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Who is a refugee?

Refugees are people who have fled war, violence, conflict or persecution

and have crossed an international border to find safety in another country.

Refugees are defined and protected in international law. 1951 Refugee 

Convention: 

“someone who is unable or unwilling to return to their country of origin owing 

to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 

nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion.”

An asylum-seeker is someone whose claim has not yet been finally decided

on by the country in which he/she has submitted it. Not every asylum-seeker

will ultimately be recognized as a refugee, but all refugees are initially

asylum-seekers.
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Legal Framework  
The rights of refugees were first envisaged in the 1951 Refugee Convention. The following are also 

prescribed by the Cyprus Refugee Law and are included in the relevant EU Directives.

• Once recognized, a person is granted international protection by the hosting state. 

(In Cyprus: A. Refugee status B. Subsidiary protection - Similar rights are attached)

• The term ‘international protection’ points to the fact that refugees do not have the protection of their 

own governments and national institutions. 

• The right not to be sent back to his/her country of origin or any other place where they may fear 

persecution (principle of non-refoulement) 

• Freedom of movement, property ownership, access to integration/social inclusion programs, 

education, healthcare.

• Non-discrimination, freedom of religion, access to Courts, public education, public relief, identity 

documents & travel documents - afforded at the same level as nationals. 

• A number of social rights at “most favourable treatment accorded to national of a foreign country”.



Legal Framework 
Persons with international protection
• Equal treatment as Cypriot citizens regarding wage-earning employment or independent professional

activity according to the regulations of the particular profession.

• No restrictions to working in a particular sector or occupation.

• No need for the Department of Labour to approve and stamp a contract of employment between an
employer and a recognised refugee or a person with subsidiary protection status.

• Same rights as citizens to remuneration, access to social security benefits, and other conditions of
employment.

Asylum seekers
• One month from the date of the asylum application, asylum seekers can exercise their right to work.

• In certain low-wage sectors only, defined by Ministerial decree. (Agriculture, farms, fisheries, night-shift
laborers, slaughterhouses, waste management, food delivery, kitchen aides, etc.).

• Employers are responsible to have all social insurance obligations settled, employer’s liability
insurance and medical insurance, and a contract approved by the Labour Office in the name of the
concerned asylum applicant.



Integration

The integration of refugees 

• Dynamic and multifaceted two-way process 

• Preparedness on the part of refugees to adapt to the host society without 

having to forego their own cultural identity

• Corresponding readiness on the part of host communities and public 

institutions to welcome refugees and meet the needs of a diverse 

population. 

• Key areas for integration in any society include education, employment, 

family reunification, access to basic services, social inclusion and civic 

engagement.



Integration challenges 
• National Integration Strategy. Some UNHCR and civil society recommendations incorporated. The 

implementation phase was expected to begin in 2022, subject to Ministerial Council approval. This 

is currently being reconsidered by the MOI. 

• Proposed amendments to the Civil Registry Law foresee strict criteria for naturalization. Access to 

long-term residence and naturalization is expected to be further restricted. UNHCR has submitted 

its observations.  

• Integration is affected by the limited possibilities for family reunification. 

• Increased anti-migrant / anti-refugee rhetoric reduces social and economic inclusion prospects. 

• Integration hampered by deterioration of living conditions / COVID19 

• Language learning schemes and vocational training opportunities that enhance the employment 

prospects of IP beneficiaries could start earlier in the integration process, be more intensive, and 

more accessible.  

• Lengthy stay in isolated reception centers impedes social inclusion and early integration.

• Quality of life – Delays/administrative obstacles facing GMI applicants/beneficiaries. Struggling 

refugee families – lack of motivation to participate in integration programs. 

• Community-led, youth-led, new organizations have limited access to funding opportunities and 

support. Refugee-led initiatives are usually on a volunteer basis. 



Access to employment
Improvements 

• In October 2018, there was a reduction in the waiting time for asylum-

seekers to access permitted sectors of employment from six to one month.

In 2019, the Ministry of Labour expanded the employment list for asylum-

seekers (still restricted to specific sectors) and in October 2021 simplified

procedures for employers.

• The lawful employment of asylum seekers can now commence prior to the

approval of the employment contract by the Labor Department. Asylum

seekers can start working immediately after submission of an application for

temporary recruitment of asylum seekers, by the employer. This has

resulted in faster access to employment.

• Digital services. As of 15/06/2021 new registration of unemployed persons,

as well as the renewal of unemployment registration, take place online

through the Labour Departments’ web platform (available in Greek and

English).



Access to employment
Challenges 

Refugees face higher unemployment rates than nationals.

• Employers often lack basic awareness on the rights of employment of 

refugees / xenophobia 

• Refugees often report unfavorable treatment when it comes to job referrals

• Lack of affordable daycare   

• Lack of intensive and accessible language courses and vocational training 

opportunities 

• Information provision.

Asylum seekers, especially newcomers, have little understanding of the provisions
and the mechanisms related to labour obligations, rights and their safeguarding.

• Driving licences

Asylum-seekers are de facto excluded from obtaining a driving licence, as the asylum
confirmation letter (issued upon submission of asylum application as proof of legal
residence) is not accepted as residence permit. This has a detrimental effect to a
number of asylum-seekers who cannot work in food delivery services.



Access to financial services

When refugees have no access to banks and other mainstream financial 

services:

• Lack of a safe place to save and receive money.

(Wages, GMI, Welfare assistance)

• Not many options to make payments or access loans. 

• Inability to participate in a country’s economy or build a stable life for 

themselves and their families.



Access to financial services 
Improvements 

• Access to bank accounts has gradually become easier for asylum seekers in Cyprus. The
requirement to provide proof of identity posed a significant obstacle for in the past. The
issue was addressed in 2017 with the transposition of Directive 2014/92/EU (“Payment
Accounts Directive”) into national law (Law 64(Ι)/2017) and the subsequent amendment
of the Central Bank of Cyprus Directive (ML/TF).

• According to the Directives, asylum seekers including those with no fixed address, 
and consumers who are not granted a residence permit, but whose expulsion is 
impossible for legal or factual reasons should have access to basic payment accounts.

• The Central Bank Directive: incorporatee the specificities of the persons within the 
scope of Law 64(I)/2017 to the measures, procedures and systems of credit 
institutions. 

(e.g. asylum seekers, refugees, holders of subsidiary protection, victims of trafficking

and/or exploitation of persons)

These specificities may concern frequent changes in the residence address of the

persons concerned, the conduct of frequent small transactions with the countries of

origin and the receipt of state aid (e.g. beneficiaries of minimum guaranteed income).



Access to financial services 
Improvements 

• Asylum seekers and refugees are allowed to submit identification documents

issued by the Republic of Cyprus (residence permit, registration certificate) in

lack of national documents.

• The Consumer Protection Service / Ministry of Energy, Commerce and

Industry has issued an information leaflet on Basic Payment Accounts

clarifying that persons who do not have a permanent address of residence, are

asylum seekers should not be deprived of the right of access to services of

payments with basic features.

• Ad-Hoc Committee for the formulation of a National Strategy for the promotion

of Financial Literacy and Financial Education in Cyprus (established in 2020).

To consider including asylum seekers and refugees as special target groups.



Access to financial services 
Challenges 

• Delays in opening bank accounts / Appointments 1-3 months / Difficulty applying

online.

• Inconsistencies in practices and documentation requirements / Lack of awareness.

• Some branches friendlier than others.

• Mostly Bank of Cyprus and Hellenic Bank offer services to asylum seekers.

Several cases of asylum seekers being refused services in other banks.

• No access to credit and loans.

There have been very few cases of refugees who have been able to obtain loans.



Access to financial services 
Challenges 

There is a great need for initiatives that assist migrant and refugee 

entrepreneurs in connecting with the banking sector:

• The provision of education and information to financial service

providers on how to extend services to migrant and refugee

entrepreneurs.

• Explore the possibility of microfinance for existing refugee

enterprises and start-ups.

• Support access to finance for migrant and refugee entrepreneurs

without sufficient capital or credit histories (e.g. loan guarantees).



‘’Mapping the Needs of the Living Conditions of Applicants and Beneficiaries of international 

protection in Cyprus’’

UNHCR – University of Nicosia

The study includes a population sample of 1212 participants; 845 men, 364 women

and 3 participants who did not indicate their gender. The majority of the participants

were in the age range of 25-44 years old. The majority of the participants (24.8%)

have been residing in Cyprus for at least one year.

The participants were selected based on a properly designed statistical sample

procedure. The statistical method which was used was proportional, stratified

random sampling, in which the participants’ opinions and perceptions were studied.









Financial inclusion challenges 
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