditions, needs and difficulties they face, increase of the number of women refugees victims of sexual abuse and domestic violence, low self-esteem and depression, often as a result of the above, inexistent formal education regarding intercultural learning and awareness increasing racism and xenophobia. 
Based on predominantly informal indicators [as formal hardly exist] from their overall integration, including political, legal, health, educational, employment and social, as well as an increasing international literature and research on this issues, it becomes clear that the issue of women refugees needs to be further discussed and addressed, especially given the fact that the numbers appear to be growing and special attention to the needs of these people needs to be paid. In 2003, 349 people in Cyprus were recognised as refugees and in 2004 the number went up to 531 Unfortunately, the Asylum Unit does not categorise refugees by gender thus we are not in the position to know how many women have been recognised out of the total of 531, itself an indication of the serious lack of awareness by the government services on the needs of female migrants as a distinct category. [Please see http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/statistics/opendoc.pdf for accurate statistics in relation to asylum seekers and refugees in Cyprus.]
With this project, we have aimed to contribute to the personal and social empowerment of women refugees [with the recognition of ‘empowerment’ being a difficult word in itself] and thereby effectively address the problems associated with their living conditions. We have also tried to provide them with and facilitate access to crucial, practical information regarding their rights in Cyprus related to employment, welfare, accommodation, equal opportunities and other governmental services as well as provide basic Greek language courses to facilitate their induction in the society. MIGS wished to raise awareness and promote understanding among women and men in Cyprus about refugees’ needs and problems in general, and women refugees in particular. Finally, we wanted to provide a platform for joint activities as well as the exchange of information, customs and cultural realties among women refugees and women from all communities in Cyprus.  Throughout the project, dissemination and valorisation had a key role to play, electronically and on-line, in the press, the distribution of leaflets, by contacting key policy makers, scholars, NGO officials and other stakeholders. 

We tried to implement the project in innovative ways, predominantly by taking a very critical feminist perspective in the whole of its duration. We targeted a very vulnerable social group, women refuges, while attempting to promote gender equality and using a variety of methods and activities ranging from publication and dissemination of leaflets, intercultural evenings, gender empowerment sessions, free Greek language training for six months, and information seminars. The training seminars were built upon the efforts of teamwork and coordination between the facilitators and the participants as a co-dependent, two way process and did not only provide information regarding refugee rights in Cyprus, but served as a platform for discussion, identification of needs and exchange of ideas and views among the participants. Questions ranging from the status of being a refugee, asylum-seeker and migrant woman, to welfare allowance, access to education system, health and legal issues, always incorporate the gender perspective, were addressed during our sessions. 

The participants to the seminars came from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds with very diverse experiences relating to gender. The women criticized governmental officials and services’ attitudes to them but also the attitudes of the wider Cypriot society as well.  They explained that their main problem in the employment sector [especially those who were recognized as refugees for 3 or more years] was that upon visiting their district labour department, the officers responsible gave them false information and sent them to enrol as unemployed at the office where asylum seekers enrolled for unskilled occupations. According to the refugee law, recognized refugees who complete three years of lawful residence should be accorded the same treatment as Cypriot citizens.  Another problem identified by the participants was their lack of Greek language skills which meant that those trying to find skilled jobs were prevented from doing so as the Greek language is often a requirement by employers. Although Greek language instruction was one of the main activities of the project, a few barriers were identified. According to the Greek language teacher women refugees managed to learn the basic Greek language and were able to talk with their neighbours and communicate at their neighbourhood mini market. To make things more complicated, the participants said that some of their college or university diplomas are not recognized by the Cypriot state and reiterated the difficulties they faced in finding a job [skilled or unskilled] because of their religion are an equally important issue that was addressed. Specifically, women practising the Muslim religion and displaying physical signs of this (i.e. by wearing the scarf) are more likely to be discriminated against.  

MIGS conducted seminars to Cypriot women governmental and NGO officers. The seminars were based on UNHCR guidelines on the protection of refugee women and the practical guide to empowerment, and our target group were women from governmental and non- governmental organizations.   The new policy states [2005] that asylum seekers are obliged to work in the agricultural sector and farms and if they are denied they shall be entitled to welfare benefit. Interestingly, the Asylum Unit officers pointed out that this policy marginalizes employment opportunities and may push asylum seekers to crime as the welfare office is not punctual with payments of benefits.  Also, jobs in these sectors are limited and the number of asylum seekers increases everyday. One NGO representative argued that it is time Cypriot society realized that integrating asylum seekers in the employment sector will result in their increased contribution to our society and the Cyprus economy.  Furthermore, denying the asylum seekers access to the labour market and allowing them to survive on welfare benefits will encourage the stereotypical attitudes that already exist among Cypriot society. Because of the fact that many women asylum seekers are in Cyprus with their children, and due to their stereotyped restricted roles as women and mothers, the government should consider providing them with access to employment in the heart of the major cities in order to better protect them.  One measure already adopted by the Asylum Unit to protect women asylum seekers is to accommodate women and/or families at the Kofinou reception centre, a measure which, although not permanent, actually served to the disempower of women asylum seekers further by effectively excluding and marginalizing them from the wider society, as well as exacerbating their limited access to education, health and employment.  

One of the seminars was dedicated to the discussion of interview procedures for asylum seekers and particularly the fact that the system followed by the Asylum Unit does not correspond to the UNHCR guidelines in that women asylum seekers are not examined by female eligibility officers. The facilitator gave a lecture on the five basic elements that the interviewers need to follow during the interviews, focusing on such issues as
: the importance of the interviewer’s gender; the elements that a person must be aware of before interviewing women asylum seekers and why; the fact that the interviewer must always try to win over the trust of the interviewee; the right that a woman asylum seeker has to be interviewed without the presence of relatives; the ability to deduce whether a woman asylum seeker indicates symptoms of sexual abuse or not and more.
The project was finalised with a successful final event, an intercultural evening, attracted over 40 guests and included the active participation of women in singing, dancing, catering and more. We have tried hard to meet the initial objectives of project and we have learnt as least as much as our participants and target groups in the process.
Women refugees who participated in the project have argued in the evaluation reports to have became more aware of their rights as refugees in Cyprus in relation to employment, access to health care, education and welfare. Access to information can be a very empowering to marginalised groups – we welcome the initiative taken by a group of these women involved in the project who decided to take joint action and filed a complaint to the Cyprus Ombudsman for violations of their right to equal access to government provisions. 
The informational seminars provided these women with a forum for the exchange of personal experiences and mutual support as many women shared similar experiences despite differing backgrounds and country of origin. The support network created among these women decreases their isolation and helped them become more active in their local communities.  Learning the basics of the Greek language also assisted refugee women to communicate and make contact with members of the local community.  This is important because integration must be understood as a complex multi-levelled process of engaging both migrants and the host society in terms of their rights and responsibilities where all actors are involved.  This further contributes to sustainability of the project results – a central concern of the institute and the work we conduct. To that effect, MIGS continues to be in contact with many of the women involved in the project.  

Women working with asylum seekers and refugees in the governmental and non-governmental sectors were involved in the project as trainees asserted to now be in a better position to deal with women asylum seekers and to identify how certain policies can be disempowering to these women and may even re-victimize them.   These women had the uncommon opportunity to meet refugees in a social setting with the final event/ intercultural evening that brought together women and men of different ethnic, religious and national backgrounds, with the aim to forge a sense of community among these groups.
At present MIGS is also involved in other activities related to migrant women as well as issues of trafficking in women, through a number of EU and nationally funded projects. More details about these projects can be found on our website at www.medinstgenderstudies.org   
� UNHCR Good Practices, “A Practical Guide to Empowerment” www.unhcr.org





