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The Information and Cooperation Forum project presents a cross-border asylum network in Central Europe, comprising human rights organisations in Austria, the Czech Republic, Germany, Hungary, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia. The ICF partners campaign for the improvement of reception conditions for asylum seekers and the project is co-financed by the European Refugee Fund. Coordinated by PRO ASYL in Germany, the ICF project strengthens the ties between human rights organisations in the Member States in Central Europe and those on the eastern border of the European Union. 

Like ECRE and UNHCR, the ICF network assumes that the minimum standards entailed in the EU Reception Directive constitute a beginning, rather than an end in the process of harmonisation of the reception of asylum seekers and refugees. For this reason, the Information and Cooperation Forum participates in the implementation of the Directive to influence the harmonisation process in a positive way through sharing of information and qualification of actors in the asylum field, thereby focussing on good practices in the reception of asylum seekers.

Update of results and evaluation of the situation in the reception conditions in the context of the EU harmonisation process

The ICF II project started on 1 December 2005 with a specified evaluation and update of the results of the preceding ICF I project. Right in the beginning of the project, the partners conducted a research about new developments in the asylum field with focus on reception conditions in their countries and updated their respective country reports of the preceding ICF project in this regard. 

The project partners came together for an intensive working assembly in Prague, 23 January 2006, and connected this meeting with an international seminar financed by the STIFTUNG PRO ASYL on “The Impact of the Implementation of the Dublin II Regulation on Refugee Protection in Central Europe”. The partners presented the status of the situation in the reception conditions with respect to the Dublin II Regulation and engaged in questions and comments from the audience (representatives of the Czech Ministry of Interior and the Ministry of Education, ECRE, UNHCR, Czech, Polish and German NGOs and lawyers from the Czech Republic and Germany). This activity served two objectives at the same time: Firstly, the ICF partners presented and discussed the main results of their updated country information with the about 30 seminar participants, whose useful seminar inputs were afterwards elaborated into the updates by the partners. Secondly, the ICF partners responded to one crucial part within the EU harmonisation process as applicants do not have the right to choose the Member State that will examine their asylum application (due to the transposition of the Dublin II Regulation in the European Union). The partners benefited from the exchange of up-to-date country information, the subsequent discussion and the presentations by the experts on the political framework. Bringing together all these actors and presenting them with a possibility to discuss burning issues and successful approaches to deal with problems asylum seekers face when they come to a new country was highly appreciated and resulted in very interesting discussions.

The first ICF working assembly took place before and after the international ‘Dublin Seminar’, on 22 and 24 January in Prague. The partners updated each other on the current situation of refugee reception in their countries. Negative developments as well as positive trends were shared and experiences of daily work with asylum seekers were exchanged. 

Implementation of the Project and Empowerment of Participating NGOs

The straightforward 18 months timetable of the ICF project comprises: Six seminars for qualification of local actors and decision-makers, two international conferences, development of good practice packages including training manuals, a project website and a two month online newsletter. Each participating organisation devotes itself to one crucial issue within the reception of asylum seekers and elaborates a training manual for the good practice package of the ICF project.

The qualification of local actors and authorities is the purpose of the training manuals presented, amongst other media, at the seminars and conferences, the project website and newsletter contribute to the dissemination of information. The main objective is, however, to increase the capacity among the current and future stakeholders involved in the reception of asylum seekers within the European Union by giving all actors the opportunity to gather information on good practice and to share views and experiences with the manuals.

Regular working assemblies and staff meetings after the international conferences are an important instrument for the implementation of the project as it generally supports the accomplishment of the project and empowers participating NGOs through the flow of experiences between the ICF staff members, mainly concerning the development of the good practice tool box but also on issues such as the administration of collaborative Europe-wide projects as the ICF project is. For example, at one working assembly in Vienna, 1 December 2006, the drafts of the training manuals were compared and present deficiencies as well as achievements were jointly discussed. Before this meeting, the lead agency of one training manual had conducted a small seminar for qualification where its training manual was presented in public for the first time. The sharing of the lead agency's experience in this context contributed a lot to the further development of the good practice package as criteria and urgent needs concerning training manuals and tool boxes for qualification became visible and very concrete. 

Networking and Dissemination of Information

The project website (available at: http://www.proasyl.de/en/information/europ-network-icf/index.html) was established by the project partners during the course of the first three months of the project. The online newsletter entailing specific country information as well as Europe-wide developments is issued every second month on the website (online available at: http://www.proasyl.de/en/information/europ-network-icf/information/index.html). 

The project website is a useful instrument of the dissemination of information and also gives the opportunity for interested persons to participate partly in the project's results through giving recommendations and/or hints of  good practice examples in Europe. For example, the project coordinator frequently receives emails about organisations and/or projects, which aim to improve the situation in the reception of asylum seekers, too. In some cases, the first contact is made possible via the project website and views and know-how is shared via emailing. Therefore, the website, including the newsletter, functions in two ways. Firstly, information is presented to the public on the internet and, secondly, the public in turn contacts the ICF project about issues presented online. This form of communication process constitutes sometimes the starting point of the project's presentation in other transnational activities like conferences and working groups on an European level (for example: upcoming international conference of the EU programme EQUAL in Malmö, May 2007; international students festival "U-Rope" on European networks of NGOs in Greifswald, June 2006; Dublin-Seminar in Warsaw by amnesty international, April 2006).

Additionally, this website is basically the only one which focuses on this particular region of the EU in regard to the reception conditions. This fact is an innovative aspect of the project as it is the establishment of structural cooperation of human rights organisations in this region and on this particular issue.

Strengthening and widening transnational cooperation

As presented above, the project partners aim to strengthen and to extend their cooperation within and outside the project. Former associated partners of the preceding ICF I project became true strategic partners in financial and structural terms. Through joint activities, participating organisations, persons involved in the framework of European reception systems and asylum seekers benefit. 

The international ICF conference in Tutzing, 8-10 September 2006, is a good example of how this works. In financial cooperation with the Evangelische Akademie Tutzing and a National European Refugee Project, the ICF project invited a large and committed specialised public, experts and local actors to the international conference titled "No Place, Nowhere? - Refugee Protection in Central Europe". The conference served as a platform for exchanging views and experiences and for strengthening the transnational collaboration of actors and experts in the region. More than 100 people from ten European countries joined the conference and intensively discussed legal and practical gaps of the refugee protection in Europe and how to address these.

The participants envisioned transnational cooperation in action fields such as the implementation of the EU Reception Directive with the aim to improve social reception conditions for refugees and asylum seekers.

Together, the ICF partners presented current trends of the asylum systems of their countries on the conference podium and directed workshops concerning elementary issues and developments in the European asylum policy and practice. The conference contributed to the project's networking and lobbying and to the empowerment of NGOs and local actors through the involvement of experts and dissemination of knowledge (a detailed conference report is available at: http://www.proasyl.de/en/information/europ-network-icf/informationen/index.html).

In future, the ICF project envisages that the ties of cooperation will last beyond current project activities. The ICF project realised so far - within and outside its structures- the urgent need of collaboration in crucial fields of the European asylum law and practice as well as ways of how to approach and to improve the situation of asylum seekers in the Member States.






