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2. REFUGEE PROTECTION IN POLAND
This chapter provides relevant information on the situation of asylum-seekers, refugees and
those with permits for a tolerated stay in Poland. It gives a brief overview of the statistical
data, asylum procedure and social conditions of these children of concern.
Poland acceded to the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees in September 1991.
At present, there are four possible forms of protection for aliens in Poland. These are
stipulated in the amended Act of 13 June 2003 on Granting Protection to Aliens within the
Territory of the Republic of Poland (hereinafter, the Aliens Protection Law),1 which is the
main legal act in Poland regulating asylum issues. The act accords:
• refugee status: based on the definition of the term “refugee” as
specified in the 1951 convention on refugees;
• tolerated stay permit: this is a subsidiary form of protection given on
humanitarian grounds, or in cases where an alien cannot be deported
to the country of origin;
• temporary protection: given in the event of a mass influx; and
• asylum: this is a form of protection for those in need. Offering this
form of protection is in the interest of the Polish state.
The two latter forms of protection have not yet been used in practice.

2.1 Statistical overview
2.1.1 Asylum-seekers
Since 1992, when Poland started to grant refugee status—in accordance with the term
“refugee” as defined by the 1951 Refugee Convention—over 41,000 people from 120
countries have applied for this status in Poland. The following table illustrates the dynamics
of refugee protection in the last 15 years.

Table 1: Asylum applicants and decisions 1992-2006
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1 The words “alien” and “aliens” (or cudzoziemcy) are used in official documents relating to asylum-seekers
and refugees, and have the same meaning as the Polish word for “foreigner”. Quoted in this research, they
do not have any negative connotation but reflect the official translation of neutral language used in Poland to
describe this group of people.
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According to preliminary statistical data supplied by URIC (an independent state institution in
charge of all asylum issues), a total of 7,093 people lodged asylum applications in Poland in
2006. That year brought a significant increase in the number of people granted protection. In
all, 423 (or 6 per cent of all applicants) were recognized as refugees, while 2,048 (or 28 per
cent of the applicants) received a permit for tolerated stay.
There has been an increase, in the past several
years, in the share of asylum-seekers arriving in
Poland from the Russian Federation (mainly
Chechnya). In 2006, asylum-seekers from this
country accounted for 90.3 per cent of the total
number of people seeking asylum.

Chart 1: A/s by country of origin, 2006
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2.1.2 Refugees and persons granted other forms of protection
Between 1992-2006, Poland recognized—in all—2,469 people as refugees under the 1951
Refugee Convention, although no official data exists on the number still residing in Poland.
According to NGO estimates, the country has between 1,000 and 1,500 recognized refugees at
the present time.
In 2003, a complementary form of protection was introduced, known as the tolerated stay
permit. Between 2003 and 2006, there were 4,738 people who received this form of
protection (more than 90 per cent of whom were Chechens). The Chechen community leaders
estimate that around 4,500 people of Chechen origin currently reside in Poland under various
legal categories. Other Chechen leaders say that, in the Warsaw area, there are no more than
100 Chechens who have been granted some form of protection. But with no official
registration system, this data is difficult to confirm.
A large majority of people granted refugee status in Poland originate from the Russian
Federation or Chechnya. Of the 423 recognized refugees in 2006, a total of 384 were from
the Russian Federation. In the same year, other recognized refugees arrived from Belarus
(18), Azerbaijan (7) and Turkey (6). Also in 2006, a total of 2,048 people were granted
tolerated stay permits, of whom a majority (2,015) were from the Russian Federation.
Tolerated stay permits were also granted to citizens of Iraq (9), Belarus (5) and Sri Lanka (4).

2.2 Asylum procedure
The refugee status determination procedure in Poland involves three instances, two of which
are administrative and one—a two-step process—judicial. According to the law, the
procedure in the first instance lasts six months.
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Decisions, in the first instance, are taken by URIC, which conducts the refugee status
determination procedure and runs a network of reception facilities for asylum-seekers. In the
second instance, decisions are taken by the Refugee Board, an administrative body of experts.
An appeal concerning a second instance decision is possible in the provincial (or
Voivodeship) Administrative Court, although this court reviews only the procedural legality
of the decisions and not the merits of appealed cases.
Until November 2006, numerous asylum-seekers who had received negative decisions on
their application, as well as those granted tolerated stay permits, chose to reapply for asylum.
While many state institutions see this phenomenon as an abuse of the reception system, the
NGO community notes that, for some families, once they leave the reception facilities, the
social welfare system in Poland does not offer the necessary means of survival. Since
November 2006,2 however, those granted protection in Poland who reapply for asylum will no
longer have the right to this social assistance. Many of those granted permits for tolerated
stay choose to renounce the subsidiary status they are given in order to apply again for
asylum. This issue is highly controversial. Some NGO staff observe that, in fact, asylumseekers have to decide between legal protection and the means to survive.
In 2007, legal changes are expected to be introduced to asylum law. The planned
amendments to the Aliens Protection Law envisage a new form of protection, referred to as
“subsidiary protection”, in line with EU standards, which—unlike the permit for tolerated stay
—will be linked to social entitlements. This law is expected to enter into force in 2007.
Children arriving in Poland with families are included in their parents’ asylum application,
unless they arrive separately. In cases where separated children seek asylum alone, the
authorities are obliged to provide each child with a legal guardian and caretaker. In practice,
the realization of this support for children does not function adequately. The children usually
do not have contact with either the caretaker or the legal guardian, or this contact is not
satisfactory, or (in many cases) the children see them only once—during the asylum
interview.

2.3 Reception conditions
Everyone seeking asylum has the right to apply for social assistance and the possibility of
staying in a reception facility for the duration of the administrative stages of the asylum
procedure. The stay in a reception centre is not obligatory. The centres are open, but asylumseekers are requested to report back by night. Absence from the centre without notice for
more than three days results in deprivation of social assistance at the facility.
There are 17 reception centres for asylum-seekers spread throughout the central and eastern
areas of Poland. All are run by the asylum and migration authorities at URIC. Half of the
centres are located in the Warsaw area (three in the city itself), and others in the province of
Podlachia—or Podlaskie—in northeastern Poland (with four centres) and Lublin, or
Lubelskie, in the southeast (with three centres).
The following map, prepared by URIC, illustrates the location of the refugee reception centres
in 2006. These 17 state-run centres host—in all—around 3,500 people (3,547 as at 31
December 2006). Because the number of asylum-seekers fluctuates, the centres are open or
2 As a result of amendments to the Act of 13 June 2003 on Granting Protection to Aliens within the Territory of
the Republic of Poland, introduced in August 2006.
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closed according to need. Each year, the number and location of the facilities changes
slightly.
Reception centres for persons applying for
refugee status in Poland
Łomża
Czerwony Bór
Białystok (2)
Legionowo
Jadwisin
Wołomin
Warszawa (3)
Moszna

Dębak–Podkowa Leśna
Central Reception Centre
Linin
Łuków
Radom
Lublin

In the reception centres, the asylum-seekers receive free accommodation, food (at the
canteen), basic medical care, pocket money (amounting to PLN 70, around USD 26), a
monthly allowance for hygienic items and—occasionally, around once or twice a year—a
special allowance to buy clothes. Also, in most centres, Polish language lessons are available
free of charge for both adults and children.
Volunteers or NGOs organize a few social activities in some of the centres, since these are not
provided by state authorities. But the number and scope of these activities are limited.
Only three of the government-run reception centres belong to URIC. The others are rented on
a commercial basis. Living conditions in the centres, therefore, vary. In principle, families
are accommodated together in one or two rooms, depending on the size of the family. Family
unity is, in general, respected. Food is served in the canteen. The asylum-seekers also have
access to common kitchens (one kitchen with two stoves and two refrigerators for every 50100 inhabitants, depending on the facility), as well as common bathrooms, separately for men
and women.
The centres, however, are severely understaffed. One social worker is expected to assist
around 150 or more asylum-seekers, and to act—at the same time—as the centre’s manager
and administrator. The social staff work from eight in the morning to four in the afternoon.
There are also times, usually in the evenings and at weekends, when no staff are present in the
facility. This makes it difficult, in practice, to provide social assistance at the centre, and
many asylum-seekers complain that they have no one to talk to about their problems. At the
same time, many social workers also express dissatisfaction over administrative duties which
leave them little opportunity for direct contact with the asylum-seekers. One social worker
said: “I have two minutes per person per day, if I were to talk to everyone”.
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There are social and prayer rooms in each facility, as well as rooms for children to play and
learn in. The standard equipment in these rooms varies significantly, from furniture limited to
a broken table and chairs to neat and colourful learning rooms. At present, URIC is in the
process of providing equipment, computers, collections of foreign language literature and
teaching tools to 16 reception facilities. The project is to be completed by 2007.
A growing number of asylum-seekers (504 in November 2006) lives outside of the reception
facilities. The Aliens Protection Law provides for this possibility in the case of those who
have special medical or security needs. These asylum-seekers receive a financial allowance
to cover accommodation and maintenance. In Warsaw, there is also an NGO-run
accommodation facility, housing 25-30 people. This facility, managed by the Refugee
Counseling Center of the Polish Humanitarian Organisation (PAH), provides accommodation
to aliens in exceptionally vulnerable situations, both asylum-seekers and those granted
protection in the country.

2.4 Integration of refugees and others granted complementary
protection
Recognized refugees in Poland have the right to a maximum of 12 months of state-funded
integration programmes, implemented by the county or district Family Assistance Centres.
The integration programmes cover financial aid, Polish language lessons, support in the
labour market, help in the search for accommodation, and access to vocational training. The
assistance is worked out jointly by the refugee and social worker.
The programmes for integration, however, are not satisfactory, according to many of the
interlocutors, including the social workers who provide them. Some of the leading problems
are:
• understaffed social services for implementing programmes. In
Warsaw, two staff members are in charge of integrating almost all
refugees recognized in a given year. In 2006, this meant that one
social worker was responsible for integrating over 100 refugees;
• want of motivation among many refugees to integrate. This is
because a large number plan to leave Poland, hoping to settle in
western Europe;
• brief duration of the programmes;
• dearth of inexpensive housing in areas where refugees wish to settle;
and
• difficult labour market conditions and high unemployment.3
Those with a tolerated stay permit do not have the right to the state’s integration programmes.
They may apply for the social welfare assistance available to nationals, although this
assistance is too little to sustain a family in Poland. Most families with some protection status
in the country live in exceedingly difficult economic conditions. Legal amendments are

3 The official unemployment rate in Poland in December 2006 was 15 per cent. During a conference on Polish
Migration Policy, organized by the Ministry of Interior and Administration in January 2007, Janusz Grzyb,
the Deputy Director of the Department of Migration at the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy, reported
that the unemployment rate was, in fact, nine per cent.
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expected to change this situation in 2007, granting the group with tolerated status access to
the integration package.

2.5 Refugee and asylum-seeking children
The majority of asylum-seekers arrive in Poland with families. Nearly 40 per cent arrive in
families of four, five or six, and it is not
Chart 2: A/s by age and gender, 2005
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In demographic terms, the population of
asylum-seekers and refugees in Poland
is very young. Nearly 50 per cent are
below the age of 18, while 25 per cent
are between five and 17 years of age.
Men outnumber women, but only
slightly.

2.5.1 Unaccompanied and separated children in Poland4
The Aliens Protection Law in Poland involves a number of provisions that aim to ensure
quality care and assistance for separated children in the asylum procedure. 5 The law stipulates
that staff dealing with separated children need to have specific qualifications and mentions—
also—the conditions in which separated children seeking asylum should live. In 2003, the
asylum and migration authorities cooperated with children’s homes to provide separated
children with quality care, resulting in a significant improvement in the situation of these
children. Among the issues requiring further improvement is the functioning of the
guardianship system in practice. Often, it does not provide children with the real support they
need.
Another group of separated children consists of those who arrive in Poland with relatives and
extended family. In this group, almost all children and their caregivers are of Chechen origin.
Of the 269 separated children who arrived in 2006, a total of 254 were from the Russian
Federation, primarily Chechnya. The family is granted custody over the children and lives
together in the reception facilities. The situation of this group of children calls for further
research. Currently, there is no adequate system to monitor their well-being.

4 Poland’s language and legislation do not distinguish between these two groups of children, labeling them
both dzieci bez opieki, which translates as “children without care”. Each time this report quotes either of the
expressions (unaccompanied or separated), it refers to both categories of children.
5 The amendments in 2003 to the Aliens Protection Law regulated most issues that were among the principal
areas of concern of the Committee on the Rights of the Child in its concluding observations on Poland in
2002. These issues included the appointment of a legal guardian for unaccompanied minors, their delay-free
asylum procedure, appropriate living conditions and qualifications of staff working with them. In line with
the Committee’s recommendations, unaccompanied minors seeking asylum are no longer held together with
juvenile offenders. (See also: Committee on the Rights of the Child. Consideration of reports submitted by
States parties under article 44 of the Convention. Concluding observations: Poland, United Nations
document CRC/C/15/Add.194, thirty-first session, Geneva, 4 October 2002.)
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Some children escape from their childcare facilities shortly after arriving, even within less
than a week. Only those who stay for more than just a few months have a chance of
benefiting from the education system in the country.
The following table shows the number of separated children applying for asylum.
Table 1: Separated children in Poland—applications and decisions, 2002-2006
Year

Asylum-seekers

Recognized refugees

2002
212
19
2003
213
20
2004
211
31
2005
131
12
2006
269
Not available
Data received from UNHCR, and quoted by the Office for Repatriation and Aliens.

Permit for tolerated stay
40
57
Not available

