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This policy brief is based on research conducted by Generation for Change CY. 
The complete report is available on the organization’s website.

Generation for Change CY is a grassroots non-profit organization composed 
of individuals of different backgrounds working together and striving for a 
diverse and inclusive society where everyone has equitable access to 
opportunities in Cyprus. 

Generation for Change CY is committed to positive social change through 
supporting vulnerable and marginalized communities, including but not 
limited to persons of low socioeconomic status, refugees, asylum seekers, 
migrants, and any persons facing discrimination. We seek to harness the 
power of diversity to advocate for a fair and inclusive society.

The FAIR project aims to advocate for policy reform that ensures safe, 
dignified, and inclusive employment opportunities for asylum seekers in 
Cyprus. The FAIR project is supported by Choose Love.
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FOREWORD

For asylum seekers in Cyprus, access to employment is far more of a challenge than a right.  While 
the country records the highest number of asylum applications per capita in the European Union in 
recent years (EUAA, 2024), applicants for international protection are systematically barred from 
making use of their skills and expertise to build a life on the island while awaiting evaluation of their 
asylum claims. The constraints stem from the current legislative framework (Ministerial Decree 
312/2023), which prohibits applicants for international protection from working for the first nine 
months after lodging their application. Afterward, their employment is restricted to a narrow list of 
sectors and roles, consisting of low-paid, physically demanding posts, night shifts, and hard-to-
reach, isolated workplaces. 

Generation for Change CY (GFC) investigated the impact of these policies throughout 2025 by 
conducting a 200-response survey, 20 in-depth interviews with asylum seekers and refugees, and 5 
consultations with experts, advocates, and labor market stakeholders, to identify key challenges and 
avenues for action.

This brief outlines such avenues, aiming to guide policy toward measures that enhance the 
meaningful labor market participation of applicants for international protection while supporting 
Cyprus’s social and economic development. We ultimately advance the position that Cyprus should 
harness, rather than restrain, the labor market potential of applicants for international protection, 
with the aims of increasing skills utilization, better align their participation with labor market needs, 
and reducing vulnerability to informal work.

We sincerely thank the many individuals who have generously lent us their time to share their stories, 
expertise, and experiences, without whom this work would not have been possible.
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EMPLOYMENT OF ASYLUM SEEKERS IN CYPRUS

Currently, 17,604 applications for international protection are pending in Cyprus. Of these, 6,777 
applications for international protection were submitted in 2024, with an additional 1,520 
applications lodged by June 2025 and 6,978 pending appeals (UNHCR Cyprus, 2025). As the 
evaluation of asylum applications can take up to 2-3 years, asylum seekers require sustainable 
avenues to build dignified lives and engage with their communities.

Despite this urgent need, since October 2023, asylum seekers have been barred from accessing the 
labor market during the first nine months after their arrival on the island. During this period, their only 
legal source of income is the Material Reception Conditions (MRC) allowances provided by the 
Social Welfare Services. These provisions range from €214 to €361 for a single person, though for 
most recipients, they remain at the lower end due to bureaucratic requirements hinging on landlords 
to receive the full provision. These amounts, which have not been updated since 2022 despite the 
rising cost of living, fall well below both the Guaranteed Minimum Income (€480) and the national 
risk-of-poverty threshold (€1,033; CYSTAT, 2025.). As a result of this extended period of financial 
insecurity, many asylum seekers are forced to resort to informal labor to sustain themselves and 
their families. In these arrangements, they are often met with exploitation and abuse at the hands of 
employers, including a heightened vulnerability to trafficking, with limited avenues to safely seek 
support or justice. 

Once the employment ban lifts, asylum seekers’ opportunities in the labor market remain 
significantly restricted. Their employment is constrained to a narrow set of roles across seven 
sectors, predominantly located outside urban centers and with limited access to public transport. In 
particular, many of these positions require physically demanding labor and night shifts, creating 
additional barriers for women and vulnerable persons, such as older persons and persons 
experiencing disability.

We argue that the current regulatory landscape limits asylum seekers’ ability to sustain themselves 
and live with dignity, while creating a fertile environment for informal and exploitative work. This 
policy brief proposes targeted measures to improve access to lawful employment and the effective 
use of skills during the asylum evaluation process, with the aim of supporting dignified self-
sufficiency while aligning with Cyprus’ labor market needs for long-term sustainability. The 
recommendations presented seek to improve access to lawful employment and skills utilization 
during the asylum process, with the ultimate aim of supporting dignified self-sufficiency while 
remaining responsive to Cyprus’ labor market needs.
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RIGHTS AWARENESS

KEY FINDINGS
■ Awareness of the Restrictions: More than 8 out of 10 asylum seekers were unaware of the 9-

month ban or sectoral restrictions before arriving in Cyprus. Upon arrival, access to official 
information on labor rights is inconsistent and fragmented, both across reception facilities and 
online channels, resulting in a limited and imprecise understanding of their rights and 
obligations.

■ Administrative Obstacles: Research participants expressed how complex administrative 
procedures and language barriers hindered their ability to navigate official labor and welfare 
institutions. This creates a de facto exclusion from formal entities, particularly for more 
geographically and/or socially isolated individuals.

■ Misinformation: Limited access to reliable and up-to-date information on labor rights exposes 
asylum seekers to misinformation, resulting, for many participants, in confusion about the 
legality of employment, their working conditions, and permitted sectors and roles. This lack of 
clarity increases vulnerability to exploitative practices and can discourage lawful labor market 
participation.

RECOMMENDATION: STRENGTHEN INFORMATION PATHWAYS ABOUT 
EMPLOYMENT-RELATED RIGHTS, OBLIGATIONS, AND TRAINING OPPORTUNITIES
Information on labor rights, obligations, and training opportunities should be up-to-date, consistent, 
and accessible within reception facilities and in key institutional, civil society, and community 
spaces. This includes both written and digital resources, regularly updated and translated into the 
key languages spoken by asylum seekers in Cyprus. These channels should take proactive and 
intentional measures to ensure they reach individuals who lack access to strong social networks or 
live in isolated areas.

IMPACT
■ Strengthening asylum seekers’ awareness of 

their labor rights will improve their ability to 
make informed decisions and navigate 
employment with greater autonomy. 

■ Strengthening information pathways on 
labor rights for asylum seekers will support 
the State’s efforts to prevent informal labor 
and exploitation.

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS
■ The Deputy Ministry of Labor and Social 

Insurance and the Deputy Ministry of 
Migration and International Protection 
should develop multilingual information 
materials and disseminate them in reception 
facilities, labor and welfare offices, health 
facilities, civil society spaces, migrant-owned 
businesses, and places of worship on labor 
rights, obligations, and training 
opportunities. The design and dissemination 
process should be carried out in 
collaboration with civil society organizations 
working in the field and migrant community 
representatives. 

■ The Deputy Ministry of Labor and Social 
Insurance should update and streamline 
official online resources on labor rights, 
obligations, and training opportunities for 
asylum seekers.

“You have people telling you that you 
need to do courses, classes, but there is 
nothing available.”

J., Man from the DR Congo
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9 MONTH EMPLOYMENT BAN

KEY FINDINGS
■ Destitution: The nine-month employment ban harms both the material and psychological well-

being of asylum-seekers, undermining their ability to attain a dignified standard of living. 60% of 
asylum seekers report being unable to afford three meals per day, while 63.1% are unable to 
secure as little as a private room within the MRC allowances, pushing many into precarious and 
overcrowded housing arrangements.

■ Undesired welfare dependency: Despite expressing high motivation to work, participants 
explained how the employment restrictions forced them to be dependent on an insufficient 
welfare infrastructure. For the State, this increases public expenditures while delaying broader 
social and economic integration.

■ Informal Work: The inability to work legally pushes asylum seekers into the informal economy, 
increasing their vulnerability to unsafe working conditions, exploitation, and discrimination, while 
simultaneously reducing the potential fiscal contributions of a legally employable workforce.

RECOMMENDATION: SUBSTANTIALLY REDUCE THE 9-MONTH EMPLOYMENT 
RESTRICTION
The period during which asylum seekers are restricted from entering the labor market should be 
substantially reduced. This action can be taken within the framework of the implementation of the 
EU Pact on Migration and Asylum, which sets a new cap of 6 months. However, to ensure effective 
and timely access to employment, the new restriction period should be significantly lower than the 
new ceiling.

IMPACT
■ A shorter restriction will facilitate asylum 

seekers’ labor market participation, reduce 
the risk of destitution, and thereby improve 
broader social and economic integration. 

■ Greater asylum seeker participation in the 
labor market will help address labor 
shortages and enable the broader economy 
to benefit from their fiscal contributions. 

■ Earlier entry into the workforce for asylum 
seekers will facilitate the integration process 
through increased interaction with local 
workers, thereby fostering greater social 
cohesion and diminishing xenophobic 
attitudes. 

■ Earlier entry into the workforce for asylum 
seekers will facilitate their self-sufficiency 
and reduce their reliance on welfare 
infrastructures, but rather strengthen them 
through their salary contributions.

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS
■ The Ministry of Labor and Social Insurance 

should develop the policy change to 
establish a substantial reduction of the 
employment restriction’s duration. 

■ The Deputy Ministry of Migration and 
International Protection, together with the 
Deputy Ministry of Social Welfare, and in 
consultation with migrant community 
representatives and relevant civil society 
organizations, should support the design, 
approval, and implementation of the 
employment restriction reduction.

“We came because of the war, not to 
find a job.”

Y., Woman from Syria
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SECTORAL LIMITATIONS

KEY FINDINGS
■ Skills Mismatch:  74.6% of asylum seekers report a significant mismatch between their skills and 

previous work experience and the sectors in which they are permitted to work. Existing 
competencies include skilled trades such as hairdressing, tailoring, and welding, as well as 
professional qualifications in IT, healthcare, and law. This indicates a high chance of systematic 
waste of potential for the labor market. 

■ Gender Barrier: Asylum-seeking women are disproportionally excluded from the permitted 
sectors due to physical demands, employer stereotypes, and care responsibilities. This results in 
higher rates of unemployment and underemployment among asylum-seeking women, despite 
their skills and labor market potential.

■ Opportunity Gap: Participants were highly motivated to pursue upskilling and reskilling VET 
courses to enter the Cypriot labor market to avoid dependence on social welfare services. 
However, a systemic lack of accessible training opportunities limits their labor market entry and 
prolongs this dependence.

RECOMMENDATION: EXPAND THE SECTORS IN WHICH ASYLUM SEEKERS ARE 
PERMITTED TO WORK BASED ON LABOR MARKET NEEDS AND SHORTAGES
On an annual or otherwise periodic basis, the sectors in which asylum seekers are allowed to work 
should be reviewed and expanded based on a combination of labor market needs and the available 
skill sets of the asylum seeker population. Sector expansion should include measures to ensure that 
opportunities are accessible, safe, and appropriate for asylum-seeking women.

“These restrictions are not good for us. 
We asylum seekers have a lot of ability and 
have a lot of things we can do.”

T., Woman from Afghanistan

IMPACT
■ Sectoral expansion responsive to labor 

market needs and the skills of asylum 
seekers will improve their employment 
outcomes, thereby enhancing self-
sufficiency and integration.

■ Locating local labor market gaps and 
expanding eligible sectors accordingly will 
help address longstanding labor market 
shortages and better align workforce supply 
with demand.

■ Responsive sectoral expansion will allow 
better utilization of asylum seekers’ skills 
and competencies, thereby strengthening 
the competitiveness of the Cypriot economy.

■ Greater formal labor market participation will 
increase contributions to social insurance by 
bringing work previously performed 
informally into the regulated economy.

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS
■ The Ministry of Labor and Social Insurance 

and the Deputy Ministry of Migration and 
International Protection should create the 
infrastructure for this periodic mapping and 
sectoral expansion.

■ The Asylum Service should conduct 
systematic skills mapping during the 
registration process at Pournara First 
Reception Centre to document the skills, 
knowledge, and qualifications of arriving 
asylum seekers. This skills mapping should 
monitor gender to ensure the resulting 
provisions are gender sensitive. The 
collected information should be used to 
assess alignment with current labor market 
needs and to inform the annual review and 
expansion of eligible employment sectors.

■ The Ministry of Labor and Social Insurance 
should establish vocational skills programs 
accessible to asylum seekers in the sectors 
and roles corresponding to the labor market 
needs. 
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DISCRIMINATION IN THE WORKPLACE

KEY FINDINGS
■ Exploitation: Participants reported numerous instances of exploitative employer practices, 

including unpaid overtime, non-respect of rest periods, and under- or non-payment. Limited labor 
market mobility and precarious legal status reduce their confidence to report violations to 
authorities, increasing vulnerability to abuse. 

■ Workplace Segregation: Participants reported instances of racially segregated workplace 
facilities, including segregated bathrooms and rest areas. Participants also reported being 
victims of racist harassment and discriminatory treatment on the basis of race from employers 
and coworkers. These practices indicate severe gaps in the enforcement of labor standards, such 
as those established under the Equal Treatment in Employment and Occupation Law (58(I)/
2004).

■ Racialization in Employment: Participants reported that race shaped task allocation, rest, and 
remuneration in their workplaces. Racialized workers were systematically assigned less 
favorable shifts, unpaid overtime, and physically demanding tasks, while receiving lower pay
than non-racialized colleagues for identical work.  Employers justified these practices explicitly 
on the basis of race, suggesting that such treatment may extend beyond asylum seekers to 
racialized workers in Cyprus as a whole.

RECOMMENDATION: PREVENT AND ADDRESS DISCRIMINATION AND 
EXPLOITATION IN THE WORKPLACE
Workplace discrimination and exploitative practices disproportionately affect asylum seekers, who 
are often assigned longer working hours, night shifts, or physically demanding tasks while receiving 
lower wages than other workers performing similar roles. Clear antidiscrimination safeguards, 
accessible complaint pathways, and proactive oversight mechanisms are essential to ensure fair 
treatment and reduce exposure to exploitative jobs. These measures should be embedded in the 
national labour system, with an emphasis on early detection, trustworthy reporting channels, and 
accountability for non-compliant employers.

IMPACT
■ Reducing discrimination and exploitation will increase asylum seekers’ access to safe, decent, 

and lawful employment, limiting their vulnerability to coercive practices, underpayment, abusive 
working conditions, and trafficking.

■ Improved trust in state institutions will encourage asylum seekers to pursue formal employment 
pathways and report harmful practices early. 

■ Strengthening complaints mechanisms, oversight, and accountability will support national 
efforts to reduce informal labor markets, promote fair competition among employers, and align 
Cyprus with international labor standards and the EU racial equality acquis.

"I work like a slave [...] If I get hurt, 
they will find a replacement for me 
the very same day."

D., Man from Cameroon



9

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS
■ The Ministry of Labour and Social Insurance should increase proactive, unannounced inspections 

in sectors where asylum seekers are most present. Inspection teams should include cultural 
mediators or interpreters to facilitate communication with workers. In cases of informal or 
undocumented work, the authorities should prosecute the employer rather than the employee. 

■ The Ministry of Labour and Social Insurance should create confidential reporting channels 
(hotlines, web forms, and in-person mechanisms) accessible in the main languages spoken by 
asylum seekers. Complaint procedures and available remedies should be widely disseminated 
through governmental and nongovernmental organisations to ensure that asylum seekers are 
well informed about the procedures. 

■ Strengthen the role of trade unions in outreach to migrant and asylum-seeker workers, including 
through sector-specific visits, multilingual materials, and community-based information 
sessions. 

■ Establish a legal aid mechanism for Labour Court proceedings so that asylum seekers without 
the financial means to cover legal expenses can bring forward complaints, challenge unlawful 
practices, and secure fair treatment under labour law.

“There's no official contract, no job security, 
and if you dare to speak up or demand your 
rights, you risk losing your job.”

Survey Respondent
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CONCLUSION

Drawing on research conducted by Generation for Change CY, this brief presents key findings on 
asylum seekers’ labor market experiences in Cyprus and highlights avenues for policy change. The 
focus is placed on enhancing the meaningful labor market participation of applicants for 
international protection, thus harnessing their potential for the Cypriot economy. 

The evidence presented indicates persistent regulatory and practical barriers that restrict asylum 
seekers’ access to lawful employment, limit effective utilization of their skills, and increase 
vulnerability to informal and exploitative work. Consequently, asylum seekers’ pathways to self-
sufficiency and integration in Cypriot society are restricted while the Cypriot economy is deprived of 
skills, expertise, and the associated fiscal contributions that could support economic growth and 
reduce pressure on the welfare system.

As such, urgent policy action is required to lift restrictions and create opportunities for asylum 
seekers to apply their skills and lead a dignified life on the island. Reducing these constraints would 
also contribute to the country’s efforts to prevent undeclared and exploitative labor practices and 
foster meaningful social and economic integration for both asylum seekers and the wider 
community.

RECOMMENDATIONS:
1. STRENGTHEN INFORMATION PATHWAYS ABOUT EMPLOYMENT-RELATED RIGHTS, 

OBLIGATIONS, AND TRAINING OPPORTUNITIES

2. SUBSTANTIALLY REDUCE THE 9-MONTH EMPLOYMENT RESTRICTION

3. EXPAND THE SECTORS IN WHICH ASYLUM SEEKERS ARE PERMITTED TO WORK BASED ON 
LABOR MARKET NEEDS AND SHORTAGES

4. PREVENT AND ADDRESS DISCRIMINATION AND EXPLOITATION IN THE WORKPLACE

“Asylum seekers have talent, things to give, 
the only thing you have to give us is the opportunity.”

N., Man from Cameroon
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