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Strengthening integration policies for immigrants was one of the original four priorities of the Common Immigration Policy called for by the European Council in Tampere in 1999. It is quite remarkable how quickly integration has become such as a key part of immigration policy.  Discussions on this issue have moved to the top of the political agenda - where they have stayed ever since.  It is also remarkable, given that this is an area where national competence is very clear, how far we have come in agreeing at the EU level what we want to do and how we should get there.  The pressure has been strong for the Commission to take a lead, in setting the agenda and in promoting the exchange of experience and good practice, and it has been coming from the Member States.

The European policy context: The Hague Programme
A new phase began in November 2004, during the Dutch Presidency, when the European Council adopted The Hague Programme which sets out the agenda for the development of the common EU immigration policy up to 2009/10.  The programme builds on the work achieved under the Tampere mandate and is based around the same four objectives:

- completing the establishment of the common European asylum system; 
- more effective management of migration flows by, on the one hand, closer cooperation to prevent illegal immigration and on the other better coordination of immigration policies, particularly for labour migrants;

- working more closely with third countries in the management of migration flows;

-  establishing a European framework in which to develop integration policies.
There are some new emphases in The Hague Programme.  It has a strong focus on operational delivery on the ground.  Firstly by making the policies and legislation already in place work to their full potential by closely monitoring and evaluating them.  Secondly by improving practical co-operation in a wide range of areas.  Thirdly by increasing the exchange of information, experience and good practice between Member States on migration issues, including the development of statistics and common analysis of migration phenomena.  Where integration is concerned, The Hague Programme emphasises that cooperation and information sharing must especially involve all those who take part in developing integration policies - in particular at the local level where they are delivered.   

The Programme gives a new impetus to the development of the external dimension of immigration.  It calls for better targeting and coordination of EU policies in partnership with third countries so as to manage migration more effectively.  This includes dealing with root causes and providing for durable solutions to resolve refugee situations.  In this context the Commission is now preparing for the establishment of two pilot Regional Protection Programmes. At the end of last year the European Council formally adopted a global approach to migration which includes a series of priority actions to increase dialogue and co-operation with two regions in particular, Africa and the Mediterranean.
Most importantly, The Hague Programme calls for the development of a coherent European framework in which to strengthen integration policies, with at its core a series of common basic principles. Eleven such principles were subsequently adopted by the JHA Council and they are now the foundations of the European approach to integration.  They provide a first definition of what we mean by integration in the EU, they set some initial objectives and they identify some key actions. 
As to the European framework, the Commission set out its proposals in September last year in its Communication on a common agenda for integration.  The framework has a number of elements.  The implementation of the Common Basic Principles at both EU and national level is of course the main one.  There is also an enhanced role for the National Contact Points on integration and its Handbook on integration for policy-makers and practitioners.  There are proposals for the establishment of an integration website to promote the exchange of information and good practice.  A European Integration Forum is to be set up to give a wide range of EU stakeholders a voice, including those representing authorities and organisations at regional and local level.  The Annual reports on migration and integration are to be continued as an input into the meetings of ministers on integration - which they have agreed should be held on a regular basis in the future.  
These are the priorities for the Commission’s work programme over the next few years and I would like to say a little more about each of them and in particular how we see the link between this European structure and what is happening in each Member State and in particular in the cities and in the regions where the real process of integration takes place.
Developing a European Framework for Integration

The implementation of the Common Basic Principles

The main elements in the framework are the common basic principles - 11 principles in all – some are about the process of integration and some are about objectives.  The key definition is given in the first one which emphasises that integration is a two-way process – that there is a need for change on the part of both the migrant and the host society – there must be mutual adaptation.  Society is not static – it never has been – what has changed is that there are now new elements to incorporate into that process of societal development.
The second principle sets the boundaries of this change – the development of cultural, social and religious differences has its limits and these are defined by the basic values of the European Union: equality, the rule of law, respect for human rights and for the democratic process.  How these fundamental values are interpreted in practice will change from Member State to Member State.  The wearing of religious symbols in schools and in the work place, for example, is not a problem in some countries but it is in others because of different historical and social factors.  The important thing is for the law of the State to be applied fairly to all religions even if this leads to a difference between countries.  This is underlined explicitly in principle No 8 which calls for respect of cultural and religious diversity within the framework of European rights and national law.

A number of principles deal with some of the key aspects of the integration process.  One of the most important is that of ensuring that migrants participate actively in the labour market. Here the role of employers and trade unions is crucial.  We really do need new approaches to prevent labour market discrimination and ensure equal conditions of work and pay for immigrants, in part by tackling illegal employment.  Many immigrants are employed in small and medium sized companies and these need special support.  We need also to take active steps to promote the employment of women migrants.  They are often particularly disadvantaged because of the work they do - very often in lower skilled jobs such as cleaning, or domestic service where working conditions are more difficult to control. 

Another principle deals with the importance of knowing the language of the host country and also something about its history and institutions.  This has been reflected in a new approach to introduction programmes, organised for new immigrants in a number of Member States, and also to pre-departure training. The principles highlight the role which our schools and educational institutions have in ensuring that immigrants, especially children, benefit fully from education and training so that they are well prepared to take their place in society.
No 6 concerns access to public and private institutions goods and services in general and emphasises the need for anti-discrimination and anti-racist measures to ensure equality of treatment.  The EU has in place a legal framework designed to prevent discrimination and xenophobia which has now come into effect.  Recent events in some of our cities – social unrest especially of young people with ethnic backgrounds – has underlined how important it is to provide equal opportunities and to prevent the development of “second class citizen” – nationals, who, because of their ethnicity or the place where they live, find it difficult to get a job and to get on in society.  Principle No 7 emphasises the need to improve dialogue between citizens and immigrants particularly in cities.  

Principle No 9 draws attention to the importance of the participation of immigrants both in developing integration policies, and once again the local level is emphasised, and in the political process.  It has long been the position of the Commission that providing third-country nationals with voting rights at local level is important for integration.  Some interesting best practices were presented in the first edition of the Handbook on Integration published in 2004.  The point is reinforced in the Communication on a Common Agenda which also suggests ways to achieve this: ‘actions such as awareness-raising campaigns and the removal of obstacles to the use of voting rights such as fees or bureaucratic requirements can be helpful.’  The Council itself stated with respect to this principle that:
- ‘Allowing immigrants a voice in the formulation of policies that directly affect them may result in policy that better serves immigrants and enhances their sense of belonging.’

- ‘Wherever possible, immigrants should become involved in all facets of the democratic process. Ways of stimulating this participation and generating mutual understanding could be reached by structured dialogue between immigrants groups and governments.’

- ‘Wherever possible, immigrants could even be involved in elections, the right to vote and joining political parties. When unequal forms of membership and levels of engagement persist for longer than is either reasonable or necessary, divisions or differences can become deeply rooted. This requires urgent attention by all Member States.’
In this context, there has been a re-evaluation of the role of citizenship as a means of promoting integration by fostering a greater feeling of belonging and of participation.  Clearly feelings of identity with the host society are an important part of this process and this is reflected in the development in a number of countries of citizenship ceremonies preceded by citizenship tests.  These have been features of the Canadian and US policies for many years and have proved valuable there.  The Commission is also in favour of re-visiting the notion of civic citizenship to see how it could play a role in integration.  For the moment, we do not consider it useful to try to re-define the concept of European citizenship so as to enable third country nationals to acquire this status because of the legal difficulties. 
The last two principles are procedural dealing with targeting and mainstreaming, evaluation and benchmarking.  

The role of the National Contact Points for Integration (the handbook and the website)

A second very important part of the framework are the National Contact Points on Integration.  They are senior officials from each Member State dealing with integration issues, usually in the Ministry of Internal or Social affairs.  They meet about 6 times a year in Brussels to discuss issues of common concern and to exchange information and good practice so as to ensure that efforts at national and EU level are mutually reinforcing.
Every year they help to monitor progress by preparing a national report on integration as a contribution to the Annual Report on migration and integration which the Commission issues.
They have developed a handbook on integration (which is available on the EU website).  The first edition covered introduction courses, civic participation, indicators and benchmarking.  We are working now on a second edition which should be published this autumn and will deal with labour market participation, organising and planning integration especially at local level, mainstreaming integration into different policy fields, housing and urban issues and access to health and social services.  The final seminar, on integration into the labour market, will be held in Madrid on 3-4 April.   
The National Contact Points are also being involved in the current discussions on the future structure and mandate of the European Migration Network.  The EMN collects and analyses information on migration issues such as legislation, migratory trends, research work.  It also carries out its own studies and has recently published a report covering 9 Member States which analyses the impact of immigration on Europe’s societies.

European Integration Forum

However, our experience in the last couple of years has led us to identify a gap in the developing EU framework, and that is direct contact with all the many stakeholders who are involved in the integration process, notably the local and regional levels, cities, civil society and migrants themselves.  This is the reason that the Commission has proposed as a third element the establishment of a European Forum.  Its members would include EU institutions, EU umbrella organisations and pan-European organisations.   In this way practitioners will have a voice in the development of the EU approach to integration.  We hope that the first meeting of the Forum will take place in 2007.  
Financial support for integration
To an audience such as yourselves I do not have to underline the importance of having adequate resources to support integration policies!  This is essential at national and local level and the Commission believes that in such an important area there is also need for Community support.  For the last three years we have had the INTI programme – small but beautiful!  It has been particularly important in promoting activities at local level and in strengthening networking particularly between NGO’s, local authorities and other stakeholders.  The Commission has proposed new solidarity instruments under the financial perspectives for 2007-2013.  They include a substantial fund for promoting the integration of third country nationals.  The objectives of the fund are based on the common basic principles and on complementarity with other Community funding, in particular the European Social Fund.  These proposals are currently being discussed in the Council following the overall agreement on the financial perspectives reached last December.  The precise amount to be available is not yet clear but the Commission’s original proposal (a total over the 7 years of 1.7 billion euros) shows that it wishes the fund to make a major contribution to the costs of integration measures in the Member States.
The role of regional and local governments and of civil society

I have tried to give you a very brief overview of the European framework.  But as I have mentioned already, the Commission is fully aware that it is the regional and local authorities, the cities and NGO’s who are at the front line in developing and delivering integration services.  The Commission is already supporting cities and local authorities to work together, to exchange information and good practice in a number of ways, some of which I have already mentioned.  This will be a continuing priority. We are very encouraged to see how many are now re-thinking their policies and developing fresh approaches and we hope they will find the European framework helpful in this process.  The common agenda contains a large number of suggestions and ideas which should be relevant at local level. 

The European Economic and Social Committee has had an important influence on the development of immigration and integration policy in the EU over the last few years.  The committee has always been ready to offer advice, to engage in constructive dialogue and to help to push the agenda forward.  The draft opinion being prepared by the study group will be another very welcome contribution to the policy debate, especially because of its focus on the regional and local level and on the work of civil society.  It is here that the biggest challenges must be faced in the next few years. 
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