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Hearing in Valencia: 30 March 2011: 
Integrating immigrants in regions and cities:  

Avenues for cooperation between civil society and local and regional 
authorites 

 
The hearing was held in cooperation with the regional government of Valencia.1 
 
 

Opening session 
 
The first of the Common Basic Principles of the EU's integration policies was that "Integration is a 
dynamic, two-way process of mutual accommodation by all immigrants and residents of Member 
States". This principle was re-affirmed throughout the various sessions of this hearing. It was also 
firmly stated that integration was not a legal act but a long-term social process, and not a legal one. 
This guiding principle could only be put into practice by extending democracy within local and 
regional governance systems that incorporated civil society participation. 
 
In the very near future, Europe's diversity would continue to grow. The challenges of integration 
required EU, national, regional and local authorities to coordinate their efforts to promote these 
processes through sound reception and integration policies that ensured access to social, health 
and employment resources and to housing for all city dwellers, not to mention their social and 
labour market integration. 
 
The interculturalism mentioned by Marta Cygan (European Commission) and Luis Miguel Pariza 
Castaños (EESC) was central to European values. Steady, unremitting efforts against xenophobia and 
intolerance were needed to ensure social cohesion.  
 
One of the five guiding principles of the Europe 2020 Strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive 
growth referred to migrant integration. The European Commission was working on the new 
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Common EU Agenda for Integration, due in May 2011. It would have a strong local focus – a 
need reiterated throughout all the hearing's sessions, since this was where integration was at its 
most effective and where the concept of belonging needed to be developed. Social and political 
participation was indispensable in order to foster a sense of belonging and cement civic 
integration processes. 
 
 

First session: Local and regional platforms for integrating immigrants - 
theory and practice 
 
The approach taken in this first session set a pattern for all three sessions, which ensured 
representation for the regional or local authorities as well as their counterpart platforms or consultative 
bodies. 
 
Michel Villan, President of the Council of Europe's European Committee on Migration, addressed the 
hearing on intercultural dialogue: giving immigrants a voice and a vote in their host communities 
could enable them to go from being integrated to feeling integrated. He pointed out that poor 
interaction inevitably led to a poor sense of belonging. He believed that there was a need for active 
policies that went well beyond the mere recognition of difference. Integration required commitment 
from all those involved in building a society based on fundamental rights. 
 
It was necessary to study how current policies helped or hindered integration. Indicators had to be 
developed and all actions evaluated. 
 
Speaking along the same lines, Mr Darif, President of Rome's Consulta cittadina delle comunità 
straniere, pointed out that we needed to go beyond passive co-existence and promote spaces for 
positive cultural interface. Multi-ethnic societies could not evolve and develop without the 
participation of all parties. Rome's Consulta cittadina had five years' experience and a good 
MIPEX III assessment. It not only promoted foreign migrant communities in Rome but also did a lot 
to facilitate networking among these communities. 
 
Thomas Huddleston, an expert from the Migration Policy Group presented a video2 in which he 
combined the findings of the EESC study entitled Consulting immigrants to improve integration 
policies3 with MIPEX III indicators. The presentation provided criteria to assess the efficiency of 
consultative bodies and a framework for discussions on the near future. 
 
The Council of Europe's 1992 Convention on the Participation of Foreigners in Public Life at 
Local Level (No. 144) gave some guidelines as to what could be considered a consultative body: 
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 http://www.eesc.europa.eu/?i=portal.en.events-and-activities-integrating-immigrants-videos. 
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 http://www.eesc.europa.eu/resources/docs/eesc_study_on_consultative_bodies.pdf. 



- 3 - 

 .../... 

• participation by foreign residents in a crosscutting advisory capacity in the deliberations of local 
authority committees; 

• consultative councils with purely foreign membership or with mixed membership (indigenous and 
migrant) to form a link with local and regional authorities. 

 
Although this Convention had been ratified by very few States, it could still serve as inspiration for 
the necessary evolution and development of European integration policies. 
 
All speakers agreed that participation and consultation were an aspect of European added value, 
as recognised in Common Basic Principles 7 and 9. The European Commission, the European 
Parliament, the CoR and the EESC or the European Integration Forum called for its establishment and 
development as a prerequisite for extended democracy in EU Member States. 
 
• 11 countries had national consultative bodies. 15 countries had local consultative bodies. 
• 10 countries had regional consultative councils (e.g. Germany and other federal states). 
• 3 countries (Austria, France and Greece) had local but not national bodies. 
 
Throughout the various sessions, presentations were given on experiences in Rome (Italy), Flanders 
(Belgium), Strasbourg (France), Dublin (Ireland), Hesse (Germany), Aarhus (Denmark) and the host 
city, Valencia (Spain).  
 
Although a growing number of countries were setting up consultative bodies, some Member States 
had yet to do so. Furthermore, countries that had set up these platforms at the national level were 
inclined to do so at the local and regional levels. These structures often depended on the authorities 
for their continued existence. There were documented cases of governments setting them up and 
then arbitrarily dissolving them when consultation was not in their interest. On this issue, 
Mr Van Osterwyck, from Flanders, pointed out that local platforms tended to lack stability and risked 
disappearing. He believed that at the local level migrants should participate in existing councils of 
general interest (education, sport, employment …), since forging ties with the rest of society through 
their common interests would heighten their sense of belonging to that society. 
 
In general, they did not have enough power or independence to relay immigrant views. Even in the 
countries where they were most developed, they had not succeeded in attaining the levels 
recommended by European standards. These points were argued in the second and third sessions by 
the representatives of the Rome and Hesse forums. 
 
What seemed certain was that the strongest councils were those which had been operating the longest 
(some since the 70s and 80s), and were found in the countries with the greatest traditions of 
immigration (BENELUX and the Nordic countries).  
 
Consultation required good practice in the countries reviewing their policies and including 
comprehensive integration criteria in their laws and strategies. 
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It was noted that: 
 
• Half the countries studied by MIPEX had consultative structures (mainly national). 
• In half the countries, members were freely elected or appointed by organisations, as recommended 

by the Council of Europe.  
• The oldest consultative bodies allowed migrants to hold elections among themselves.  
• It was these local councils that contributed to extending representative democracy. 
• Representative systems varied (national, ethnic, gender …).  
• These councils often lacked migrant leadership (usually ensured by the government). Most of 

these platforms were consulted in all areas of government (crosscutting approach).  
• Under-funding was an issue, and once again, only the oldest and strongest were adequately 

funded. 
 
Many of these platforms had a right of initiative but few had the right to a mandatory response from 
the government (usually at the local level).  
 
MIPEX data shed considerable light not only on countries that consulted immigrants but also on how 
they deployed genuine integration policies. The countries with strong consultative structures were 
the ones that guaranteed political freedoms to everybody, backed immigrant civil society with 
sufficient funding, and extended voting rights and full citizenship (consultative bodies reinforced 
full citizenship) and did most to promote full participation by all residents in consultative councils on 
issues of general interest (employment, education, health, housing …). 
 
Ambitious and well-informed integration policies needed the following factors: 
 
• Legal organic structure 
• Freedom to elect and nominate 
• Right of initiative and reply 
• Immigrant leadership 
• Appropriate representative criteria  
• Financial sufficiency 
 
 
Second session: Participation of immigrants in the civic and political life of 
regions and cities 
 
In her introduction, Sonia Masini, a member of the Committee of the Regions, pointed out that local 
authorities were facing dramatic situations without the collaboration of the States and the EU (she 
gave the example of the massive migrant flows to the Italian island of Lampedusa). She stressed the 
need for cooperation between different levels of government and recognised that the full impact 
of immigration was felt at the local level. Anti-immigration movements had a strong base. 
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Moreover, she pointed out that a crucial effort was required from the authorities to support the 
development of the immigrants' countries and regions of origin. 
 
Strasbourg's experiences were very significant. The city's deputy mayor, Ms Richardot, explained that 
France had over 36 000 municipalities and only 18 of them had local consultative councils. The 
City Council and the council of foreign residents were convinced that it was essential not to restrict the 
civil and political rights of fellow citizens. Participation mechanisms would contribute to alleviating 
social, ethnic and religious tensions in the city. Furthermore, the considerable ground currently 
being gained by the French far right made it all the more necessary to give immigrants a 
political voice. Although Strasbourg's council had been left to political chance, it was nonetheless true 
that its commitment and determination had led to the development of the first national network of 
citizen councils and recognition of the strategic need to progress towards European networks such as 
CLIP and Eurocities. Strasbourg's council saw itself as a privileged instrument for reinventing 
democracy at the local level by appealing to the citizenship of residence. The council's electoral 
system consisted in drawing lots from lists of volunteers, in accordance with criteria of national 
representativeness and gender parity. 
 
Dublin's representative outlined some of the more ambitious proposals in its overall integration 
programme. Mr Folan, from the Office for Integration, argued that integration policies could not be 
based on a top-down approach. The participation of the network of associations and the creation of a 
strategic alliance with it were essential (recognising their experience and making them partners in the 
project made it easier to share knowledge which the authorities often lacked). 
 
The authorities could benefit from and promote many platforms for dialogue (fostering the formation 
of associations, sports networks, interfaith forums, shared resource centres …) 
 
The New Communities Partnership (NCP)4 was a new independent network in Ireland that worked 
nationwide to support and empower foreign communities. It received public funding, although this 
never influenced it and was always unconditional. 
 
The right to vote in Irish local elections was undoubtedly a sign of high levels of political 
participation. As Mr Huseini, representing the NCP, pointed out, local policies needed to attract 
voting immigrants, and this brought up issues that had never been raised before (adults legally resident 
in Dublin for over six months could vote). Strong campaigns organised by the NCP and the City 
Council had outstripped targets to get 10 000 foreign voters onto the electoral register by reaching 15 
000. 
 
Mr Ripoll Navarro, the regional vice-minister for European Affairs of Valencia (Spain), stated that his 
region was moving towards the recognition of full political rights and the approach could not have 
been clearer. Integration could not be complete without the exercise of political rights. He 
believed that recognition of this right would lead to a decline in the formation of ethnic-based 
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organisations. For 18 out of Valencia's 591 municipalities, the immigrant vote could constitute a 
significant shift for local governments. Spain had recently granted local voting rights to certain 
immigrants.  
 
Mr Jimena Quesada, President of the Council of Europe's European Committee of Social Rights 
recalled the importance of the principles set out in the revised European Social Charter5, and more 
specifically Article 19 thereof, which put forward an integration programme for migrant workers and 
their families to serve as a basis for personal development in cities. Thirty of the Council of Europe's 
47 member States had ratified the Charter. He also recalled the importance of the system of collective 
complaints, which could be used by trade unions and employers' and civil society organisations (only 
14 countries had ratified this system). 
 
 

Third session: Commitment of the host civil society and interactions with 
immigrants as tools for integration 
 
Professor Zapata Barrero called on the European Commission to recognise the strategic role of cities 
and regions in integration. European cities of the 21st Century had to bring fresh ideas to the 
debate on democracy by opening their eyes to a significant proportion of their inhabitants, whose 
rights of political participation were restricted. The time had come to rethink the link between 
nationality and access to full political rights and to call for these rights to depend on residency. 
Integration policy depended on three key players, i.e. the local and regional authorities, indigenous 
organisation networks and immigrant organisation networks.  
 
Mr Di Benedetto, representing the foreigners' forum of the region of Hesse, explained that current 
immigrant participation owed its existence to the foundations laid by German trade unions, which had 
opened trade union voting rights to the millions of foreigners who had enabled the reconstruction of 
Germany after the Second World War. The precursors of current foreigners' forums, which acquired a 
legal basis in 1990 (a legal obligation for municipalities with over 1000 foreign residents and entitled 
to State funding), dated back to the sixties. 
 
However, the main functions for representing immigrant interests and consultation on the 
adoption of measures with an intercultural dimension were inadequate. Decision-making powers 
were lacking. Nevertheless, Mr Di Benedetto pointed out that the establishment of a federal 
integration ministry in 2009 owed much to the existence and work previously carried out by these 
consultative platforms. The foreigners' forum was a competent interlocutor on immigration issues but 
lack of recognition from some institutions and ignorance of the forum's recommendations and 
opinions were strong demotivating factors. 
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 European Social Charter, Turin, 18 October 1961. Council of Europe (Strasbourg), Revised: Strasbourg, 3.V. 1996 
http://www.coe.int/t/dghl/monitoring/socialcharter/. 
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Germany's main challenge in recognising immigrants would undoubtedly concern the right to 
active and passive suffrage in local elections. However, before any of this could be achieved, 
structural issues with considerable implications for integration had to be solved. These included the 
need to speak the language, labour market discrimination or the high school dropout rates, which 
stringent selection systems, such as Germany's, entailed for immigrants. 
 
The City of Aarhus (Denmark's second largest city) presented the functioning of the Integration 
Council, set up in 2000. It was based on the direct election of 15 members (12 elected by ethnic 
minorities, three by organisations and one by the business sector). Ms Larsen, the City Council's 
technical secretary, believed that it had a real influence on integration issues and this was 
demonstrated by the gradual extension of consultation to other city policies. There was no doubt that 
for the present the Council was caught up in the definition of integration policy, but evaluation 
would follow in the future. 
 
Ms Kumarathas, chairwoman of the Integration Council, stressed the concept of shared responsibility 
for integration among all public and private stakeholders. She drew attention to some interesting 
integration dilemmas that had to be borne in mind. The dilemma of balancing belonging and 
independence would be resolved through recognition of the right to feel at home without giving up 
socio-cultural differences. The dilemma concerning the under-representation of ethnic minorities 
through voting rights would be solved through a strong commitment to exercising this right. Then 
there was the language dilemma, i.e. language as key or barrier to integration  
 
 

Concluding session 
 
Joseph María Felip, Valencia's Director of Immigration, and Estrella Rodriguez, the Spanish 
government's General Director for the integration of immigrants, stressed the need for cooperation 
between all levels of government and the need to promote immigrant participation and the creation of 
forums and forum networks in order to achieve social cohesion and actively combat discrimination. 
 
Luis Miguel Pariza Castaños (EESC), president of the EESC's permanent Study Group on 
Immigration and Integration, informed participants that the fifth European integration forum, which 
would be held in Brussels in May, would incorporate the experience gathered. He also emphasised that 
he was convinced of the need to promote local and regional forums and platforms and expressed his 
commitment to reflecting these points in the opinion that the EESC was drafting. 
 
 
 

_____________ 
 
 


