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Introduction

The European Committee on Migration (CDMG) provides a European forum for the exchange of information, ideas and good practices with a view to offering innovative and practical advice on policy development and implementation to member states through recommendations, policy documents and other relevant activities (seminars, round tables, regional conferences etc).

The social integration of migrants and refugees and community relations constitute one of the main areas of the Committee’s activity. These issues bring us to the heart of the debate seeking to identify the type of social policies, which should be pursued in the multicultural Europe.

Migration and related social policies are inextricably linked to the concepts of integration community relations, social cohesion and cultural pluralism, which are of paramount interest to the work of the CDMG in this field.

Integration is perceived as a two way process of adaptation on the part of immigrants and adjustment on the part of the receiving society.

Social cohesion refers to the quest for social bonds and political affiliations severely affected by globalization and “digitalization” in our contemporary societies.

Social cohesion policies aim to counterbalance the processes of societal fragmentation, social exclusion and “pauperization” of certain groups. Immigrants and minorities are in most cases the greatest victims of these processes with high rates of long-term unemployment, low educational attainment, poor housing and high social welfare dependency.

The integration of immigrants is one of the pillars of social cohesion, as an integral part of new political initiatives striving to establish “re-integrated” and cohesive societies that engage all of their inhabitants. Solidarity within societies includes immigrants as well as minorities. Solidarity can’t be achieved in the absence of harmonious community relations resulting from the interaction between migrants and nationals and between majority and minority groups.

Last but not least, harmonious relations between people can only be promoted by the acceptance and the respect of cultural differences on which cultural pluralism is based. The recognition of differences, the interaction between cultures and the assertion of shared values and a common destiny fosters the sense of belonging to a society and protects against disintegration, decline or disappearance.

Keeping in mind this conceptual scheme, which highlights the ideal content of the above-mentioned policy concepts and principles as well as their interrelation within a successful social strategy, we will now refer to the current reality and try to discern the challenges, which should be addressed in terms of new social policies.

Social desintegration = causes and remedies 

The climate in Europe doesn’t favour relations between majority populations, minorities and immigrants.

The latter are frequently seen as a group that causes problems. In public debates immigrants are often depicted as competitors in the labour market, threats to cultural norms and national identities, criminals and sources of all kinds of societal ills.

Racism and violence, persisting patterns of discrimination, anti-foreign sentiment impoverishment and social degradation of significant number of immigrants cause serious problems to integration and community relations policies and hinder any efforts to strengthen social cohesion and promote cultural pluralism.

Integration policies have been adopted and implemented by several receiving countries in Europe comprising legal residence rights, measures to facilitate access to employment, welfare services, housing, education, efforts to combat discrimination, racism and xenophobia and facilitate naturalization.

Despite varying approaches and integration strategies, the challenge for policy makers continues to be how to strike an effective balance between interests and aims, between promoting integration and multiculturalism and maintaining social cohesion.

How can we identify problems and design social policies with a view to effectively address the challenges?

European countries have at a first level to admit that they have become immigration counties and that migration comprises an integral part of their history and of their national identity.

They have to admit that social deregulation and disintegration are negative consequences of globalization, as they are the precarity of employment, the individualization of the work force, the uneven distribution of wealth, the marginalisation and social exclusion of vulnerable groups within our societies. 

Solutions to these problems can be found through the pragmatic assessment of the state of play and with the involvement of all stakeholders, governments, civil society and the immigrants.

 Migration is a phenomenon closely related to globalization and not a by-product that can be tackled with strict border control or forced “circulation”. If we are to take into consideration what Manuel Castells describes as modern societies, we are experiencing network societies, which constitute a space of flows and a time-continuium, both expressions of the dominant elites and their activities.

Economic, political and cultural globalization poses a challenge to Europe’s traditional boundaries and the nexus between identities and integration and social cohesion. As the world becomes increasingly borderless, the sense of belonging is changing rapidly. 

The nexus between identities and social cohesion

The assertion of particular identities, which is often perceived as a threat to nations and states, is more a reaction to the homogenization of cultures, to the separation between power, decision making and every day experience situated in different spaces and time. Under such conditions a life project implies a redefinition of identity in search of a meaningful existence. 

We are witnessing the reconstruction of identities, along the lines of communitarian principles. Defensive identities are constructed by individuals which find themselves in undignified positions or which are stigmatised by the dominant reasoning and culture. Such attitudes lead to the adoption of different values and principles than those enshrined in the institutions of the society and gives rise to the formation of territorially and culturally closed communities or take the form of extremist nationalistic and xenophobic movements or of religion fundamentalisms. Such evolutions and the emanating antagonism between groups can undermine social cohesion policies and disrupt the social and political fabric.

Governments are faced with a paramount challenge concerning social policies and migration: they have to enforce political and social institutions and organizations in order to promote a legitimating identity within migrant populations: an identity that will rationalize their domination over them as social actors. Governments should conserve their regulating role and their involvement in developing strategies aimed at combating socio-economic exclusion and cultural isolation of migrants while opening the public dialogue and enlisting the support and advice of the civil society (migrants included) in tailoring integration and social cohesion policies. Governments should as well formally recognize the economic, social and cultural contribution of immigrants to societies and value the fact that people of different backgrounds have diverse and multiple identities.  Shared values and aspirations for a common future should prevail to differences that divide people.  Recognition of the role of migrants in contemporary societies should include a re-examination of the concept in terms of citizenship in order to allow for multiple and different types of affiliations and for membership in civil society, that do not clash with a sense of belonging to more than one political entity.

European policy makers should, in addition, combat against the alleged cultural superiority of the western European culture and civilization and make room for other cultural influences, reflecting the actual diversity of European populations. Incitement to respect of the other and acceptance of difference – instead of toleration, which presupposes domination – should go in hand with the respect of the main components of the European system of values: individual freedoms and liberties, solidarity, democracy, rule of law and human rights.

Education: The ‘missing social policy’

The integration of migrants concerns not only migrants but also societies at large. The nexus between their integration and the promotion of social cohesion and harmonious community relations is more than evident.

Integration policies should be developed in a broader context of mutual understanding between people and sustainable economic and social development for all. Mentalities should be changed if we are to pursue successful integration and social cohesion policies. Multiculturalism should be considered more as an asset than as a threat to our societies. In this aspect, governments have a decisive role to play related with education mainstreaming policies.  Education is the main tool to combat discrimination, xenophobia, violation of human rights, authoritarian attitudes, social exclusion and all kind of social pathologies, be either extreme nationalism, fanatism or religious fundamentalism. 

When designing social policies on migration, governments often neglect the educational component, which is of paramount importance in shaping mentalities within a society. The initiation of new generations into the fundamental values and ideals of our societies is a prerequisite to any successful policy on social cohesion and multiculturalism. More attention should be paid with a view to encompass all the elements of current civic life. Mutual trust and understanding, solidarity, humanity and democracy should not be taken for granted. They should become fields of knowledge and expertise for young people. The market-oriented education should be coupled with one that is socially oriented; which can lead to a meaningful life, a sense of belonging, self-attainment and co-existence with others.

Educational policy is the main vehicle for transferring values and ideals, allow me to use the expression ‘at risk’, due to globalisation and ‘digitalisation’ of all aspects of our lives.

What role for the Council of Europe and the European Committee on Migration (CDMG) in developing social policies in Europe?

 The above-mentioned values should remain on the top of the political agenda concerning migration and social policies. The Council of Europe is the most well placed to undertake this task as a guardian of human rights, democracy and the rule of law. In doing so, the Council disposes a whole range of legal instruments, its conventions reflecting the values and practices of its members.

They include the Convention on the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, the Convention on Establishment, the European Social Charter and the Convention on the Legal Status of Migrant Workers. Member States are encouraged to sign, ratify and implement all the relevant instruments creating a legal framework conductive to promote integration of migrants and social cohesion.

The European Committee on Migration in its turn tries to offer guidance and assistance to member states in developing social policies on migration.

There is a Council of Europe specific approach on migration policies focusing on issues directly linked to the human rights of migrants, including, among others, their civil and political, social and economic rights, their participation and contribution to societies and the respect of their multiple cultural identity and ties. This approach can greatly contribute to the transformation of mentalities,  a sine qua non condition for the social policies on migration to be a success and win-win situation for both migrants nationals and societies at large.
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