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Introduction

People from refugee backgrounds and tho-
se seeking international protection in Poland
face a number of challenges in adapting to
the new reality and the process of integra-
tion into Polish society. Once they leave the
centres for foreigners, they have to navi-
gate the new circumstances - securing sta-
ble living conditions, finding employment
and building their future anew. Linguistic,
formal and financial barriers often hinder
this process, and the lack of consistent and
tailored public support mechanisms leaves
many of these people feeling lost.

The integration of people from refugee
backgrounds in Poland should be based
on a well-coordinated state policy and the
responsibility of public institutions, including
local government institutions. Unfortunately,
the public support system for preintegra-
tion and integration is not effective eno-
ugh and its offer doesn't meet the needs of
people from refugee backgrounds. The lack
of coherence in programmes and the insuffi-
cient involvement of state institutions mean
that non-governmental organisations

(NGOs) take responsibility for the inte-
gration process of people from refugee
backgrounds.

These organisations provide a wide range
of assistance including informational, social,
legal, psychological, educational, linguistic,
medical, casework or vocational activation
support. However, the support system offe-
red by NGOs is not always able to provide
a comprehensive response to all needs -
there are gaps in the services provided due to
the lack of permanent funding and the func-
tioning of an organisation in a project mode.
Often, aid is also dispersed and not fully coor-
dinated, which limits its effectiveness.

In carrying out the study, we were keen to
better understand where the greatest
difficulties faced by people seeking inter-
national protection in Poland are in order to
more effectively support their process of

becoming independent. The recommen-
dations of people who stayed in Guarded
Centres for Foreigners (detention cen-
tres) and/or in Open Centres for Foreign-
ers (open centres) are of key importance
in this context. Their perspective makes it
possible to better tailor the NGO's support
offer to real needs, as well as to identify
concrete actions to foster more effective
independence.



Purpose of the study and research questions

The purpose of our study was to learn abo-
ut the experiences of people after leaving
detention and open centres, with a particu-
lar focus on their adaptation process to life in
Poland. The analysis focuses on the challen-
ges these people face, their motivations for
integration and the resources that support
this process. The study also sought to iden-
tify key needs and barriers to meeting them,
including gaps in access to information and
available forms of support.

The research questions that guided us through the research process were:

What barriers have they encountered?

© ©® N NN S

Which resources supported integration?
What needs did they identify after leaving the detention/open centre?
. Which needs were most urgent and needed to be addressed immediately?

What were their first experiences after leaving the detention or open centres?
What was the process of adapting to the new Polish reality like?

What challenges have they encountered in the process?

What was the process of integration into Polish society like (if relevant)?
What was their motivation for integration?

10. What gaps in access to information and offer of support do people identify after leaving

the detention/open centre?

By analysing the answers to the above qu-
estions, the study aimed to gain a deeper
understanding of the situation of people
who have passed through the system of
centres for foreigners in Poland. We focused
on key aspects of the adaptation process,
identifying challenges and resources to sup-
portintegration. The results of the study are

intended to provide NGOs, state and local
government institutions with information for
more effective planning of activities to
support people from refugee backgrounds
in Poland.



Methodology

Research method

The study was conducted at the end of 2024
using qualitative research methods, spe-
cifically by conducting in-depth interviews
(IDI) of a semi-structured nature. This form
of interview combines elements of a struc-
tured interview with a free-flowing conver-
sation. This allowed us to ask key questions
while giving the interviewees the space to
freely express their thoughts and feelings,
which allowed us to gain a deep understan-
ding of their situation.

The interview script focused on the expe-
riences of people who had left the de-
tention or open centres. We studied their
process of adaptation and integration in
Poland, paying particular attention to their
lives after leaving the centres. Interview
topics included the experience of staying
in detention or open centres, first im-
pressions of leaving the centre, difficulties
they encountered and forms of support
available. The search for accommodation,
access to the labour market and education,

as well as difficulties in learning the Polish lan-
guage, were also important areas of discus-
sion. In addition, personal issues such as the
presence of family and loved ones, support
networks and relations with the local com-
munity were raised during the interviews.
The study also covered the topics of contact
with public institutions, such as dealing with
official matters, healthcare and accessing
information on support for foreigners. At the
end of the interviews, the participants were
asked to rate on a scale of -5 (where 1 means
very bad and 5 means very good) their cur-
rent mental and material condition, allowing
us to juxtapose the level of these ratings with
the information obtained during the interview.

Each interview was recorded with a recor-
ding device with the consent of the study
participant, and then transcribed word for
word. 4 interviews were conducted in English,
4 with the support of an interpreter (3 in the
Arabic-Polish language pair, 1in the Farsi-Po-
lish language pair). In the case of translated

interviews, only excerpts translated into Po-
lish were transcribed.

We conducted the first few interviews in pa-
irs: one person conducted the interview, the
other listened and observed without actively
participating in the process (shadowing). Ri-
ght after the interview, we exchanged our
thoughts and observations from the conver-
sation. This added great value to the study,
as the attentive presence of the other per-
son allowed for grasping details which the
interviewer would not have been able to see.
After the interview, the impressions were
immediately written down in a separate file,
documenting the research process and tho-
ughts on the recorded material.



Methodology

Sampling

Recruitment to the study included three main
groups:

« people who have left the detention cen-
tre and are now living independently

« people who have left the open centre
and are now living independently

« people who are still in the open centre
(who may have been in the detention
centre)

Recruitment for the study was done intentio-
nally to reach people who had experience of
staying in the detention or open centre, re-
gardless of their nationality, excluding pe-
ople from the former republics of the USSR.
We were particularly keen to reach people
who had crossed the Polish-Belarusian bor-
der, as there are already many publications
on the situation of people from Ukraine and
other countries of the former USSR, and the
experiences of people from other countries
are, in our opinion, still insufficiently resear-
ched. There were no other restrictions in re-
cruitment, allowing a wide range of experien-
ces to be considered.

Ultimately, eight people (seven men and one
woman) took part in the study. The sample
included individuals from countries such as
Egypt, Iraq, Turkey, the Democratic Republic
of Congo, Nigeria, Iran and Sudan. Most of the
participants were in the process of applying
for international protection in Poland (1
person had received a deportation order, but
was in the process of appeal at the time of
the interview). Five of the people interviewed
are living independently, renting flats or
staying in hostels, while the remaining three
are currently staying at an open centre. Parti-
cipants varied in age (from 21to 47) and living
situation. Some people were in the process
of looking for a job, others were supported
by families and some were in difficult financial
circumstances.



Table 1. Characteristics of study participants

Does he/ How would you How would you
in- Lan- Is he/she she sup- rate your general | rate your living/
: Gen- guage | Online/ _ : employedor [ porthis/her| Residence wellbeingona | financial situation
terview | Country Age . History of residence .
. der of the live self-suppor- children/ status scaleof 1to5 (1- | onascaleof1to
interview ting? family? very bad; 5-very | 5 (1-verybad;5-
good)? very good)?
W_1_O |Egypt M 37 Arabic online | detention centre, nowinan [ Heiswaiting no inthe proce- |5 4
(transla- open centr for work per- dure
tion) mit; for now,
he is receiving
financial sup-
port from fam.
W_2_S |lraq M 21 Arabic online | detention centre, thenopen [Heisworking |[no inthe proce- |0 0
(transla.) centre, now renting a flat dure
W_3_S [ Turkey M 30 English [ live detention centre, thenopen | Heisworking [ no inthe proce- [ noanswer No answer
centre, now renting a flat dure
W_4_0O | Demo- |M 28 English | live was placed unanopencen- |Heisn't no inthe proced- |2 1
cratic tre (from the border), now working ure
Rgpu— lives in a different open
blic of
Congo centre
W_6_S |Nigeria |M 25 English [online | detention centre, opencen- | It'sunknown no hasreceived |2 4
tre, now rents a flat adeportation
order, against
which heis
now appealing
W_7_S [lran K 47 Farsi online | detention centre, opencen- [no has anadu- [ intheproce- |wasunableto was unable to
(transla- tre, now in a different open It son dure answer answer
tion) centre
W_8_S | Sudan M 23 English | live detention centre, twoopen | yes no inthe proce- |2 2
centre, now renting aroomiin dure
ahostel
W_9_S |lraqg M 24 Arabic live detention centre, twoopen | yes no inthe proce- |2 2
(transla.) centres, now lives in a hostel dure




Methodology

Methodological challenges

One of the key challenges of the study was
to reach interviewees who would agree to
participate in an interview. These difficulties
stemmed - in our view - from the dynamically
changing life situations of refugees and the-
ir fear of sharing their difficult experiences
with us. Many participants were reluctant
to talk openly about their experiences, and
additional problems such as changes in pla-
ce of residence, instability of legal status and
general uncertainty which made it difficult to
maintain regular contact with people from
this group. We often made appointments, but
people didn't show up or changed their plans,
making it significantly difficult to complete
the interviews. To minimise these difficulties,
we have used the partner organisations’ ne-
tworks and the snowball method, i.e. recru-
iting participants through recommendations
of people already taking part in the study.

Another major challenge was language and
cultural issues, which presented some
barriers to communication. Although we at-
tempted to reach English speakers to prevent
the presence of a third-party in the contact,
in a few cases it was necessary to use an

interpreter (Arabic and Farsi), which may have
affected the accuracy of the message and
the subsequent interpretation of the stories
of our study participants. In order to minimise
the risk of errors due to translation, we wor-
ked with translators with extensive experien-
ce of working with refugees, which allowed us
to better capture the context and nuances of
the conversation.

IAnother important methodological aspect
was to ensure the comfort and sense of
security of the respondents. For this re-
ason, the study was conducted in accor-
dance with social research ethics, taking
into account the voluntary nature of parti-
cipation, the anonymisation of data and the
possibility to conduct interviews online if this
increased participants' sense of security.
The sensitivity of the research topic required
adequate preparation of the researchers,
who had experience of working with people
in crisis situations. Before starting the stu-
dy, members of the research team received
additional training on working with people
who had experienced trauma, which enabled
them to conduct interviews in an empathetic

and supportive manner and prepared the re-
searchers to respond appropriately when in-
terviewees' emotions escalated or when they
reported thoughts of resignation or suicide.



Methodology

Ethical issues

During the implementation of the study, par-
ticular attention was paid to ethical issues
such as obtaining informed consent from
participants, ensuring their right to resign at
any stage of the study and respecting data
protection principles. In addition, interviews
were conducted in safe, neutral spaces or
online if the participants preferred this form
of contact.

As part of the project implementation, parti-
cipants were provided with compensation
in the form of Pluxee vouchers or equivalent,
as a token of appreciation for their time and
commitment to the study. Rewarding rese-
arch participants is becoming the standard in
social science and applied research. This re-
cognises the effort and valuable contribution
of the participants in expanding their know-
ledge on the chosen topic and makes the ex-
change more transparent and fair. Compen-
sating for participation in the study therefore
serves the ethics of the research process.

Data analysis

We analysed the qualitative data using Atlas.
ti. The first step was an in-depth review of
the interview transcripts, noting down initial
insights and observations and open coding.
Contentimportant to the research questions
was coded. We looked for participants’ speci-
fic experiences, recurring themes in their sto-
ries, topics centreed around the challenges,
needs, barriers and resources. In the next
phase, the codes generated at the begin-
ning were revised and grouped into broader
categories, corresponding to the main sub-
sections in the 'Results’ section. The codes
and created categories attempted to recon-
struct the experiences of the participants
in the study and allowed for telling the story
presented below.






Staying in a centre for foreigners - first experiences after leaving the detention centre

Staying in a centre
for foreigners -
first experiences
after leaving the
detention centre.

The first experience of most people
leaving detention centres is being
placed in and staying in an open cen-
tre for foreigners. How was it for our
interviewees? What common, recu-
rring themes can be noticed in their
stories?

When they opened the door, |
had nothing.

One of the key problems faced by people from
refugee backgrounds after leaving detention
centres is the lack of information and organi-
sational support. This process often involves
stress and a lack of basic resources. The
moment of leaving can be an extremely con-
fusing experience for many people - thereis
a lack of clear guidance on next steps, which
exacerbates the feeling of being lost.

One of our interviewees described the mo-
ment of leaving the detention centre as
follows:

il

When they opened the door, | had nothing.
I had no clothes, | had no money, | had no
food. | didn’t see anything, they didn’t expla-
in anything to me like, 'you go there, that’s
the way' As | said, | waited there for 15-20 mi-
nutes until | met someone by accident (...).
But in a nutshell: [you need] information or
someone to help you there, not just when
they open the door and tell you to go. What
can you do? And there was no information,
even those who were with me, they don't
have information either, because no one was
there, they left and came back, all the people
came straight from the forest.

Other people feel the same way - many leave
the centres without any guidance on what
are the next steps. They don't know how to
get to their new location, where to buy trans-
port tickets or where exactly they have to go.
The lack of basic material help and informa-
tion means that the first moments of free-
dom are often full of uncertainty.



Staying in a centre for foreigners - first experiences after leaving the detention centre

- transport to the reception
centre

Pursuant to Article 89cb of the Act on
Granting Protection to Foreigners on the
Territory of the Republic of Poland (con-
solidated text: Journal of Laws of 2025,
item 223, as amended), the Border Guard
is obliged to provide transport to arecep-
tion centre only for individuals belonging
to specific categories: persons with disa-
bilities, elderly persons, single parents, or
pregnant women.

For all other individuals, there is no such
obligation, regardless of their actual situ-
ation. In practice, this means that most
foreigners released from detention cen-
tres must reach their designated place
of stay independently, often without
knowledge of the language, financial re-
sources, or access to information about
available transport.

The Office of the Ombudsman has re-
corded cases where foreigners were re-
leased from centres in the evening or at
night, making it even more difficult to find
transportation. Assistance depends on
the goodwill of local Border Guard officers
or support from non-governmental orga-
nisations, but itis not guaranteed by law.

The Ombudsman has found that the cur-
rent legal framework exposes foreigners
to unnecessary hardship and risk, and
has called for a systemic solution. In re-
sponse, the Border Guard declared its
willingness to cooperate with NGOs and
seek alternative forms of support, but
emphasised that changing the legislation
lies beyond its remit.
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Staying in a centre for foreigners - first experiences after leaving the detention centre

How do | move on?

The lack of knowledge and ability to find
their way in the Polish reality immediately
after leaving the detention centre is a com-
mon experience of people who leave them.
While in the detention centre, they are cut
off from the world, with no smartphones, no
internet access, no language skills and often
no understanding of the legal procedures
they are subject to. One interviewee descri-
bed his fear of signing a document because
he didn't understand its content. Fearing de-
portation, he initially refused to sign it, despi-
te being assured that the document could be
translated:

They asked me in a closed centre to sign so-
mething. (...) | was afraid it was a deportation
document, so | refused to sign it. They told
me, 'Here’s your phone, you can translate’.
(..) Nevertheless, | did not believe that the
document was talking about getting out.
They said | didn’t have much choice if | wan-
ted to leave. (...) Eventually | signed it, they
gave me my things and opened the door.

13

People leaving detention centres often don’t
know how they are supposed to get to the-
ir new place of residence - an open centre.
They don't know which means of transport to
use, where to buy and validate the ticket, and
often - which centre they are supposed to go
to or what the address is. They talk about the
lack of clear instructions to help them naviga-
te a country they don't know. They often ask
random people at train stations or bus stops
for help:

Then, at the bus stop or at the train station, |
met with one gentleman from Africa, | asked
him for the phone, just to call someone, to
give me, | don’t know, at least an address
where to go.

| asked him [the taxi driver] to call me, | cal-
led the closed centre, which... There was one
boy who had contact with Annal and | called
him and said... Just give me the address to
Debak, or where to go next.

Name changed.
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| thought they knew

An additional difficulty is the lack of clear
information on legal procedures. In some
cases, this leads to important dates being
missed, as in the case of one of our intervie-
wees, who hadn’t been informed of the date
of her hearing. The belief that the authorities
knew of her whereabouts and would provide
her with the relevant information proved to be
wrong. Because of that, she had to ask for a
new hearing date with the help of organisa-
tions supporting refugees.

Anyway, | was due to have an interview in
a closed centre, and we left before the in-
terview date. They did not inform us where
the interview was, when exactly, and we let
the date pass. We thought the authorities
knew where we were and would come and
get us or send some information because
we were under their control. We let [the date
of] the first interview pass, then the lawyer
asked us to the second one. Many thanks to
the IOM group, because they helped us a lot
and asked for a second date.

You're already broke

Many foreigners who end up in detention or
open centres don't have a lot of cash with
them when they set off on their journey.
During that time, it is relatively easy to be ro-
bbed or ripped off. Once they are in a deten-
tion centre, they have to manage the savings
they have left over for six months. Financial
resources are depleting and when they get
to an open centre, they often have no money
left. One of our interviewees highlighted the
importance of the financial situation of tho-
se seeking or already granted international
protection:

When you already spent a lot of time in de-
tention centre, it's possible to spend all of
your money in detention centre, because
you don’t take too much money if you use
this way to travel. Because everybody on
the way they are trying to steal your money,
scam you, So it’s better not to take money
with you for this way. So when you get to
closed camp, you are already broke and with
(..) that little money you have to survive six
months in the detention centre and usually
all people are broke when they get to open
camp. So we don'’t have even enough money

14

to get sim card. So without sim card, you
don’t have internet, you don’t have access
for anything.

Not everyone can rely on financial support
from their family, and access to their own
bank accounts is sometimes hindered by
restrictions on the use of smartphones. The
financial benefit for residents of open centres
is 75 zloty per month, which is not enough to
cover basic needs. One of our respondents
highlighted:

The money we get is definitely not enough
to survive.

The lack of financial resources affects the
daily functioning of migrants - limiting their
ability to communicate, buy the most neces-
sary products and organise their lives inde-
pendently in their new place.
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- access to financial resources

during detention

One of the elements involved in organi-
sing a stay in a Guarded Centre for Fore-
igners (detention centre) is the restric-
tion of detainees’ ability to freely manage
their financial resources. Pursuant to
Article 343(1) in conjunction with Article
336(1) of the Act on Foreigners (consoli-
dated text: Journal of Laws of 2024, item
769, as amended), a foreigner’s funds
may be secured to cover the potential
costs of expulsion from Poland, as well
as the costs of their stay in the detention
centre.

Within 14 days of admission, the com-
mander of the Border Guard determines a
lump sum covering the estimated expen-
ses, which results in a temporary bloc-
king of part of the funds (Article 343(2)
of the Act). However, the foreigner must
be left with at least 600 zloty (or more for
longer stays) to meet their basic needs.

In practice, this means that some indivi-
duals in detention effectively co-finance
their stay, depending on their legal sta-
tus. This mechanism is intended to safe-
guard the costs of removal, and these
funds are generally returned to the indi-
vidual upon release if expulsion does not
take place.

15
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- informational materials

The Office for Foreigners has developed
multilingual instructions for applicants for
international protection to help them na-
vigate the asylum procedure. While this
iS a step in the right direction, many re-
fugees and non-governmental organisa-
tions point out that the written materials
available are not sufficient to adequately
support people in this situation.

The complexity of the regulations, com-
bined with language and cultural barriers,
makes written instructions difficult to un-
derstand, particularly under conditions of
stress, uncertainty, and limited access to
assistance. There remains a shortage of
social workers in reception centres who
could offer direct support and discuss
both the legal and personal situations of
foreign nationals. The absence of such
contact reinforces feelings of confusion
and isolation, which can impact not only
the course of the asylum procedure but
also the well-being of those affected.
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| got released in the winter

Many people leaving detention centres for
foreigners and later staying in open centres
are not prepared for the weather con-
ditions, especially in autumn and winter.
Often they don’t have warm clothing or ap-
propriate footwear to protect them from the
cold, rain and snow. One interviewee recalled
his experience of leaving the centre in winter:

So | got released at the winter but still | had
some winter clothes. Some people, they
don’t, | saw in the open camp.

The lack of adequate clothing makes mi-
grants particularly vulnerable to harsh we-
ather conditions, which further aggravates
their situation after leaving the detention
centre. In many cases, they have to rely on
the help of humanitarian organisations or
other residents of the centres to get the
basic clothing items which are necessary to
survive the winter.

Smartphone is a game changer

Those who end up in detention or open cen-
tres after crossing the green border often
don’'t have their mobile phones and therefore
have no means of communication - including
the ability to contact their families or receive
money from them. Not having a phone is iso-
lating and poses additional difficulties in fin-
ding their way in the new reality:

The mobile phone is very important if some-
one is leaving a detention centre and does
not have their phone with them. You can’t
call anyone, you can’t call your family, be-
cause the phone makes things much easier
and s very helpful for people who are leaving
a detention centre. At least you can call so-
meone, you can call your family that you
don’t have money, so they can send it to you.
Without this, it is very difficult.

A smartphone is not just a communication
tool, but actually a key element of survival
and integration. It gives access to the inter-
net, maps, translation apps and, above all, it
allows you to find your way around quicker:

17

With the smartphone you are able to speed
up your integration process, because in de-
tention centre we didn’t have smartphones,
so yes, smartphone was a game changer.

Lack of access to a telephone and the in-
ternet makes daily life much more difficult.
The ability to stay in touch, get information
and navigate a new place makes a smartpho-
ne one of the most important tools for people
starting a life ina new country.
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- access to smartphones and
internet during detention

Staying in a detention centre involves si-
gnificant restrictions on contact with the
outside world, including limited access
to smartphones and the internet. Pursu-
ant to Article 415(1)(17) of the Act on Fo-
reigners, individuals placed in detention
centres have the right to communicate
by telephone and correspond with third
parties; however, this right may be limited
by the centre’s internal regulations or for
security reasons.

In practice, this means that detainees
may only use telephones without re-
cording or camera functions - typically
either simple personal devices or pho-
nes provided by the centre. Smartpho-
nes with cameras and internet access
are usually deposited upon admission
and cannot be used during the period of
detention.

Internet access is also strictly regulated.
In detention centres, foreigners may use
a computer with internet access only at
designated times - typically for one hour
per day - in a separate computer room.
This significantly limits their ability to stay
in touch with loved ones, seek informa-
tion, or handle formal matters (Article
415(1)(1) of the Act on Foreigners).

Although these restrictions are intended
to maintain security and order within the
centre, in practice they may have a nega-
tive impact on the well-being of detaine-
es, particularly during extended stays. Li-
mited contact with the outside world can
heighten feelings of isolation, while the
lack of regular access to information and
communication can make it more difficult
to prepare for life after detention.

18
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Cut off from the world

Most open centres for foreigners are located
on the outskirts of cities or in small towns.
Their location means that in practice, despite
formal freedom of movement, the residents
have limited access to basic services, aid or-
ganisations and the labour market. Getting
to a big city from many centres for foreigners
takes several hours and requires transfers.
In some cases, if they want to get to the ne-
arest bus stop or train station, they have to
walk a few kilometres.

Debak is very far from the capital. It is far
from the city centre. This in itself is also a
difficulty for us.

The open centre in Debak near Warsaw is lo-
cated in a forest. You have to walk about 3
km to the nearest train station and the jour-
ney to the centre of Warsaw takes between
1.5 and 2 hours, depending on the available
connections. The situation is similar in other
centres for foreigners - for example, it takes
up to 2.5 hours to get from tukow to Lublin.
Long and complicated connections mean

that running daily errands, going to the city
hall or to the doctor’s office requires organi-
sing a full-day.

solation also means difficult access to NGOs
supporting refugees. Legal aid, language
courses, vocational training - these are
available mainly in large cities. One of our
interviewees admitted that he deliberately
asked to be transferred to Linin because it
is closer to Warsaw, where many aid organi-
sations are. However, not everyone has the
opportunity to change the centre, making
distance an insurmountable barrier for many.

Then from there, | usually go to Warsaw,
from Biata Podlaska | will travel to Warsaw to
make some organization for help, you know,
because in procedure we don’t have... you
know, they provide us shelter, but we don’t
have food to eat. So, we used to go to War-
Szawa to organise, and they really support
us, you know.

19

The isolation of the centres is not just a
matter of distance - it is a real obstacle to
building a new life. Difficulties in getting to
work, for example, mean that many people,
despite wanting to, have no chance of beco-
ming independent. Despite the formal free-
dom to leave the centre, the outside world is
out of reach for many.
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- open and guarded centres for

foreigners in Poland

There are two separate accommodation
systems for foreigners in Polanda:

Open centres, run by the Office for Fo-
reigners, are intended for individuals
seeking international protection. Cur-
rently, there are nine such centres, two
of which are reception centres (Debak
and Biata Podlaska) - these are the first
places to which foreigners are sent after
submitting their application for protec-
tion. After a few days, they are referred
to one of the accommodation centres,
where they remain until the end of the
procedure. The Office for Foreigners al-
locates places based on factors such as
health, family situation or other specific
needs, although in practice the availabili-
ty of free spaces is often the determining
factor.

Detention centres for foreigners are
closed facilities operated by the Border
Guard. They accommodate individuals
who have been detained by court or-
der, for example due to a lack of docu-
ments, illegal border crossing, or risk of
absconding. There are six such centres
in Poland: in Biata Podlaska, Biatystok,
Ketrzyn, Krosno Odrzanskie, Lesznowo-
la, and Przemysil.

People staying in Office for Foreigners
centres are free to move around, whe-
reas placement in a detention centre
involves actual deprivation of liberty and
iS subject to strict controls.

20



Staying in a centre for foreigners - first experiences after leaving the detention centre 21

- the right to work

As arule, individuals seeking international In practice, however, challenges remain.
protection are not permitted to work. An Even when permitted by law, many people
exception applies when the proceedin- face barriers such as the distance from
gs last longer than six months through the centre, lack of access to transport,
no fault of the applicant - in such cases, limited job opportunities in the area, or
they may legally take up employment on insufficient language skills.

the basis of a certificate issued by the

Office for Foreigners.

There are also people living in the centres
who have already been granted refugee
status or subsidiary protection but, for
various reasons - such as health issues
or particularly difficult life circumstan-
ces - continue to reside there. Although
the regulations require them to leave the
centre within two months of receiving
a positive decision, their stay may be
extended in exceptional cases. These in-
dividuals have full rights to work and may
legally take up employment on the same
terms as Polish citizens.
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- public transport costs

The Office for Foreigners reimburses the
cost of public transport only in strictly
defined situations, such as attending in-
terviews, medical appointments, vacci-
nations, or other justified cases directly
related to the international protection
procedure.

All other travel - for example, for everyday
errands, commuting to work, visiting go-
vernment offices, attending educational
institutions, or participating in integration
activities - must be covered by the indi-
viduals seeking protection themselves.
Given the very limited financial resour-
ces available to residents of the centres,
even small travel expenses can pose a
significant barrier.

From the perspective of support insti-
tutions and social organisations, it is
therefore important to monitor any re-
gulatory changes or opportunities for ad-
ditional reimbursement, particularly in ca-
ses where travel is necessary to access
legal or psychological support. Such situ-
ations can be vital for ensuring effective
integration and safeguarding the rights
of those seeking refugee status.
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Simple mistake, big problem

Once out of the detention centre, in order
to get around they need to learn the rules of
public transport. There is often a lack of ava-
ilable information on local procedures and
differences in the system can lead to er-
rors that result in financial consequences.
The following statement from our interviewee
shows how easy it is to unknowingly violate
transportrules - even if the process of buying
aticket seems straightforward. You buy a tic-
ket from a ticket machine, get on abus or a
train, and then find that you still have to vali-
date it. Lack of this knowledge will result in a
fine of 266 zloty. With an income of 75 zloty
per month, itis a significant burden.

For example, the easiest thing, how to buy a
ticket. Whether from a ticket machine or on
your phone, whether it's... Because we don’t
know. Let me give you an example, one of
my colleagues, he normally bought a ticket
from a ticket machine, but when he got on
the bus, he didn't validate it, that is, he didn't
put itin that machine. And that is why it was
from lack of knowledge he got a very big fine.
This is a problem for us at the beginning.

It certainly wasn’t enough

Access to right food in open centres is one
of the most frequently discussed topics in
our conversations. Many people point out
the insufficient number of meals and the-
ir poor quality. Food is not only a matter of
satisfying hunger, but also of daily comfort
and well-being. Some stressed that the por-
tions were too small, while others mentio-
ned health problems caused by the food they
consumed:

| adapted to eat everything as | know myself,
but in this camp, when | arrived over there, it
was difficult for me to eat even something.
I didn’t want to. Because if | try to eat, or if
| say that | should just eat, even if it’s not
gooa, after that, | will have stomach ache,
problem in stomach, and it will be very diffi-
cult for me to stay good.

On the other hand, there is a fear of making
negative comments - the food is free of
charge, which makes criticism of its quality
not well-received. In the detention centre the
food was considered good, while in the open
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centre both the quality and quantity were a
problem:

The biggest challenge for me? Food, | wo-
uld say. Yeah, definitely. Because everybody
knows that in Biata Podlaska, closed camp,
we had good food. Unlike the open camp.
Yeah, open camp is the worst. Maybe, | don’t
know, it wasn’t enough. I'm not saying it wa-
sn’t tasty because | don’t know, | feel like we
can't complain about it. Maybe we can, but
still they can say, oh, you are taking food for
free and still you are complaining. So | don’t
want to have such a drama, but for sure it
wasn’t enough.

Access to a sufficient amount of food remains
animportant aspect of daily functioning. Not
being able to express their needs or report
difficulties makes the topic of food one of the
most sensitive in the experiences of people in
open centres.
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- food at open centres

The experience of case workers from the
Polish Migration Forum indicates that al-
though, in theory, residents of accom-
modation centres have the option to opt
out of canteen meals in favour of cooking
for themselves, or to request special
diets (e.g. vegetarian), in practice, these
options can be difficult to access.

To obtain an individual dietary arrange-
ment, a medical certificate confirming
the need is required. However, doctors
often decline to issue such certificates,
even when the individual clearly expe-
riences discomfort after eating standard
meals.

Furthermore, if a resident leaves the cen-
tre during lunchtime - for example, to run
errands, attend a medical appointment,
or take part in integration activities -
they are not allowed to collect their meal
later, even if they informed the centre of
their absence in advance. These arran-
gements significantly limit residents’ real
flexibility and independence in managing
their daily lives.
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- financial assistance for
foreigners in open centres

Pursuant to the Regulation of the Mini-
ster of Internal Affairs and Administra-
tion of 6 October 2023 on the level of
assistance for foreigners applying for
international protection, individuals ac-
commodated in centres are entitled to
full board in the form of communal me-
als or a cash equivalent of PLN 11 per day.
They are also entitled to accommodation,
pocket money related to their stay at the
centre (PLN 50 per month), financial as-
sistance for hygiene products (PLN 20
per month), a one-off payment of PLN 140
for clothing and footwear, Polish langu-
age lessons, and access to medical care.

It is worth noting that the food allowan-
ce was recently increased from PLN 9
to PLN 11 per day; however, this remains
insufficient in the context of rising food
prices. By comparison, the daily food cost
for a hospital patient in Poland exceeds
PLN 25, and the cost of a school lunchin
educational institutions ranges from PLN
4 to PLN 20. In the face of persistently ri-
sing prices, providing nutritious and ba-
lanced meals within such limited means
poses a significant challenge for both
the Office for Foreigners and the catering
companies responsible for servicing the
centres.
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Plenty of time, nothing to do

The collective experience of those in centres
for foreigners is a state of limbo and wa-
iting. People waiting for a decision on the-
ir case, for a work permit or refugee status
spend long hours in uncertainty - not kno-
wing what tomorrow will bring. Although they
have plenty of spare time, their ability to
manage it is very limited. With no access to
work, no classes or other activities, everyday
life becomes monotonous and overwhelming.
In many cases, this leads to a sense of futili-
ty, weariness, spiritlessness and, ultimately,
frustration.

The most difficult thing for refugees, who
are in a detention centre, is a lot of free time
and also this unawareness, the lack of awa-
reness of what is going to happen next.

One of the most difficult aspects for refuge-
es, especially those in detention centres, is
precisely this void in time. A long wait witho-
ut any control over one’s destiny quickly
turns ‘free time’ into a burden, increasing the
feeling of helplessness. Being in limbo means

you can't relax - instead, it often becomes a
source of stress and anxiety.
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- offer of NGO supportin
detention centres

The experience of case workers from the
Polish Migration Forum indicates that one
of the key problems in this area is the in-
sufficiently effective flow of information
regarding available opportunities, acti-
vities, and classes organised at the cen-
tres. It is not uncommon for individuals
who have been living in a centre for seve-
ral months to be unaware of the existen-
ce of free Polish language courses or the
availability of a computer room.

According to migrants, information abo-
ut activities for children - such as home-
work support - generally reaches families
more effectively. However, in the case of
activities for adults, there is often a lack
of both clear communication and enco-
uragement to take part. This situation
limits the integration prospects of adult
residents and reduces their chances of

achieving independence once the inter-
national protection procedure has been
completed.

Over the years, various non-governmen-
tal organisations - including the Founda-
tion for Freedom and Polish Humanitarian
Action - have undertaken initiatives to
support people living in centres for fore-
igners by organising educational classes
and other activities. Examples from the
centres in Debak and Linin demonstra-
te that such initiatives play a key role in
supporting integration and improving the
quality of life for residents.

However, the main limitation of these
activities is their project-based nature -
support for non-governmental organisa-
tions is often temporary and non-syste-
matic, frequently dependent on external
sources of funding. This situation makes
it difficult to systematically and sustaina-
bly meet the needs of people staying in
the centres.
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When being different is a
problem

Centres for foreigners are places where pe-
ople from different countries, cultures and
backgrounds come together. This diversity
can be an opportunity to get to know and un-
derstand each other, but it can also someti-
mes be a source of tension and difficulties in
functioning together. Living in a confined
space, often under difficult conditions, can
lead to misunderstandings, conflicts and a
sense of exclusion in people who somehow
differ from the majority.

Some centre residents experience preju-
dice because of their background, religion
or identity. Sometimes these are small ge-
stures, other times - open expressions of re-
sentment. People who stand out from other
residents - for example because of the colour
of their skin, the way they dress or their reli-
gion - may feel less accepted. The situation
can be particularly difficult for LGBTQ+ pe-
ople, who sometimes face misunderstanding
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or resentment from other residents. In some
cases, this leads to tensions and difficulties
in living together.

They gave me a room, | stayed there for
twenty days, but then | had a problem, | argu-
ed with the resident who lived there. These
very arguments were because of my sexual
orientation. (...) | asked to be transferred to
Linin. And after twenty days they transpor-
ted me there.

People who feel unaccepted in a particular
centre sometimes decide to change their
place of residence. However, this is not al-
ways easy and may take time. The administra-
tion's support and being open to the needs of
residents play a key role in such moments.
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| ended up on the worst floor

In centres for foreigners, the layout of
the space often seems to reflect social
divisions. In Linin, the division into floors is
not just a matter of architecture - for many
residents it is a clear symbol of the hierarchy
they feel every day.

Some residents indicate that the placement
of people in the building is not random.
Different floors may have a certain character
- some are quieter, other floors are more
crowded, and on some there are more
conflicts and tensions. Some people felt
excluded or marginalised when they ended
up in a particular part of the building.

They moved me to Linin, there are four flo-
ors there, they put me on the fourth floor,
on the first fioor it was one point, one room
was occupied, or one gentleman was there,
and the rest was empty. On the second flo-
or, there were several rooms just for people
from Ukraine. On the third floor it was kind
of mixed, Chechens, non-Chechens and all
that kind of mixing, and on the fourth floor it
was actually for those, it was the worst fioor,
and they threw me out there. And evenin an

open centre, even there | experienced this...
racism.

Those placed on the top floors of the cen-
tre often spoke of more difficult conditions,
more people in a small space and no sense
of security. Some stressed that this division
doesn’t foster integration and makes alre-
ady existing cultural or linguistic differences
even more apparent.

The space in which applicants for internatio-
nal protection live has a huge impact on their
daily life. Appropriate organisation of accom-
modation could not only improve the comfort
of life in the centres, but also help to foster
a sense of equality and community among
residents.
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- allocation of residents in
centres

The experience of case workers from the
Polish Migration Forum indicates that ta-
king cultural, religious, and political con-
texts into account when allocating resi-
dents to centres is crucial for minimising
potential conflicts and creating a safe
environment. Practices such as separa-
ting groups with known historical or po-
litical tensions (e.g. Ukrainians and Rus-
sian citizens) are often implemented with
the aim of maintaining peace within the
centres.

However, the situation of single individu-
alsis far more complex - they are frequ-
ently placed in shared rooms, where ten-
sions and conflicts can arise. Moreover,
some residents believe that displaying
aggressive behaviour towards their ro-
ommates increases their chances of be-
ing assigned to a single room, which can
lead to a further escalation of tensions.
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You feel nothing

After staying in a detention centre, refugees
need time to recover - both physically and
emotionally. Being free doesn't always give
immediate relief. Many people describe this
moment as a state of numbness in which it
is difficult to return to normal functioning stra-
ight away. Living in a detention centre forces
many people to adopt a certain survival stra-
tegy of disconnecting from their emotions
- dissociation.

I don’t know what to say to be honest, be-
cause when [ left that centre, | don’t know
how much time, but probably a week | didn’t
even touch my phone, | didn’t look at it at all
and | wanted to be outside all the time. Be-
cause there was no one to tell me that the
walk was over, or there were no guards to ha-
rass me. And | was free. | could see the trees
all around me, peacefully, and | could walk as
much as | wanted. But as | said, leaving the
detention centre is a lot after difficult three
months. And you are happy, but on the other
hand you feel nothing.

Some described their mental state after le-
aving the detention centre as complete
emptiness - no joy, but also no stress:

Honestly, people in the detention centre
experience such things that when they le-
ave, they have no feelings at all. | wasn’t ne-
ither lucky nor stressed. Nothing, | just felt
nothing, and that was it. | really didn’t feel
anything, that | didn’t come out of a deten-
tion centre and I'm already in an open one,
in an open one | can leave, | can go where |
want. No, this was not the case. | just don’t
remember being there, because | forgot eve-
rything, but two, three, four days we were
there in Debak and it was also in the middle
of the forest and | couldn’t go anywhere. But
still, as | said, a person doesn’t feel anything
then, because a detention centre is such a
place that it will take away your feelings.

Beingin a place with restrictive rules for along
time can cause difficulties in readjusting to
life outside the detention centre. Feelings of
numbness, lack of emotional response or the
need to be isolated from external stimuli are
mechanisms that can persist long after le-
aving the centre.
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You don’t think beforehand, you
try to survive

People in the centres for foreigners function
in survival mode, under constant stress.
Particularly at the beginning, they lack the
sense of security to think about the future in
peace and take concrete steps. Lack of con-
trol over one’s own destiny, lack of agency
and no influence over the living situation are
additional difficulties that make everyday life
hard to survive and ‘stay affoat’. One intervie-
wee described the moment he arrived at a
centre and suddenly felt better, and only from
this perspective did he understand the mode
he was in in the previous centre.

But when we arrive in tukow, then we reali-
ze that here it’s good. Here it is comfortable.
Then we begin also to think about other thin-
gs. How to manage, how to live here, what
we can do after maybe get decision. When
we get interview. We begin to think about
other step about our case of asylum. But in
Biata Podlaska, never. We never think about
it. And it was very, very difficult.

Some people emphasised that only after le-
aving one centre they started to realise how
difficult were the conditions they had previo-
usly beenin:

32

And when we were there in Biata Podla-
ska, we never imagined that there is a good
camp. Which can provide you best service
or best other thing, we would never imagine.
But just when we leave, after two weeks, we
come in tukow, when we see tukow, then we
realize that where we were before, it was not
good.

This contrast shows how much of an impact
the environment has on the psyche and
daily functioning. As long as refugees stay
in conditions that do not give them a sense of
security, their thoughts are focused solely on
survival. Only then can they begin to realisti-
cally plan their future.
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Everything depends on this
decision

A huge part of the experience of our intervie-
wees is waiting for a decision while in the pro-
cedure and the prolonged state of uncerta-
inty about the possibility of staying in Poland.
The long-term stress related to instability
makes it difficult to focus on everyday mat-
ters, planning the future or their own needs.
Everyday life is subordinated to waiting for
the decision that will determine their fate.

And the fact that Poland doesn’t like mi-
grants, the fact that Polish governments
don’t welcome migrants very much and
that they may send us back to their country
and may not listen to us. | just think about
things like that all the time, what’s going to
happen to me, what'’s going to happen to my
son. | haven't taken the time to think about
what | like, or what | want, what makes my
life easier. | haven't thought about it yet and
I don’t know, | just don’t want to be scared
anymore and | want to have a peaceful life
and that’s it.

This story demonstrates the psychological
burden of living in uncertainty and waiting

for a decision on which the whole future de-
pends. The lack of stability and prospects for
alonger stay makes it impossible to function
normally, forcing people to constantly think
about survival rather than self-development
or plans for the future. For many migrants, Po-
land is becoming a place of hope, but also of
enormous challenges, where the struggle to
stay here becomes a daily reality.
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| was so scared that | couldn’t
leave the room

The journey and experiences that residents
of the centres have had, as well as the con-
ditions in these places, affect their mental
state. Many people in detention and open
centres can suffer from depression and low
mood.

In my case it was different, they released me
with psychiatrist opinion because | got dia-
gnosed with depression.

And then they sent us to an open centre
and somehow for a week (...) | didn’t leave my
room at all, because | was very scared and
my mental state was terrible and | just didn’t
leave my room, but after a week | started go-
ing to church, because | wanted to pray the-
re, then to a shop near us, to buy some pro-
ducts there and that was it (...) | didn't know
anyone in the centre, of course, but there
are two ladies there who | like a lot (...) and |
have a lot of contact with them (...) they help
me alot, I talk to them (...) they help me alot...
But like | said, to leave the room, the centre,
is something I'm very scared of. It’s not that

I don’t trust Poles or I've experienced some-
thing bad, but I'm just very scared myself and
I don’t leave the room.

The mental state of people in detention and
open centres often requires pharmacological
treatment. According to the Polish Migration
Forum reportl, at least 25 detention centre
residents have attempted suicide between
2021and 2023. The others witness it, and the
very stay in the detention centre is a trauma-
tic experience for them. Some say that it was
worse than what they were fleeing from -
than what they experienced in their country
of origin:

Polskie Forum Migracyjne, Save The Children, Everyone around
is suffering - Report on psychological support offered by the Po-
lish Migration Forum Foundation to persons staying in guarded de-
tention centres for foreigners, Warsaw, May 2024, available online: https://forum-

migracyjne.org/en/publikacja/everyone-around-is-suffering/, [access: 20.02.2025].
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Those fears | had in my own country didn’t
devastate me the way this detention centre
did. It destroyed both my life and my mental
State, and me.
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- detention conditions and
mental health

According to psychologists at the Polish
Migration Forum Foundation, who have
experience supporting individuals both
during and after their stay in detention
centres, itis often not the isolation itself
but the conditions of detention that are
the main source of (re)traumatisation for
foreigners. Migrants report to psycholo-
gists that oppressive measures such as
peing woken at night, punishment by so-
litary confinement, being addressed by
number rather than by name, and other
forms of dehumanisation are key con-
tributors. Such treatment is especially
harmful to those who have been victims
of torture and inhuman or degrading tre-
atment in their countries of origin. The-
se individuals are legally recognised as
a particularly vulnerable group under
Directive 2013/33/EU of the European
Parliament and of the Council of 26 June
2013 (recast), and the Act on Granting

Protection to Foreigners on the Territory
of the Republic of Poland of 13 June 2003.
According to these legal standards, they
should not be detained at all. The Polish
Migration Forum advocates for the use
of alternatives to detention in such ca-
ses to avoid retraumatisation. You can
read more about this in the report Every-
one Around Is Suffering: Report on Psy-
chological Assistance Provided by the
Polish Migration Forum Foundation to
Persons Staying in Guarded Centres for
Foreigners.
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Psychological support is not a priority

For many people in an open centre who are
trying to become independent and build a life
from scratch in a new place, psychological
support is not a priority. The most important
thing is to stabilise your situation - find a job
and a fiat.

I think such [psychologicall help exists. The
only thing... We don’t have time for it, and
we don’t have such a culture. Still, even in
Turkey, which is relatively more developed
than the other countries, the psychological
support, the psychiatric support.. We don’t
have such a culture. Also, we are so panicked
that we think only about how we can survi-
ve. Even | get my first psychological meeting
last week, and | was so surprised that | didn’t
think it would be that helpful. All organiza-
tions everywhere, even in detention centre
and open camp, like IOM, civil organizations,
NGOs, all of them, they told us that if you
need psychological support, we have bud-
get for it, we can provide it. We just... we have
already a lot on our plate. So, the psychologi-
cal support is not the priority. Maybe we just
don’t know how it can be useful.

That’s not the way to go, because | feel that
lam... When a person sees a nightmare at
night and gets up, that’s the end of the ni-
ghtmare, and that’s not the case with me. |
get up, but it's not the end of the nightmare
I'min, and | can’t wake up from the nightmare
I'min.

The first statement above illustrates how
low psychological assistance ranks in the
hierarchy of needs of people who have expe-
rienced forced migration and stay in deten-
tion centres. Not being used to this type of
support is both due to cultural background
and the intense stress of having to survive
inanew reality.

For our interviewees, the priority is to provide
themselves with the basic necessities of
life - food, clothing and a sense of security.
According to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs,
before a person is ready to face their psycho-
logical needs and trauma, they need to satis-
fy their basic needs and have a stable life. If
someone is uncertain about whether they will
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have a roof over their head and what they will
eat the next day, they will not be able to focus
on their mental health.

It is only after some time that some people
begin to see how psychological help could
bring them relief. For many, however, it is still
a luxury for which they ‘don't have time’ or
they don't feel that it would be valuable. As
aresult, they are left alone with trauma and
a long-lasting feeling of being lost. The se-
cond statement touches on an even deeper
psychological suffering - for some people, the
reality they find themselves in resembles a
never-ending nightmare. Despite the passing
of time, they are not relieved, and the anxiety
and tension do not disappear, but become a
part of their everyday life.
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- psychological support

An additional barrier to seeking psycho-
logical support is that refugees often
associate psychologists with immigra-
tion authorities. They fear that speaking
openly about their problems and past
experiences could negatively impact the
outcome of their asylum application. Psy-
chological sessions are frequently per-
ceived as an extension of the lengthy and
stressful interrogations that form part of
the procedure.

According to psychologists from the Po-
lish Migration Forum, those who do seek
help are often in such a poor mental sta-
te that it severely affects their ability to
function day to day. Memory loss and
concentration difficulties hinder their abi-
lity to learn Polish, anxiety prevents them
from leaving their homes, and a profo-
und loss of trust and sense of alienation
makes it hard to build new relationships.
Many suffer from sleep disturbances due
toinsomnia or nightmares) and some also
experience eating disorders. People typi-
cally turn to psychological or psychiatric
support only when these issues become
overwhelming and impossible to ignore.
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First challenges:
Work

| don’t want to sit idle

For those who want to stay in Poland, there
are two main challenges: finding work and a
place to stay. Overcoming them is the first
step to becoming independent and leaving
the open centre. An important part of this
process is also learning the Polish language,
which improves employability. People in open
centres emphasise that they find the idle sta-
te - while waiting for a work permit or benefits
- extremely difficult. They want to earn their
own money and not rely solely on help:

Because | want to work. | don’t want to be at
home, I've had enough. And | am ashamed
to go to a canteen in Poland and take food.
Because | feel like | am like a person who is
not working. They wait all the time for food
to be brought in by others. And | don’t like
anything. And there are a few things in there
that | have in my head all the time that | want
to work and not be...

For many people in institutions, welfare de-
pendency is a source of discomfort and a
sense of losing dignity. Some emphasise that
they would like to give something back in re-
turn, rather than just receive:
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In fact it is that way, because | want to work,
and | want to work and get some food or
money in return, for some needs of my own,
because | don’'t want to sit around without
anything, getting help (..). | don’t do anything
and | get help or | get food and it makes me
feel bad then, it makes me feel really bad.

So that the refugee is not a burden on the
organisation, so that the refugee is not a
burden on the government or on the office
for foreigners, then the refugee will quickly
find a job and work for himself.

A significant obstacle is the schedule of the
centres. Some of them have return hours,
which makes it significantly more difficult to
undertake shift work. In addition, many cen-
tres are located in places that are excluded
by transport, making going to the city and
the daily commute difficult and often im-
possible. The situation also depends on the
location - near smaller towns, the language
barrier becomes a problem instead of trans-
port, asitis almostimpossible to find employ-
mentin English there.
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Open centres, in terms of job, they are really
bad. Only Biata Podlaska open centre is clo-
se to the city, but it’s hard to get a job be-
cause people don’t speak English. The other
open centres, they all are out of town. So it’s
kind of impossible to work in the city with li-
ving in the open camp.

The benefits received at the centre are not
enough to cover basic needs, so getting any
kind of job is crucial to start getting back on
their feet. The first and most achievable way
for refugees is to take up work in gastro-
nomy. However, some of the open centres
cannot be accessed after 8pm - it isrequired
to return before that time, and working in a
restaurant is an evening job. Irreconcilable
circumstances take away the option of em-
ployment for those who want to become
independent.

For example, the Linin, the closest camp to
Warsaw, you cannot get there after 8 p.m.
And usually, the first step is gastronomy,
for refugees. And you cannot say to any ga-
stronomy place that, oh, | need to leave at
7. Or even if they accept it, so you need to

be really early in the morning, how you get
to Warsaw? Because also, for a train station,
you need to walk around 40 minutes. From
the camp, they have only one bus, like, once
an hour. And they have to be really early in
the morning. In terms of open camps, we
have much bigger problems.

Due to these limitations, people living in cen-
tres try to find work with accommodation.
This allows them to avoid problems of com-
muting and return times:

Some websites for job offers, they could be
useful for open camps because also you
can find some jobs with accommodation on
these websites. Yeah, yeah. It's important to
find a job with accommodation while you are
living in an open camp.
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- accommodation at the centre

and starting work

According to the rules governing staysin
open centres, residents are not permit-
ted to be away from the centre for more
than two consecutive days. This means
that accepting a job that includes ac-
commodation provided by an employer
could result in losing their place at the
centre.

In practice, this rule restricts the mobility
and flexibility of individuals seeking in-
ternational protection. As a result, many
face a difficult choice between the sta-
pbility of their accommodation and the
opportunity for employment. This can
negatively affect their independence and
integration, particularly in cases where
the asylum procedure is prolonged and
the person already has the legal right to
work in Poland.
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Physical work is too hard

For many people, working in warehouses is
one of the first employment opportunities
available. It is a physically demanding job,
often involving long working hours. At the
same time, there is arisk of misconduct, such
as lack of contract, insurance or difficulties in
enforcing labour rights.

I know that the work in warehouse is so very
hard. And it take a lot of time because | work
in the same situation when | was in Russia.
When | was in Belarus, | run away from the-
re when migrant people have so many pro-
blems in 2022 - they were deporting so many
migrant people. | run away. | go to Russia to
stay for two months and after | come back
again to Belarus. When | make two months
in Russia, | was working in a warehouse. And
| was working about 12 hours per day. | woke
up at 5. come back at home at 10. | wake up
at 5 every day. And when | come here, | know
how the condition of warehouse is very hard.

Physical work is extremely exhausting, and
doing it for long periods of time can lead to

4]

serious health problems. That is why many
people try to avoid this type of employment:

Really, | don’t like to have a physical job.
Especially as | project myself, physical job
you can begin today, but there is one day
that you will stop.
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It is difficult to reconcile both

Taking up a job often means having to give up
intensive language study. Reconciling work
with courses that take place at specific hours
can be difficult, and the lack of flexible lear-
ning options means that many people have to
make a choice: either work or language.

So we started to work together. | was the
manager of the restaurant at first month
and half of the second month. But it was so
intense and | couldn’t have enough time to
learn Polish for the other things, like for my
case. Then|quit.

Some organisations offer language courses,
but their schedules don't always suit working
people, especially those working shifts:

Actually there is one organization who send
me a link but during a period | was a bit busy
at work. The classes took place at 6 p.m. to 8

p.m. which | wasn’t be able to attend, becau-
se I'm working in warehouse, so | don't have
opportunity to attend this class. We start
work by 6 p.m. and close by 4 a.m.
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You will be here for a short
period of time

The lack of knowledge of international pro-
tection procedures and the frequent pro-
longation of legalisation processes make
many employers reluctant to hire people
without permanent residence (i.e. people
who, although they currently have the right
to work, may lose their right overnight due to
the ongoing procedure and uncertainty of
the decision). They see them as temporary
employees who are not worth investing time
and resources in. The language barrier is an
additional problem, as is the openly expres-
sed unwillingness to hire people from outside
the European Union.

It is worth noting that through the first stage
of the procedure, applicants for interna-
tional protection in Poland cannot legally
take up employment. Those people receive
atemporary identity document, which entit-
les them to stay but doesn't give them per-
mission to work. It is only after six months (if
no decision has been made in the meantime)
that a special certificate is issued, which, to-
gether with the foreigner's temporary identity
document, is the basis for taking up legal

employment. This situation further prevents
migrants from finding work and securing fi-
nancial stability.

When | go to work, they begin to ask me
some questions, ‘Oh, do you have visa?’| told
them | don’t. And do you apply for TRC?’ | told
them | don’t know it. You don’t know TRC, it's
something that students apply for to get a
resident permit”. | told them I'm not a stu-
dent, and they say, ‘you are illegal’. Directly |
understand that here is not my place.

The lack of a stable document proving the ri-
ght to stay and work is also a frequent barrier.
Applicants for international protection only
receive a temporary document for a maxi-
mum of six months. It must be renewed regu-
larly. This creates uncertainty for both the mi-
grants and potential employers. Companies
are reluctant to invest time and resources in
training an employee who may not be able to
continue working after a few months. As one
interviewee noted:
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People think you will not stay longer, so they
don’t want to invest in you the effort and mo-
ney, because some jobs, they require educa-
tion, you know.
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It’s not your CV that counts, it’s
where you’re from

For many, the process of looking for a job in
Poland involves not only a language barrier or
formal requirements, but also the experien-
ce of discrimination. Candidates who don't
have a permanent residence here or are from
outside Europe are often told that without
knowing the language or a Polish background
they will not find employment. Recruitment is
not always based on competence - country
of origin proves to be decisive, and it beco-
mes almost impossible to find a job without a
third-party recommendation and/or the en-
gagement of an employment agency.

People from African countries often expe-
rience this mechanism even more than those
from other countries. In the words of one of
our interviewees:

Most of people that | met here in Poland, [co-
ming from Africa] who are working here, they
told me you cannot find a job yourself here
in Poland.

And maybe | can say | need a job. But how?
How can | get it? Maybe you can say, ‘| ap-
ply in this website.’ But | know in this website
that even | apply over there, they will look to
my... They will not look to the CV, but they will
look to who is this person. Where is he from?
Is he Polish? Is he European? Is he from Afri-
ca? Which country? | already know how the
system decides about getting a job when
you don’t have resident permit. It makes you
like... without hope. You don’t have hope. And
you don’t even need to try to have hope.

Discrimination in the labour market is not
only limited to the recruitment process
- the problem also affects those who have
already found employment. Migrants, espe-
cially those from Africa, often face unequal
treatment in the workplace, which mani-
fests itself, among other things, in poorer
conditions, lower sense of security or fear of
not getting support in crisis situations. One
interviewee emphasises that social attitudes
towards people of African descent translate
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into their work experience, including in terms
of job security:

Here in Poland... | can say until now they
don’t feel to be mixed with African people.
Until now. And if you work in a physical job, if
maybe you have an accident... They will not
treat you as a normal worker. You see? And |
don’t want to be in this kind of way that you
have an accident in the work and they don’t
provide for you assistance. Because maybe
you are an African, you are not Polish.

This account demonstrates the serious pro-
blem of inequality in the workplace, which
goes beyond employment issues and also
covers aspects of safety and labour rights.
Concerns about the lack of assistance in the
event of an accident indicate a low level of
confidence in institutions and employers to
provide the same level of protection and sup-
port to all employees.



First challenges: Accomodation

First challenges:
Accomodation

| can’t afford accommodation

Finding accommodation in Warsaw is one
of the biggest challenges for people le-
aving centres for foreigners. High rental
costs, the deposit requirement and the lack
of a stable income often make it impossible to
rent a flat on their own. In this situation, many
people seek support from aid organisations
or use temporary solutions such as hostels or
renting shared rooms. This problem is perfec-
tly illustrated by the account of one intervie-
wee who describes the difficulties of finding a
place to live:

| searched and waited because, as you know,
it costs a lot of money and | didn’t have the
funds. Plus, as you know, a single room in
Warsaw costs one and a half thousand, and
you also need to pay a deposit. No, that’s
why | contacted organisations to support
me. Otherwise, | had no other option.

The lack of available and affordable accom-
modation forces many people to use over-
crowded hostels, which often do not provide
Suitable conditions for a longer stay:
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lam currently staying at a hostel, and it looks
like a detention centre, with 8 people in one
room.

Temporary accommodation, although a
short-term solution, does not allow for nor-
mal functioning and doesn't foster social in-
tegration. High rental costs combined with
administrative and financial barriers leave
many people from refugee backgroundsinan
unstable housing situation for an extended
period of time.
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- renting a flat and access
to the Individual Integration
Programme

The experiences of case workers from
the Polish Migration Forum show that
individuals leaving the open centres in
Debak and Linin often wish to remain in
Warsaw, which they perceive as a “city
of opportunities” offering better access
to employment, education, and social
support. However, the housing situation
in the capital is extremely challenging:
renting even a small room is prohibitively
expensive, and most refugees cannot
afford it after completing the procedure,
particularly as many have exnausted any
funds they brought with them from their
country of origin during their stay in the
centre, if they had any at all.

The Individual Integration Programme
(IP1), which is intended to support the
transition to independent life after the
procedure, in practice often begins only
several weeks or even months after le-
aving the centre. One of the conditions
for joining the IPlis having a permanent
place of residence, which places refuge-
esinavicious circle: to access assistan-
ce, they must first manage independen-
tly without support.
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- housing availability

The observations and many years of
experience of case workers from the Po-
lish Migration Forum show that accessi-
ble and stable housing is the foundation
not only of physical safety, but also of
mental well-being, a sense of agency,
and the ability of refugees to actively
participate in society. A lack of such sta-
bility makes it significantly more difficult
to find employment and access educa-
tion, including Polish language learning.

In the past, some non-governmental
organisations, including the Polish Mi-
gration Forum, implemented temporary
housing support programmes or offered
assistance in finding accommodation—
such as connecting refugees with lan-
dlords, providing interpreters, or media-
ting the signing of tenancy agreements.
Unfortunately, these forms of support
are currently very limited or unavailable
due to a lack of funding.

In this context, a long-term public policy
is needed - one that not only increases
the availability of affordable housing, but
also recognises the housing needs of re-
fugees and migrants as a key element of
their effective integration.
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When they see from the window that you are dark-skinned,

they just dissapear.

However, even with the proper resources, fin-
ding accommodation can be difficult - some
landlords openly refuse to rent to non-Eu-
ropeans, making the search process even
more complicated. Our interviewee talked
about his experience of looking for a room/
apartment in this way:

Imean, it’s hard to find support on this topic.
In Kuchnia, we have caseworkers and they
are helping people to find a fiat and to rent
aroom or fiat. But also, we are hearing some
cases that they don’t want to rent their flat
to foreigners, especially to immigrants. |
was also lucky that I'm not so dark-skinned,
but we are hearing such stories. Even when
they are waiting for meeting, the first me-
eting, the landlords, when they see from the
window that you are dark-skinned, they just
disappear.

Such situations make it impossible for many
refugees, even with adequate financial me-
ans, to rent a room or a flat on the usual
terms. Discrimination on the part of landlords
means that the only chance of finding ac-
commodation comes with the help of NGOs,
intermediaries or recommendations from
friends. Limited access to the rental market
often forces them to accept inferior housing
conditions, often in overcrowded hostels or
substandard housing. The lack of effective
mechanisms to counter such practices me-
ans that many people from refugee back-
grounds face long-term housing insecurity
and limited opportunities to improve their
situation.
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First challenges:
Setting into
Polish society.

They are staring, they are always
staring

After leaving the centre for foreigners, many
refugees face distrust and hostility from wi-
der society. Racism and xenophobia are pre-
sent in public spaces - in shops, offices and
even on the street. Sometimes they manifest
themselves in gazes, in outright aggression.
Some participants of the study emphasise
that it is the experience of discrimination,
rather than material or bureaucratic difficul-
ties, that makes them leave Poland. They feel
that they will never be treated equally here,
that their presence is unwelcome. They de-
scribe situations in which they have feared
for their safety or have been warned to avoid
certain locations. Some have the impression
that the system itself pushes them out of
the country - throAugh lack of support, ad-
ministrative difficulties and an atmosphere of
resentment.
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And the another thing that | dislike when |
was in Biata Podlaska, even in tukow... It’s like
the same case. When you get out, directly
Polish, they begin to look at you like you are
strange. (...) Even someone who was driving,
when he see directly a black man passing,
directly.. Looking, staring at you. Yeah. Even
someone who was driving, even bicycled
directly, if he see you, he should look at you...
I don’t understand why.

However, itis not just about the gazes. Some-
times refugees experience an obvious sen-
se of danger. One interviewee described an
encounter with informal “civic patrol™

Every day when we see what’s happened
to people, as asylum here in Poland, espe-
cially | can say, according to me, I'm afraid.
I'm really, really afraid. One day | met a gro-
up of, it was some patrol of Polish who were
working sometime in Warsaw, but inside of
Warsaw, because it was like so many patrol
of Polish people [SPEAKER_07: But officers
orno?] No. [SPEAKER_07: Normal, like regular
guys?] Regular guys! It was because maybe
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- the importance of public
narratives on migration

The experiences of people from fore-
ign backgrounds—including those who
have lived in Poland for many years, work
here, know the language, and are so-
cially involved—demonstrate how stron-
gly public political narratives influence
their sense of security. The increasingly
frequent use of exclusionary language,
stereotypes, and dehumanising rhetoric
in public debate, especially during elec-
tion campaigns, directly affects public
sentiment.

Case workers at the Polish Migration Fo-
rum observe that anti-immigrant rhetoric
inthe media - particularly when voiced by
politicians and public figures - can legiti-
mise prejudice and contribute to arise in
hate speech and acts of discriminationin
everyday life. For people with refugee or
migrant backgrounds, regardless of their

level of integration, such messages are a
powerful source of frustration, fear, and
exclusion.

This phenomenon also has a deeply de-
motivating effect. People who have en-
dured the complex process of integra-
tion and building a life in a new country
may feel that, despite their efforts, they
are still viewed solely through the lens
of ‘otherness.’ This undermines the si-
gnificance of their efforts to date and
weakens their belief in the possibility of
genuine integration into society. Thus,
anti-immigrant narratives not only erect
social barriers but can also have a 'sabo-
taging’ effect on integration processes
that ought to be supported through pu-
pblic policy.
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they told, as | read in information, it was that
a foreigner killed a Polish man.And Polish
men said that they begin to make some pa-
trol to... Yeah. It was this time. It was, | don’t
remember the city where this thing happe-
ned. And | meet them, but | was very careful
and | skip them. | skip them. [ try to skip them.
| take another bus and | skip them. Because
when | see this, | have sent it to my lawyer.
My lawyer look at it. And told me, when you
see them, just skip them. And don’t go inside
of village, in Warsaw. Just rest in the camp.
Don’t go inside. Because when you go inside,
maybe you can meet them and it can be very
bad for you.

Some people pointed out that the system
itself makes them feel pushed out of the
country:

It’s like a system who make you to believe
that Poland is not good. It's not good for you.
You should leave. You cannot stay here. The-
re is no hope here. | can say, Polish people,
they don’t make foreigners to believe that
they can make life here.

Why are you here?

Many refugees staying in Poland regularly
hear questions about why they chose to
stay here. Both random people and those
from their surroundings often suggest that
emigrating to Germany, France or the UK wo-
uld be a better choice. Some Poles don't un-
derstand why refugees would want to stay in
acountry they perceive as less economically
attractive. Those who took part in the study
emphasised that such comments are some-
times repetitive - no matter how often they
explain their reasons for staying in Poland,
the questions come back.

And also, the poor Polish people, the same,
they come to you and talk to you, why you
come here? Even in the centre that’s high,
I live over there, they talk to my disabled
friend. And even to me, to the security who,
I can say, who secures the camp. They talk
to us, why you live here? Go to Germany. And
we say, we didn’t come with this goal in our
project. We didn’t come with it.

Some refugees stress that their decision to
stay in Poland was a conscious one. Their
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experiences in other countries have taught
them how difficult it can be to live in a place
where you have no support and where you
have to hide from the police every day.

Especially me, | told them that | didn’t dream
about Germany. Nor about France, nor about
England, nor about the Netherlands. Becau-
se when | lived in Belarus, | know what it's
like to be a foreigner, how difficult it is, if you
have no one to help you, in a country whe-
re you are a stranger. And | wouldn’t want to
leave here | would have to move to another
place where there would be no one to help
me again. | would start running away from
here all over again. (..) | don’t have to start
the same life | had in Belarus all over again,
So to speak.

Despite this, many refugees feel that the-
ir choice is being questioned and even
undermined:
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But you will see, you talk to them, you di-
scuss with them today and you tell them,
and next time, maybe after two weeks, they
come again with the same subject. (...) They
will come to tell you, why do you live here?
You can go to Germany. Why do you live
here? There is nothing. Go, go to Germany.
Even when you want to prove them, that
here it’s good for me. | should live there. No.
No. rcYou will say, here there is nothing good.

For some refugees, Poland was supposed to
be a place where they would finally feel stable
and safe. However, confronted with constant
hints that they should leave, some are be-
ginning to wonder whether there is really any
space for them to build a future here.

| must fight to be able to stay
here

After leaving the centre for foreigners, some
decided to stay in Poland even though they
were still planning to leave while in detention.
The initial experience of staying in a deten-
tion centre often shapes a negative image of
the country and reinforces the desire to leave
Poland as soon as possible. However, after
leaving, the situation changes - interaction
with Poles, support from organisations and
churches, and an understanding of the local
culture make some people start to consider
the possibility of staying differently. One of
our interviewees described how his decision
evolved:

Actually, when | was in the closed camp, |
was like, the way I've been treated in the clo-
sed, in the Guarded Centre, which | said: “if
I'm out, I'm going out of Poland’, you know,
but when | came out, then | relate with a Po-
lish citizen, but then | see that they are fa-
miliar and most of them don’t know what is
going on in the Guarded Centre.

However, staying in Poland is not only a
decision but also a challenge. The legal
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uncertainty associated with the time-con-
suming process of a residence permit makes
life and plans difficult. As one interviewee no-
ted, his status is still pending, and each sub-
sequent refusal means having to fight for the
opportunity to stay:

You know, | told you earlier that my current
status now is obligation to return back home,
which | already appeal. But now, | don’t know,
because now | have some of my family, when
| contacted them, they told me, ah, you can,
you know, when they say they want to return
home or leave Poland, because they gave me
two options. Is there an obligation to return
back home or leave the Polish territory? And
| contacted them, they said, oh, no, you have
to, you know, leave the country and look for
another country. They said, no, | understand
the system, | understand the culture, but |
can’t go anywhere, you know, to start from
scratch. Yeah, | understand the culture and
the system. So | have to fight for my stay in
Poland.
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The decision to stay is therefore often not an
easy situation, until one realises that star-
ting all over again in another country wo-
uld be even more difficult. Some refugees
point out that Poland, despite its challenges,
is a place where they have managed to esta-
blish social ties and understand the culture.
As one interviewee emphasised:

Actually, you know, | can say because I'm ac-
cording to the Polish people. So, to my own
understanding, | see that they really value
their culture, you know, I've met so many Po-
lish people, that they are explaining some of
their culture to me, which | know that in Po-
land, their family, and they have this family,
the family-oriented approach is very strong.
Which is different, you know, from the other
Western European countries. But for Poland,
the family-orientation is very strong. So |
can say that, for me, I've not been abused
of racists here in Poland, which gave me the
opportunity to stay back again, and the way
the people treat, you know, when I'm out. |
contacted some people for help, you know,
some organization, some churches, you
know. And they are supporting me then. So,
just like, you know, | just choose to stay back.

ljust like, you know, | just choose to stay back.

For many refugees, staying in Poland is a
choice that stems from real-life relation-
ships and experiences, not just a lack of
other options. The support they have been
offered and the sense of understanding of
the local culture make them decide to fight
for the right to remain in this country, despite
the difficulties.

Work, home, sleep

Loneliness is an experience that appe-
ars in many of our interviewees' stories.
After leaving the centre for foreigners, they
often face not only new challenges related to
work and housing, but also the lack of close
connections that could help them find their
way in a new place. One of our interviewees
described his daily life in Poland as a cycle of
working and returning home alone:

I live alone and do everything myself. | do
the washing, the cooking and the cleaning.
My job is the same: | go to work and finish
at 2pm. Because of the traffic, it takes me
an hour to get back. | go to work at 4 in the

53

morning and it’s the same when | get back.
Work, home, sleep, work, home.

The feeling of isolation comes not only due
to the lack of close friends, but also because
of difficulties in making new connections.
Language can be a barrier - even among Po-
les with whom they spend time, it is not al-
ways possible to practice Polish:

Currently, now? | spend most of my time with
Polish people, but because I find it difficult
not to understand because they all speak
English so for them it’s like.."No | want to,
because |learned English from school but |
don’t have noone to communicate it to”. So if
i'm communicating with them then they say
‘No, English” | said no, | mean you can speak
Polish to me they said, “no, English”. So | find
it difficult to learn the language from them
because they are not speaking Polish to me,
they all speak English.

The lack of close connections, the solitude
with day-to-day responsibilities and the diffi-
culty of learning the language make the pro-
cess of adapting to a new reality even more
challenging.
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Vulnerable group

Exposed to abuse

People coming to Poland as refugees are
often in an extremely difficult situation - they
are cut off from their previous lives, deprived
of employment opportunities, stability and
social support. They do not speak the langu-
age, don't have access to reliable information
and often don't know where to seek help. This
makes them an exceptionally vulnerable
group to various forms of exploitation -
both from criminals and from people who take
advantage of their dependency.

Some refugees face exploitation in the la-
bour market - working without contracts,
for less than minimum wage, often in difficult
conditions. Others face scam attempts - false
promises of help to legalise their stay, which
end with them losing money and becoming
even more dependent on others.

These foreigners, these refugees, are so
vulnerable to abuse, and can be exploited
so easily.
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Lack of language skills, uncertainty about the
future and lack of a stable income mean that
these people are often unable to uphold the-
ir rights and become a particularly vulnerable
group to this type of abuse.
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Theydoit all

Many refugees, especially in the first mon-
ths after arrival, rely on the help of NGOs,
volunteers or individuals. They are the ones
who help them find housing, jobs, enrol the-
ir children in schools or obtain documents.
Lack of independence in these aspects of
life can lead to a sense of dependence and,
consequently, helplessness.

To be honest, | haven’t done anything abo-
ut official matters like that because Ania is
always with me and they take care of all my
business. I'm only there to sign or go to the
doctor and that’s it, they do everything.

[Who are these people who help?] | honestly
don’t know. | feel like I'm a little child who is
with my mum. And without my mum, [ will get
lost and won’t know what to do.

Although the support of organisations is
often invaluable, long-term dependence
on others can lead to social exclusion. Pe-
ople who do not take control of their matters
at some stage may feel disempowered and
dependent. On the other hand, dependence
on NGOs may also perpetuate the stereotype

of refugees as unable to function indepen-
dently and not integrating into the local
community. However, the situation is much
more complex - many of our interviewees,
despite their desire to become independent,
face many structural barriers, such as lack
of access to the labour market, difficulties
in obtaining documents or lack of adequate
systemic support.

Long-term dependency on NGO assistan-
ce can also create frustration - both on the
part of refugees who sometimes feel stuck
but also on the part of organisations which,
with limited resources, are unable to support
everybody who needs assistance in the long
term. As aresult, the integration process can
become protracted and refugees can feel
stuck between two worlds - the one they
escaped from and the one in which they still
cannot function fully on their own.
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It is easy to lose yourself

A'lack of life purpose and stability can lead to
serious problems. In Poland, where alcohol is
relatively cheap and easily available, many re-
fugees - lacking prospects and support - fall
into addictions.

Also, it’s easy to get lost for them. That al-
cohol is so cheap in here. So, if they don’t
have any goal, any purpose in their life, it’'s
too easy to get lost for them. Because you
can get drunk with the coins in your pocket
from a Zabka, you know? So, | know if a guy
who doesn’t have a purpose in their life, you
know what | mean?

People who see no opportunities ahead of
them often fall into a vicious circle of home-
lessness and addiction. Lack of stability, low
income and lack of purpose sometimes cause
refugees to seek solace in alcohol:

Then what we'll get? That we'll get some ho-
meless alcoholics on the streets with those
people. So, it’'s important to give them an
opportunity

Social marginalisation and a lack of perspec-
tives can turn these people, who once had
dreams and plans, into long-lost individuals
with no motivation to continue their struggle.
This is why it is so important to create the
appropriate integration conditions for refu-
gees to help them find meaning and purpose
in their new place. Language learning plays a
key role here:

So, they need to be integrated and... | think
everything starts with language. They need
to learn the language.

Without these basics, it is difficult to talk abo-
ut any adaptation and recovery from the situ-
ation they found themselves in after fleeing
their country of origin.
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Resources

When starting their lives outside the
centre for foreigners, refugees enter
the process with a variety of reso-
urces. By resources we mean those
internal and external factors that will
facilitate and provide significant sup-
portin the adaptation process. Some
of these will be ‘existing’ resources,
i.e. the person had already posses-
sed them when crossing the border
and arriving in Poland, others will be
developed by them along the way,
others will simply be external factors
to which the person is lucky enough
to have access to (e.g. family sending
money). Below we describe a list of
resources that resonated as key in
our interviews and significantly infiu-
enced the fate of our interviewees.

It’s easier with English

Being able to speak English makes it much
easier to function in Poland, especially in big
cities. With English, it is less difficult to make
new friends among young people, it is also
easier to communicate with organisations
supporting foreigners, which reduces the
feeling of exclusion in a new environment.
Knowledge of the language also gives more
opportunities to find a job, but it should be
noted that this applies mainly to the largest
Polish cities. In smaller towns and in jobs
requiring contact with customers, not kno-
wing Polish is a significant barrier. English
is sometimes sufficient in the first stage of
adaptation, but people who want to develop
professionally often find it necessary to learn
Polish, as one of our interviewees said:

The language barrier was huge. Like, okay, in
Warsaw it’s better than other cities because
mostly people do speak English. But to find a
job., sometimes they are forcing you to know
Polish. | applied to some restaurants, but the
Polish was a barrier for me.
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| can find everything online

Internet access and digital literacy signifi-
cantly increases the possibility of acquiring
information.

I mean for me, in my personal case it was
easy to get information, because after ac-
cess for internet | can check everything on
the internet.

Those familiar with modern technology can
find their way into a new environment much
quicker. For many younger migrants, the In-
ternet is becoming a primary tool for obta-
ining information, also through Al tools such
as ChatGPT. People with low digital literacy,
including those who are digitally illiterate, will
face much greater challenges in finding their
way in a foreign country.
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There is nothing without it at
the beginning

Financial support from the family rema-
ining in the country of origin is crucial for
many people starting their lives in Poland,
especially those who do not have access to
legal work or any savings during their first
period of being here. In such cases, money
sent by the family is the only form of income.
Lack of funds results not only in difficulties in
meeting basic needs, but also greater depen-
dence on aid organisations and a reduced
ability to function independently.

| have friends here, so |l can
manage

A huge resource for people from refugee bac-
kgrounds in Poland are acquaintances, their
social networks. Connections turn out to be
crucial in meeting basic living needs - finding
ajob or a flat.

Actually, my colleague worked there, or my
friend from Iraq. He said he found me a job
there. He said they had work there.

Many of our interviewees were supported in
finding a job by friends who had already ma-
naged to get employed somewhere. One stu-
dy participant openly talks about the need for
brokering services:

| can say most of people that | met here in
Poland, who are working here in Poland, who
are African people, they told me you cannot
find a job yourself here in Poland. (...) It's just
a Polish man called the company and seek
for them.
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Group chats and other channels on popu-
lar messengers are an important source of
information and useful tips for the migrant
community. There, you can find information
about available job offers, housing options,
offers of aid organisations supporting fore-
igners, events, meetings or just mutual help.
One interviewee mentions that he regular-
ly passed on newly acquired information to
friends he met at the centre:

| took photos and sent an email with brief
information to my friends about the centres
that are closed, and that you can report to or
contact this organisation.

What is important and worth noting, not all
social media popular in Poland will be effecti-
ve in reaching out to the migrant community.
Facebook is not always a main source of infor-
mation exchange for migrants. In some coun-
tries, e.g. Turkey, it is not a popular platform
and therefore some people are not in the habit
of looking for job offers or support there. NGOs
advertising their services mainly through
this platform may have reduced effective-
ness in reaching certain audience groups.
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Acquaintances also give refugees a funda-
mental sense of security, a feeling that they
are not alone.

I have friends here, colleagues, and even if
I lose one job, | will always find another one,
and thanks to the fact that | have many con-
tacts and acquaintances, | will manage.

People from migration and refugee backgro-
unds often form communities with similar
experiences, which replace traditional sup-
port networks. These relationships do not
necessarily have to be based on a common
language or nationality - understanding ba-
sed on shared experiences becomes crucial.
In this way, migrants can count on support
and solidarity in their daily challenges, making
it easier for them to find their way in the new
environment. One participant in the study
puts it as follows:

It is kind of like brotherhood. You know? Like,
if you are in that group, then you are a family.
(..) Because you have the same story, same
challenges.(..) So, we just created a com-
munity which is not based on country or na-
tionality, just based on the story of being a
refugee.

In a qualitative study we conducted, in a col-
lective accommodation centre for Ukrainian
refugees, one key finding was the recognition
of the community as a protective and suppor-
tive factor, especially for the senior citizens
living in the centre. The friendships formed in
places of collective accommodation become
areal support and often a source of access
to services or other goods. At the same
time, participants of our study indicate
that the inability to communicate in one
language and a deterioration in mental
state can form barriers preventing people
from establishing relationships and being
aresource for one another. The language
barrier makes it difficult to make connections,
especially among people from different natio-
nal and ethnic groups. It limits the possibility
to build relationships and support each other,
but does not completely exclude them. Often
interactions are based on other forms of
communication - shared activities, gestures
or emotional bonds. Spending time together,
e.g. with children, makes it possible to bridge
the gap and build relationships despite langu-
age differences.
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There are more Chechens and Ukrainians
here. And because | don’t speak the langu-
age, | can’t really communicate with them.
But there are also a lot of people from Afri-
ca. And there is one lady here who has a son
who is 4 or 5 months old. And | often visit her
and play with her son.

Openness and the ability to connect with
people are internal resources that are go-
ing to facilitate building a social network and
reaching out for support. It is precisely the
ability to make new friends and sociableness
that makes it easier for people to cope in new
circumstances. This resource will often allow
them to establish relationships even without
knowing the language.

lam communicative, | get along with people
quickly. | was just searching on Facebook,
saw who was here, who was from Iraq, and
added them on Facebook. Then | chatted
and messaged them, and that was it.
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The use of social media allows migrants to
quickly reach out to their compatriots, which
can lead to getting support and information,
navigating more easily in the new - Polish
- reality.

Pretty good mental state and a basic sense of
security will be a factor that facilitates open-
ness and willingness to make contact with
others. Many people who have crossed the
green border and stayed in a detention cen-
tre have had border experiences, i.e. expe-
riences on the verge of life and death. The
build-up of trauma and stressors from their
new living reality means that this resource, at
least initially, may be beyond their reach.
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What helps?

What helps?

In addition to the existing resources
available in different ways, partici-
pants of the study also mentioned
other forms of support activities or
practices that allowed them to cope
with the circumstances they found
themselvesiin.

Support from NGOs

For many migrants, NGOs are the first pla-
ce they turn to for help. The names of NGO
staff who supported them while they were
still in the detention centre or freshly after
they left the centre were repeatedly mentio-
ned in the stories of our interviewees. They
mentioned their names in response to qu-
estions about the closest people in Poland.
It is not always about a specific service the
organisation provides - often the mere fact
that someone will listen, explain procedures
or point out where to look for further support
is of great importance. NGOs act as a point
of reference in the new environment - they
are often also a point of assistance, e.g. by

providing temporary accommodation or me-
diating in networking with migrant commu-
nities. They also often act as guides in the
Polish administrative system, accompanying
refugees at meetings with authorities or in-
terpreting during medical appointments. Na-
turally, NGO staff are often the first contact
for people from refugee backgrounds and are
confronted with the responsible role of pro-
viding support to the beneficiaries to foster
their independence in their new environment.
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Sport, physical activity

Physical activity and participation in mo-
vement-oriented activities can be an im-
portant part of the daily life of people in
detention centres for foreigners. Sport ke-
eps you busy, allows you to fill your time and
can be associated with a sense of empower-
ment, with the satisfaction of achievement,
evenin limited conditions

Then, after some time, | realised that | had to
do something with my life and started doing
sports. | won a few competitions, | think | won
two sports competitions.

Sport and physical activity can be a coping
strategy for helplessness caused by proce-
dures that force people to wait for their re-
sidence status to be resolved. Education
can play a similar role - attending courses
or language classes regularly gives a sense
of routine to the day and takes one’s mind off
the difficulties. One participant in the study
puts it this way:

IWhen you are in depression also it depends.
The recent day you feel good. The recent day
you don't feel good. But that’s why when |
come to the Polish course, it’s just to skip my
brain to think about a lot of things. Because
I know when | come to Polish, Polish courses
may help me. Because | have some time to
make other things. | can say that even | don’t
have a job, but | am making something.
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Prayer, faith

Prayer and faith can also provide a sen-
se of stability and agency in uncertain
circumstances. In situations beyond one’s
control, faith helps to rely on something gre-
ater than just one’s capacities. For some pe-
ople, religious practices are a source of inner
strength, to preserve their hope or to put
their daily life in order.

And you are happy, but on the other hana,
you feel nothing. And | also went out with my
son and we prayed.

Prayer can also become a ritual which sup-
ports the recovery of psychological well-be-
ing. Faith communities are also sometimes
a place of social support, which can be par-
ticularly important for people experiencing
loneliness.
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Unused resources

There is no integration path for
you

In Poland, the lack of a system that
effectively supports the professional
integration of highly qualified workers with
migration background is a problem - both
in the context of diploma nostrification and
recognition of qualifications in practice. One
of our interviewees, a doctor, talked about his
struggles in finding a rewarding job like:

If you are well-educated, you have a good
profession. And, okay, right now, | feel really
useful because I'm helping refugees. Like, in
my opinion, it is also kind of being a doctor.
But if I couldn’t have this job, | would be wor-
king in a kebab restaurant. Like, for 14 hours
per day with this knowledge and skills. I'm
not saying this job is not important. It is... But
just... Imight say less, you know? So, in this
term, there is literally nothing.

His attempts to get information on job oppor-
tunities were unsuccessful. The institutions
he visited didn't know how to guide him or
which procedures to follow. His diploma sup-
plement, intended to allow for the recognition
of his professional qualifications within
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Europe, was not proven effective.

Izba Lekarska saying, you need to ask to Mi-
nistry of Health. Ministry of Health, they are
saying, you need to ask to Medicine Universi-
ty. Medicine University, they are saying, you
need to talk with Izba Lekarska. They don’t
know what to do with you.

For many migrants, this means taking on jobs
below their qualifications or changing their
career path, which entails additional difficul-
ties, especially if costly and time-consuming
courses are required to be completed. The
lack of support in this area leads to the un-
derutilisation of skills that could enrich the la-
pbour market and the hosting society, as our
interviewee notes:

If you have a good system to integrate me
to the system, a doctor costs millions for a
country to educate a doctor, so | would be
more valuable.



Unused resources

Accepting wherelam - Mr
Ahmad’s story1

We would like to conclude with Mr Ahmad'’s
story, which we extracted from the main part
of the report, as his narrative was different
from the others. Our interviewee shared his
story of being placed in a detention centre
for foreigners. He indicated that his readiness
to accept the consequences of his decision
and coming to terms with his situation made
it easier for him to function there:

As [ said, | would like to talk about myself be-
cause they dublined me [abbreviation of the
Dublin Regulation which is used to determi-
ne which EU member state is responsible for
processing an application for international
protection - author’s note], in the sense that
they sent me back from Germany to Poland.
When they took me to the Border Guard, |
was told | had two options. Either | leave the
country voluntarily or | am taken to a deten-
tion centre. | chose the latter. (...) | said that
yes, lam guilty of crossing the border illegal-
ly and | am ready for the punishment you are
giving me. So | agree to all the punishments
you are giving me, and | think that helped me
feel better mentally.

His agency and self-determination was re-
flected in taking responsibility for his own de-
cisions and making the choice to be placedin
the detention centre. He emphasised that he
had good conditions there, the possibility for
physical activities and contact with people
with different cultural backgrounds, which he
considered to be of big value. He was aware
that his attitude was one of the exceptionsin
a detention centre. He talked about his men-
tal resilience as follows:

| was in a better mental state, also because
I had already come to terms with what had
happened, | had accepted the punishment.
And that’s why | was more prepared, in the
sense that | was more... | accepted the place
where | was and that’s why | wanted to learn
more from some people or other priorities
were important to me in being there. (...) be-
cause not everyone there was as prepared
as | was or had already accepted what hap-
pened to them in that place. Most of them
were not ready for it.
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His attitude of acceptance allowed him to
stop fighting against reality and channel his
saved energy into the things he had control
over - in this case, activities such as sport
and language classes.

I have also improved my CV. Of course, as
soon as | get a work permit, | will submit my
CVin the profession | am working in, in the
field of dental engineering. | think | have a
good profession. As soon as | find a job, | can
live better. But in the meantime, | am waiting
for what is to come. At the moment, | am fo-
cusing on learning Polish because I think it is
very important.

This process can also be supported by pre-
paration for entering the labour market in Po-
land in the future. Statements from the study
show that people who focus on learning the
language, improving their CVs and anticipa-
ting the possibility of taking up a legal job
consider this to be a crucial part of building
their future. Furthermore, the study shows
that it is the lack of access to basic informa-
tion about Poland and its realities that causes
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people to set off in search of another country
to live in. The lack of access to information is
areal barrier to integration.

People who can adapt to new circumstan-
ces can find their way in a new reality
much easier. Accepting the consequences
of their actions and focusing on the options
available can help to maintain mental balance
and make plans for the future.
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Summary

The purpose of our study was to better un-
derstand the experiences of people who
left detention and open centres, to iden-
tify the challenges they face and, consequ-
ently, to recognise the needs and deter-
mine the most effective ways for public
institutions and NGOs to respond to them.

The findings of the study take the readers
through the stages of the process that
refugees must go through after leaving
the detention centre. From the moment
the door closes behind them, as they search
for a new destination and means of trans-
port; through the gradual return to mental
well-being and recovery from survival mode;
then attempts to get a job and find accom-
modation; and attempts to find their place in
Polish society.

During this process, people from refugee
backgrounds face several challenges.
Among the most significant, they mention
the difficulties in obtaining stable employ-
ment, resulting, among other things, from

language barriers, lack of recognition of pro-
fessional qualifications, and unfamiliarity with
the local labour market. Another major chal-
lenge is finding suitable housing, especially
given the high costs, and the reluctance of
landlords to rent flats to people from refugee
packgrounds. Other barriers include insti-
tutional problems with residence regula-
tions and difficulties in social integration,
due to the lack of support in learning the lan-
guage and the aversion that Poles someti-
mes demonstrate towards them.

We conclude the report by pointing out the
resources that make it easier for refugees
to adapt, as well as those that these people
bring with them, even if they are not used by
the state.

We aimed to firmly ground the emerging the-
mes in the qualitative data collected. The
quotes illustrating the issues discussed are
the voice of the participants in the study,
which best captures and illustrates the nu-
ances of what they face. Their story and the
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recommendations identified are intended to
serve as a key signpost for institutions, public
bodies and NGOs providing support to refu-
gee and migrant communities in adapting
their offer and forms of assistance.



Recommendations
for organisations
supporting refugees
and migrants

To support refugees more effectively, public
institutions and non-governmental organi-
sations should adapt their activities to the
real needs of this community, especially in
the immediate period after leaving detention
centres. Particularly important in this respect
is the cooperation of institutions such as the
Border Guard, the Office for Foreigners,
the Ministry of the Interior and Admini-
stration, the Ministry of the Family, Labour
and Social Policy, County Family Assistan-
ce Centres, Social Welfare Centres with
the support of NGOs.
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Based on our study, we have identified key areas of support:

1. Basic information support - user manual for Poland

People leaving detention centres often do not have access to basic information about living

in Poland. The above-mentioned institutions and NGOs supporting refugees should focus on

providing practical guidance, among others:

« How to use public transport, where to buy tickets, who can travel for free?

«  What are the weather conditions in Poland and how to better prepare for them?

« What organisations provide support and what do they specialise in?

«  Onwhich websites should people look for job offers? When reviewing adverts, what is the most
important aspect to look out for? What is the general norm around CV writing (what to write and
what not to write)?

« How does the health care system function and where to seek medical assistance?

«  What rights and obligations do people have while in the procedure and those who already have
arefugee status in Poland?

« How does everyday life look like, where to do groceries, how to find accommodation? When are
public holidays and days off in Poland?

« How does the Polish education system function and what are the educational opportunites?
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Itis also important to adapt communication channels to the audience - Facebook or
other Polish websites are not always popular among migrants. Networking and using the
ripple effect method to pass on information about services to potentially interested people
can be a good solution.

As one participant in the study suggested, materials with basic information about Poland
could also be published in the form of videos easily accessible on the Internet:*| also
have a suggestion, because it might be difficult to do training in a detention centre, but to
have videos on YouTube or in a detention centre to have several informative videos to show to
these people who are there, because | understand that the training will take a long time. For
example, one informative video about communication, another about something else.”

Recommended actions further include:

- creating a basic handbook for people leaving the detention centres (e.g. in the form of a
brochure, app, downloadable pdf file),

- providing short information videos in different languages (created in cooperation with
the migrant community),

+ sharing a continuously updated list of support organisations by area of expertise-
where to find social, legal, housing or employment assistance, where to find psychological
support.
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2. Building social networks as a key resource

Our study demonstrated that one of the most important factors facilitating the stabilisation
of life after leaving the detention centre is social capital. Friendships often help in finding

a job, housing and accessing NGO support. In addition, they are a source of support and a
protective factor in the face of mental crises. The above institutions and NGOs should:

- create spaces for integration and relationship building (e.g. support groups
recognising the similarities of experiences, networking meetings, language courses with
integrative elements),

- foster the development of local support networks, e.g. by linking newly arrived refugees
with more experienced people who themselves also have a migration background,

- where possible - develop activities to animate the community of residents of open
centres, to facilitate communication and create an environment that nurtures meeting,

networking to counter loneliness and support mental health recovery,

+ promote volunteering as a form of social inclusion and gaining experience.
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3. Language courses as a key to integration
Language skills are crucial for the integration and empowerment of people from refugee
backgrounds. Itis also in many cases a prerequisite for a satisfactory job. The above

institutions and NGOs should:

organise professional language courses adapted to different levels and learning
intensity,

combine learning the Polish language with practicalities, e.g. workshops on culture
and life in Poland,

provide a tailored and flexible offer - organise courses online, in the evenings, but also
directly in open centres, so that different people can benefit from them

ffer vocational language courses for specific groups (e.g. doctors, engineers, teachers).
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4. Support for integration into the labour market

Access to the labour market and getting into work are the key focus areas important to our
interviewees. The above institutions and NGOs should:

+ provide training to employers, raising awareness of the employment of migrants and
refugees and pointing out its benefits

« conduct proactive career counselling including, among other things, organising
networking meetings with employers to enable refugees to make professional contacts

- create informational resources on the legality of employment, contracts or working
conditions in Poland

- increase beneficiaries’ awareness of how to navigate the Polish labour market,
including: adequate adjustment of CVs, preparation for job interviews, strengthening of
culturally relevant soft skills

- create databases of ‘migrant- and refugee-friendly’ employers

- provide information on available programmes and rules for applications or enrolment in
vocational, post-secondary or higher education
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_ 5. Mobilisation through sport
Recommendations
H H Physical activity improves wellbeing and encourages motivation. It is also an excellent
for Orga n |Sat|0ns opportunity for community building and networking. The above institutions and NGOs

supporting refugees should:
and migrants

organise collective sports activities in the centres and for those who have already left
them,

combine sports activities with social integration (e.g. joint matches, walks, charity
runs),

test different forms of mobilisation, e.g. exercising in the morning as part of introducing
routine and structure into daily life.

6. Psychological support

People from refugee backgrounds often struggle with depressed moods, post-traumatic
stress and adaptation difficulties. The above institutions and NGOs should:

provide access to professional, culturally and linguistically adapted psychological
support, also on the premises of centres for foreigners,

use a variety of support methods, not limited to traditional psychotherapy, but also
include alternative forms of support, e.g. therapy through joint activities, art classes,
psycho-educational workshops, integration activities or simply accompanying.
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7. Proactive approach to support

The above institutions and NGOs should not wait for refugees to reach out to organisations
themselves - itis necessary to reach out beforehand to those who have just left detention
centres or are in open centres. This is what is needed:

- well-marked mobile support teams reaching places where refugees are residing,

» information stands at open centres,

» systemic cooperation with institutions/organisations/local leaders in towns close to
centres for foreigners.

8. Advocacy efforts and public education
It is necessary to work towards changing the public perception of migration and refugee

experiences, both among institutions and in society. The above institutions and NGOs
shoula:

organise training for public servants and institutions to increase their competence in
working with migrants and refugees,

- promote the recognition of the qualifications of migrants and refugees through
advocacy to put pressure on the institutions responsible for recognising qualifications,

- promote positive examples of integration and success stories of migrants and
refugees,

« conduct information and advocacy campaigns to protect the rights of migrants and
refugees.i uchodzcow.



