
Open letter from Brandenburg Welcome Initiatives and Refugee Rights
Initiatives

Currently, about a hundred initiatives in Brandenburg work and campaign for better 
living conditions for refugees. In many cases, we provide counseling and social 
services that are generic state responsibilities for free. However, in many cases our 
work doesn't seem „welcome“. Too many times, we get the feeling that before we can 
start our support work, we have to fight against absurd administrative action. Our 
main concern – meeting our new neighbors at eye level – often gets left behind. In the 
past months, many of us have gathered an enormous amount of knowledge through 
training, conversations with refugees, translating letters and accompanying people to 
their appointments with public authorities. But instead of contributing our knowledge 
to a fundamental improvement of the living situation of refugees, we are often forced 
to compensate for the lack of state services and structures.
This is why we are leaving our quite work in our local communities to raise our voice 
and inform the public. We demand that the most important conditions for living 
together well in Brandenburg be granted. These are: humane accomodation as well as 
social and counselling services that don't make refugees be dependent on us, their 
local supporters.

Therefore, we say it's necessary to take the following measures

1. Qualified, independent and well equipped asylum procedures counselling 
in municipalities and initial reception facilities (Erstaufnahmeeinrichtungen)
The current draft of the Landesaufnahmegesetz (law on the reception of refugees in 
Brandenburg) doesn't contain provisions to ensure independent asylum procedures 
counselling as a responsibility of the Land. Counselling on asylum procedures is 
supposed to be merged into a new construct called Immigrant Social Work as a 
responsibility of the districts (Landkreise). Trustworthy counseling services must 
contain the possibility to be critical towards the practices of the Ausländerbehörde. If 
these services are financed by the institutions it is supposed to criticize, we have a 
conflict of interests. We see that good counselling is a main need of refugees here. 
Those of us who operate in initial reception facilities observe the same. The recent 
tightening of asylum laws will increase this need here. The grown support and 
counselling structures, which we find in some municipalities and districs, often don't 
exist here. It's the responsibility of the Land.

2. Family Reunification Programs by the Land
Being joined with their families is one of the most urgent topics for refugees we meet. 
They are extremely worried about their loved ones who still live in war zones or are on 
their way on one of the long and dangerous escape routes. People cannot truly arrive 
in a new country when they are separated from their loved ones, when they are in 
danger. On the federal level, this situation will become worse. The Brandenburg 
government needs to take countermeasures. We need an unbureaucratic program for 
family reunifications.

3. No expansion of initial reception facilities
The planned as well as the already implemented asylum law reforms arrange for a 
massive expansion of initial reception facilities and unconstitutional restrictions on 
living conditions there. We are observing this with great concern. The Brandenburg 
government needs to use its discretionary power to prevent a long staying time in 



initial reception facilities, to ensure the best interests of children and the right to 
schooling outside of these facilities for children, and to ensure a quick and humane 
reception. On the federal level, a selection of asylum-seekers is taking place, even 
before their applications for asylum are considered individually. The construct of „safe 
countries of origin“ (Sichere Herkunftsländer) is supposed to exclude entire groups 
from normal reception and distribution. They are put in special camps in 
unconstitutional living conditions, without adequate counselling and with extremely 
limited access to court review of official decisions. They are being subjected to 
accelerated procedures to be deported quickly. It is planned that sick refugees won't 
be treated by independent and qualified doctors anymore. Only doctors that are 
confidants to the authorities are supposed to certify that they are fit to travel. We fear 
that being housed in these isolating facilities will prevent refugees from getting in 
contact with local groups like us and from participating in social life. This will keep 
isolating refugees from the general population – a total contradiction to all our efforts 
to welcome them into our communities.
We demand that the Brandenburg government takes a clear position against this 
frontal assault on the individual basic right to asylum and the unconstitutional falling 
below the minimum subsistence level. We demand it uses its discretionary power to 
grant the basic right to asylum as well as possible and to ensure a humane reception 
of all refugees.

4. The Right to be visited
We want to get to know our new neighbors – to do that we must be able to visit them. 
The consitution is on our side. The inviolability of the home (Unverletzlichkeit der 
Wohnung) and the general freedom of action guarantee that refugees have a right to 
be visited. Blanket house bans that some of us have gotten when trying to visit 
refugees in accomodation centers are not only absurd, they are unconstituional. 
Refugees have to have the opportunity to receive visitors. In emergency accomodation
centers, which are being used without time limits and which endanger or violate the 
basic rights of people anyway, this calls for the establishment of visiting rooms where 
there is a minimum of privacy.

5. Identification and accomodation of particularly vulnerable refugees
Every day we meet refugees who need particular protection, such as traumatized and 
mentally ill people, critically ill people, pregnant women, minors (and their parents), 
the elderly, people with disabilities, single parents or victims of torture, violence or 
human trafficking. In many cases, we are the first ones who take an interest in or learn
of their situation when we get to know our new neighbors better. In many cases, there 
is no adequate provision for their needs. Their particular vulnerabilty and special need 
for protection aren't being recognized even though it's the law since summer 2015. On
the one hand this, this leads to suffering for refugees and can worsen their state when 
they are not provided for adequately. On the other hand, this puts an enormous strain 
on us volunteers. This is another area where we need to compensate for the failure of 
official structures to provide. The special needs of these groups have to be recognized 
upon arrival. Professional social, medical and psychosocial/psychotherapeutical care 
needs to be guaranteed.

6. Accomodation in flats
Shared accomodation facilities are unsuitable in any way when it comes to receiving 
and accomodating refugees in a humane way. Particularly vulnerable refugees, such as
traumatized people and those with disabilities, single mothers, children, the elderly 



and critically ill refugees or those who experienced violence need to have to right to 
move into flats directly upon arrival. 
But not only for them, it's unacceptable for anyone to live in remote ares, under 
surveillance, with little privacy and little space. These conditions create violence and 
make people even more unprotected. On top of that, accomodation facilities that are 
cut off from the rest of the world create images of social exclusion, chaos and abstract 
danger. They reinforce racist resentments and make good targets for violent attacks.
In federal comparison, Brandenburg is falling behind in housing refugees in flats. There
are more than 100 shared accomodation facilities, some of them very large, right now. 
It is about time to take countermeasures. We need a clear commitment to making it a 
priority to accomodate people in flats. To achieve this, investment grants must be tied 
to a preference for housing in flats instead of shared facilities and an immediate 
renewal of social housing programs is needed – in city centers with counselling and 
care services.

7. A clear stance against right-wing violence – right of residence for victims 
of right-wing attacks

Almost every day there are attacks on refugees and (planned) accomodation centers. 
There is an upsurge of violence against supporters, exerted by racists. Even people 
who employ refiugees or want to rent appartments to them feel the threat or get 
attacked. We must not forget about these people who have a positive attitude towards
receiving refugees into our communities.
The Brandenburg government needs to take a clear stance agains racist and right-
wing violence by offering concrete measures to support and protect refugees as well 
as their supporters. It also needs to ensure that perpetrators are punished 
consistently.
We join the counselling centers in their demand for a right of residence for victims of 
right-wing violence. Therefore, we ask the governement to implement this provision in 
Brandenburg law.

8. Participation rights for refugees and local initiatives
When reception and accomodation measures are in planning, refugees themselves 
and engaged neighbors and supporters must be included in the planning process. In 
some districts, this is taking place to some degree. This is not about not wanting 
refugees to live in our communites. It is about making accomodation dignified and 
humane and participation possible.

9. Expansion of German language course programs in Brandenburg
Refugees often tell us that they want to learn German but that there are few courses 
available. Many of us volunteer teach German with great effort. But we cannot replace 
professional German teachers, and we definitely cannot cover the broad need that 
exists. We urgently need an expansion of the Brandenburg German language course 
program and a massive enhancement of special German classes in schools.

10. Funding for translators and language mediators
The law says that translation during doctor's visits and official appointments has to be 
paid for – but it's not working. The Brandenburg government has to intervene and 
make sure that enough qualified translators are deployed. 
In many cases refugees themselves work as language mediators. As they are not 
permitted to do free-lance work we cannot pay them for this even when we have the 



money. It would be advisable to make an exemption of this rule for the reimbursement 
of language mediation work.
Language mediation provided by supporters should only take place in inofficial 
situations. Professional translators must be present during official appointments and 
doctor's visits to ensure the right to privacy and exact and adequate translation.

If the Brandenburg government is serious about their commitment to a 
„Welcome Culture“, it should listen to the people who try to realize it every 
day and in every case. Don't use us to compensate for failed or missed 
reception and accomodation policies! Don't work against us but support us 
in making refugees feel truly welcome in this country!


