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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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Introduction 
 
Since the end of 2023, international protection applicants in Cyprus are banned for nine 

months from accessing the labor market, a significant increase from the previous one-

month restriction. Even once this ban is lifted, asylum seekers remain subjected to 

restrictions on their employment, with their opportunities confined to a narrow list of 

permitted sectors and roles.  

 

These policies were presented as necessary tools to manage asylum flows on the island. 

Discussion revolved around system pressures and capacity, with little attention paid to 

those who would ultimately bear the consequences of these changes. Asylum seekers have 

been treated as abstract figures, if not ominous threats, by public discourse. These policy 

changes have confined them away from public eye, whether in their housing or in their work, 

undermining their ability to meaningfully participate in the social and economic life of the 

country. The present report sets out to look for these too often unheard experiences and 

formulate a snapshot of the complex and multilayered impact that these restrictions have 

had on asylum seekers in Cyprus.  

 

In order to achieve this, Generation for Change CY (GFC) has conducted research involving 

200 survey participants and 20 in-depth interviews with asylum seekers and refugees across 

Cyprus. These activities were complemented by five consultations with experts, advocates, 

and labor-market stakeholders to help situate personal testimonies within a broader 

institutional and policy landscape and identify potential avenues for action. 

 

The findings presented in this report are meant as starting point for further research. They 

highlight the need for policymakers and the wider public to rely on clear analysis and solid 

evidence to advance inclusive policy change and avoid prejudicial narratives about asylum 

seekers. Further investigation is needed to deepen understanding of labor market 

integration barriers and to ensure that policy debates in Cyprus are informed by facts rather 

than myths and fear. In this regard, this report puts forward evidence-based 

recommendations to strengthen rights protections, improve access to employment, and 

support a more coherent and humane integration framework. These proposals aim to guide 

ongoing policy reflection and promote measures that enhance the well-being of asylum 

seekers while contributing to Cyprus’s social and economic development. 

 

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. 

 

 



 

4 | I n t r o d u c t i o n  
 

Asylum  
in Cyprus 
 
Over the past decades, owing to rapid economic growth and its unique geographical position 

as a crossroads between three continents, Cyprus experienced a shift from an emigration 

country to a migration destination (CoE, 2022). While most move to the island for 

employment or family reasons, the country has recorded the highest number of asylum 

applications per capita in the EU for several years (EUAA, 2024a).  

 

At present, Cyprus welcomes 23,660 beneficiaries of international protection. This figure 

includes 4,850 refugees, 18,800 beneficiaries of subsidiary protection, and 26,000 

Ukrainians benefitting from temporary protection (UNHCR Cyprus, 2025). The main 

countries of origin, respectively Syria, Afghanistan, Iran, and Somalia, are reflective of the 

crises that continue to drive displacement in the region (UNHCR Cyprus, 2025).  

 

While asylum applications on the island have declined sharply since their peak in 2022, the 

country remains characterized by a significant backlog of cases: over 17,600 asylum 

applications are still pending alongside some 7,000 appeals (UNHCR Cyprus, 2025). Under 

Cypriot law, asylum applications must be processed within 6 months from the date of 

lodging, with an extension of up to 12 months in exceptional circumstances. In any event, 

the law states that the procedure should be concluded within 21 months from the lodging 

of the application. Nonetheless, first instance decisions frequently take 2 to 3 years, leaving 

asylum seekers in prolonged uncertainty regarding their futures (CyRC, 2025).  

 

Within this framework, a particular case remains that of Syrian applicants for international 

protection. Throughout 2022, the examination of applications from Syrian nationals was 

halted without any official announcement (CyRC, 2025). Evaluations resumed in mid-2023, 

but, in April 2024, the Ministry of Interior introduced a new policy which again suspended 

examinations as a response to “the mass arrival of Syrian asylum seekers by sea” (Ministry 

of Interior, 2024). The implementation of this policy forced applicants in one of two 

scenarios: either live in the Kofinou Reception and Accommodation Centre for Applicants 

for International Protection (“Kofinou”) or, if they opted to live outside the center, forgo 

access to material reception conditions allowances (CyRC, 2025). Furthermore, in May 

2025, the Ministry of Migration and International Protection unveiled a “voluntary 

repatriation plan” targeting families of Syrians applicants and recipients of international 

protection. As part of this plan, applicants would be required to withdraw their asylum claim 

or renounce their international protection status. In turn, one of the spouses would be 

granted a special residence and work permit for two years, while the rest of the family would 

receive a financial incentive (€2,000 for the spouse, and €1,000 for each child) to leave 
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Cyprus. This policy was heavily criticized for disproportionately affecting women and 

children, raising concerns about family separation, and, as conditions in Syria remained 

highly unstable throughout 2025, due to concerns over the safety of return (Stolleis, 2025). 

Further critiques highlighted that work visas do not entail the same long-term stability and 

legal safeguards foreseen by international protection, thus rendering the status of the 

“remaining” spouse far more precarious (Pauls, 2025).  

 

Across the board, integration remains one of the weakest dimensions of Cyprus’s asylum 

system. Although a new 50-point State Action Plan is in the process of being developed, 

Cyprus continues to rank among the lowest in the EU on the Migrant Integration Policy Index 

(MIPEX) across most indicators. Amongst them, the pervasive presence of racism in Cypriot 

society, the lack of access to language training, unfavorable family reunification policies, 

and restrictive labor market access. Civil society organizations warn that the country’s 

approach remains heavily reliant on short-term EU-funded projects rather than a sustainable 

national strategy (MIPEX, 2025).  
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Research Design 

and Methodology 
 

This report aims to document the labor market experiences of asylum seekers in Cyprus, 

focusing on their knowledge of and experiences with the nine-month work restriction and 

the sectoral limitations established under Ministerial Decree 312/2023.  

 

Due to the limited literature on this topic in Cyprus, the study adopted a mixed-methods 

approach using a convergent parallel design. The research design involved the 

simultaneous collection of quantitative and qualitative data, which were then analyzed and 

compared to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon, allowing 

for the narrative insights to be quantified and for the quantitative findings to be enriched 

with narrative analysis (Creswell and Clark, 2017; Sharma et al. 2023). The design of survey 

and interview questions was informed by GFC’s field experience, staff members’ lived 

experience as applicants and recipients of international protection, and the organization’s 

direct engagement with affected communities. They were further informed by relevant EU-

level literature and refined through input from a human rights lawyer and ad hoc 

consultations with other stakeholders and experts. 

 

Inclusion criteria for all research activities required participants to be 18 or older, to have 

arrived in Cyprus after 2022, and to be, or to have been, an asylum seeker in Cyprus. The 

timeframe of post-2022 arrival was selected to mitigate the impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic on the self-assessment of participants’ material and psychological conditions. 

 

1. Quantitative Data 

Quantitative data was collected via a 15-minute survey available in four languages (English, 

French, Arabic, and Somali) from a total of 200 answers. Areas of inquiry included 

awareness of labor restrictions, their experiences in the Cypriot labor market, their 

experiences of the 9 or 1-month work restrictions, and their experiences receiving material 

reception conditions (MRC) from the Social Welfare Services (SWS). Following each section 

of inquiry, participants were offered an open-ended question to share any insights or topics 

that had not been captured in the survey questions, from which key quotes have been taken 

to represent findings in this report. The survey was self-administered, and participants were 

recruited via GFC’s social media, including online advertisements, in-person outreach in 

Kofinou, through the dissemination support from other non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs) active across Cyprus, and posters placed in key locations around Nicosia. 

Participation was anonymous and voluntary, and respondents were required to accept an 

informed consent notice for their response to be processed. For the sample, 52% of 

respondents identified as women, 46% identified as men, and the remainder preferred not 
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to answer or indicated another identification. In terms of age, 44.8% of respondents 

identified in the 18-30 age range, 41.4% in the 30-40 age range, 13% in the 40-50 age range, 

and 0.6% in the 50-65 age range. The most represented locations were Nicosia (49.1%), the 

Kofinou (17.7%), and Larnaca (14.7%).  

 

2. Qualitative Data 

The qualitative accounts were collected through 20 in-depth interviews (lasting between 45 

minutes and one hour) conducted by a rotating team of three researchers. To create a more 

comfortable environment for participants, the interviewers posing questions were 

themselves individuals with refugee or subsidiary protection status. For standardization 

purposes, the third researcher, an EU citizen, took notes across all interviews. Interviews 

were conducted in English, French, Arabic, or, in one case, Somali, with the support of an 

interpreter. Participants were recruited via a combination of GFC’s network of beneficiaries 

and snowball sampling from two starting points for French- and Arabic-speaking 

participants. The sample achieved gender balance, with 50% of participants identifying as 

women and 50% as men, and regional balance, with half originating from Sub-Saharan 

African countries and half from countries in the MENA region. Countries represented were 

Afghanistan, Cameroon, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Syria, Sudan, and Somalia. 

Interviews were anonymized. The initials displayed alongside quotes have been randomized 

and are unrelated to participants’ real names. To address ethical concerns related to 

extractive research practices and to recognize the value of participants’ time and insights, 

each interviewee received a €30 supermarket voucher. Participants were explicitly informed 

that receipt of the voucher was not contingent on completing the interview, and they were 

welcome to interrupt the interview or refuse to answer questions at any time. Prior to the 

interview, each participant was provided with an informed consent form and a voucher 

receipt, both of which were reviewed and signed. Owing to the sensitive nature of the topics 

discussed, the recordings and interview notes have been destroyed as of the publication of 

the FAIR report. 

 

3. Limitations 

The present research carries several limitations that should be taken into account in 

interpreting its findings. Given the relatively limited size of the sample and the non-stratified 

research design, as the survey did not record nationality of respondents, this study does not 

seek to offer a completely representative account of the broader asylum seeker population 

in Cyprus. Additionally, the scope of the study did not allow for in-depth probing into certain 

experiences reported by participants, limiting the extent to which underlying causes or 

dynamics could be fully explored. Instead, the study adopts an exploratory approach aimed 

at providing initial insights and highlighting areas of critical concern for future research. 

 

Secondly, language and interpretation limitations may have affected data accuracy. While 

interviews were conducted in multiple languages with interpreters as needed, some 
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nuances of participants’ experiences or specific references may have been lost or may be 

impossible to reflect in the translation to English. 

 

Furthermore, methodological limitations arise from the organization’s positionality. 

Recruitment and engagement with the research activities relied on an established 

relationship of trust between the organization and the participants. For this, safeguarding 

participant well-being and preserving that trust guided decisions at every stage of the 

research, including the choice of topics and the framing of questions, in order to minimize 

the potential risk of distress. This approach, while ethically imperative, may have limited the 

exploration of certain sensitive or potentially critical issues, potentially constraining the 

depth and breadth of the findings. 
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Chapter 1:  

Access to Information 
 

The ability to exercise legal rights, and especially fundamental rights, is directly contingent 

on the capacity to access and interpret information, whether about the rights themselves, 

what prerequisites they entail, the complaints mechanisms, or the procedures through 

which to exercise them. Rights awareness safeguards the ability to make informed choices, 

especially in scenarios of heightened vulnerability or insecurity, such as the asylum process 

(EUAA, 2024b).

 

1. Information During the Asylum Process 
 

Throughout the process of seeking protection, asylum seekers are faced with the necessity 

to navigate and make decisions within a new legal system in the host country, often amidst 

a background of other factors of uncertainty, such as language barriers, unstable housing, 

and, for many, the trauma of the migratory experience itself (Gill, 2023; Shazad et al., 

2025).  Authors such as Wyss (2022) and Chakraborty et al. (2015) have described the 

structural tension present in asylum seekers’ encounters with the law. Although their daily 

lives are heavily regulated by legal norms, the law itself appears distant or inaccessible, 

whether due to the limited availability of reliable information, navigating specialized 

bureaucracy, or the unpredictability they frequently face in their interactions with authorities. 

On the State’s end, Eule et al. (2019) discuss how this illegibility largely stems from the 

administrative complexity of asylum governance, which entails the involvement  of 

numerous actors with intersecting responsibilities and mandates. However, from the 

perspective of those subject to it, this fragmentation can make the law, and especially its 

daily implementation, appear as arbitrary or inconsistent (Eule et al. 2019).  

 

Against this backdrop of uncertainty and unclear legal procedures, the question of how 

asylum seekers obtain information about their rights and how to exercise them in practice 

becomes especially relevant, as it can directly inform where potential implementation gaps 

may be present and where both policy and practical interventions are required (Carlson et 

al, 2018). While the present report poses its focus on the specific area of labor rights, (lack 

of) access to reliable information affects all aspects of asylum seekers’ daily lives, including 

access to healthcare, housing, education, and support services. Therefore, ensuring the 

provision of and real access to reliable information sources plays a critical role in the State’s 

broader duty to guarantee the safety and dignity of asylum seekers (EUAA, 2023). 

 
In this regard, EU law recognizes the importance of rights awareness and sets out specific 

obligations to ensure it. Article 5 of the Reception Conditions Directive (2013/33/EU) 

requires that applicants receive written information on reception conditions. Cyprus 
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transposed these obligations through section 9A of the Refugee Law, as amended by Law 

105(I)/2016 (“the Refugee Law”), which mandates that the Asylum Service provide an 

information leaflet in a language the applicant understands and deliver all essential 

information on reception conditions within fifteen days of lodging an application. The 2024 

Recast Reception Conditions Directive, which Cyprus must transpose into its national 

legislation by mid-2026, further specifies that such information must be provided “in writing 

in a concise, transparent, intelligible and easily accessible form, using clear and plain 

language”, and envisions additional safeguards for specific groups such as unaccompanied 

minors. 

 
1.1  Labor Rights 
 

Within the context of rights awareness, labor rights deserve special attention. EU policy 

consistently frames access to employment as a central benchmark of integration, as 

reflected in the Action Plan on Integration and Inclusion 2021 - 2027, where labor-market 

participation is highlighted as one of the main areas of focus. At the same time, evidence 

shows that employment can expose refugees and migrants to significant risks when they 

are not fully aware of their rights or how to exercise them. As found by the Fundamental 

Rights Agency (FRA, 2019), lack of knowledge of workers' rights and of the legal standards 

employers have to comply with is amongst the main factors enabling labor exploitation of 

refugee and migrant workers. Language barriers compound this risk, as they limit the ability 

to obtain knowledge of legal provisions, the ability of refugee and migrant workers to 

understand contracts provided and can become a deterrent from challenging employers or 

seeking assistance. As a result, strengthening avenues of information provision, in multiple 

languages and through multiple mediums (e.g., written, digital, visual, and in-person 

workshops or trainings) can contribute to the prevention of labor exploitation by enabling 

refugees and migrants to recognize and access justice against abusive employers. 
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2. Findings 

 

The initial portion of the research investigated asylum seekers’ access to information prior 

to and after arrival in Cyprus, focusing on their awareness of labor market restrictions. This 

was done in part to evaluate “pull theory” arguments, which state that unfavorable working 

rights landscapes deter asylum flows (Fasani et al. 2021). However, throughout the course 

of the research, two further topics of discussion emerged: lack of knowledge about labor 

rights during employment, and lack of knowledge about training and educational 

opportunities. The emergence of these themes suggests an implementation gap in the 

provision of information upon arrival, unveiling a potential misalignment between available 

services or legal provisions and the reality on the ground experienced by many asylum 

seekers. 

 

 

2.1 Information Prior to Arrival 

 

Research participants were asked whether 

they were aware of the restrictions placed on 

the employment of asylum seekers in Cyprus, 

meaning the nine-month work ban and the sec-

toral limitations, prior to their arrival on the is-

land., The participants of this study reported 

having limited or no prior knowledge of these 

policies. Specifically, 83.2% of survey partici-

pants reported having no knowledge of the 9-

month ban, and similarly, 89.9% reported being 

unaware of the sectoral restrictions1 prior to 

their arrival in Cyprus (Fig. A). In the interviews, 

none of the twenty participants had knowledge 

of the restrictions prior to their arrival. 

 

 

 

Fig. A: Pie chart of survey respondents  

reported being unaware of employment  
restrictions prior to their arrival in Cyprus.  

Source: FAIR Survey, 2025. Percentages have  
been rounded to the nearest decimal. 

 

 
1 See Table C. 
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“[I learnt about the restrictions] In the refugee camp, some people that knows about it 
were sharing the information to let others know it's all about suffering once we get out”  

 
 

Participants were then asked from whom or in what context they had learned about the 

existence of the employment restrictions in Cyprus (Fig.B). In the survey, the most frequently 

reported source of information was peer networks (28.6%), typically members of the 

respondent’s ethnic, linguistic, and/or religious community, as well as friends and 

roommates met during the stay at Pournara First Reception Centre (“Pournara”).  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Fig. B: Distribution (%) of primary sources of information reported by survey respondents. Source: FAIR Survey, 2025. 

Percentages have been rounded to the nearest decimal. 

 
The second most common source was ground-level staff in Pournara. It must be noted that 

respondents oftentimes did not specify whether the staff they referred to were employees 

of the asylum service, EU agencies, representatives of international organizations, or NGOs 

active within the center.  

 

NGOs operating outside Pournara and online sources were reported at similar levels, 16.5% 

and 15.6%, respectively. Within the online category, online newspapers, particularly English-

language outlets such as Cyprus Mail, were the most widely cited by survey participants.  

 

 

  
 

Survey Respondent 

 

Most interview participants first learned about labor market restrictions through  peers 

during their stay in Pournara, with two-thirds reporting this as their initial source of 

information. The information was obtained from roommates or other camp residents, 

conveyed informally as what participants called “word-of-mouth” or “whispers.”  These early 

accounts typically provided only a partial understanding, prompting participants to seek 

further clarification once they were able to leave the camp. While many participants were 

eventually able to obtain clarification, the reliance,  seemingly out of lack of alternatives, on 

informal and partial sources raises concerns about the circulation of misinformation and 

how this may heighten vulnerability to exploitation during the period between the initial 

receipt of information and the later acquisition of a full overview of their rights as asylum 
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“In the camp, I did not know about [the restrictions]. When I came out of the camp, 
many Afghan people talked with me and told me you cannot do a job for 9 months (...), 
and then they told me no, after the 9 months, you have limits. After that, I was not sure, 
because they might have been lying to me. I went to [NGO staff member] and asked if 

there are restrictions, and [they] told me yes.” 
 

“Without my friends, I would not have been able to access anything” 
 

seekers (Carlson et al., 2018). Research participants mainly obtained further in-depth 

information through a combination of three routes: by connecting with more established 

asylum seekers and refugees, contacting organizations supporting asylum seekers and 

refugees, or, in fewer cases, approaching institutional entities such as SWS or Labor 

Offices.   

 

 

 

 

 
 

T., Woman from Afghanistan. 

 

Access to the latter two sources, however, was most often contingent on prior access to a 

social network of settled refugees or other third-country nationals, suggesting gaps in their 

ability to reach more isolated individuals, such as those living in remote areas, and those 

with weaker or no social connections. 

 

For example, G., a man from Cameroon who arrived in Cyprus in early 2023, recounted first 

hearing about the restrictions from his roommate in Pournara. During the interview, he 

specified that he had received no information or flyer regarding his rights from the camp 

authorities during his stay. Once he left the camp and moved to Nicosia, he befriended other 

asylum seekers who had been living in Cyprus for longer, who, in turn, directed him towards 

NGOs providing assistance to asylum seekers.  

 

     .   
 

G., Man from Cameroon 

 

By contrast, in scenarios where access to social circles was absent or limited, other avenues 

of information proved limited in outreach. L., a woman from Cameroon living in a village with 

limited public transport, recounted learning about the restrictions through a process of trial 

and error. She began applying for jobs after leaving the camp and gradually deduced the 

existence of restrictions from the outcomes of her interviews. Despite being employed at 

the time of our conversation, she remained uncertain about her labor rights. When asked 

about her employment status, she stated: “[The employer] told me I have a contract, but I have 

not signed anything.”  

 

Institutional offices, usually SWS and District Labor Offices, emerged as the least common 

but nonetheless crucial source of information about labor rights and restrictions. Interaction 

with these bodies typically occurred late in asylum seekers’ information pathways because 

access depended on prior awareness of their existence and relevance to the asylum seeker’s 

life (e.g., seeking access to MRC). Navigating these bureaucratic processes proved a 



 

14 | A c c e s s  t o  I n f o r m a t i o n   
 

challenge in itself for many asylum seekers, who often needed to rely on the guidance from 

others to understand how to access these provisions and services. Commonly faced issues 

included the overcrowding of offices and language barriers that limited their ability to 

communicate effectively with staff, leading to confusion regarding procedural 

requirements. Despite these obstacles, institutional offices operated as a necessary step in 

the information pathway of asylum seekers, having the ability to act as a last line of defense 

to resolve outstanding questions about rights and obligations, particularly for individuals 

with limited access to alternative information networks. 

 

 

2.2 The Official Information Gap 

A webpage from the Department of Labor is 

an illustrative example of the existing 

institutional gap in online information. When 

conducting a Google search on English-

language keywords relating to the 

employment of asylum seekers in Cyprus, 

one of the first results is consistently a link to 

a page on the department’s website titled 

“Employment of Asylum Seekers.” However, 

following this link only leads to a potentially 

humorous “work in progress” image. Using 

tools such as the Wayback Machine, it is 

possible to learn that the page has been 

either empty or with the image the sole item 

displayed since at least December 20232.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2 It is important to note that other credible and targeted resources emerge among the top results, such as UNCHR’s Help Platform and 

HelpRefugeesWork, a platform operated by the Cyprus Refugee Council of behalf of UNHCR. Nonetheless, the gap remains unfulfilled 
from the side of official State resources. Additionally, it is interesting to note that the Greek-language version of this page does contain 
more information. However, as most asylum seekers in Cyprus do not speak Greek or do not have the fluency required to consult the 
linked Ministerial Decree, this resource remains largely inaccessible. 

https://www.mlsi.gov.cy/mlsi/dl/dl.nsf/page5j_gr/page5j_gr?OpenDocument
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“In the camp, you have to chase people down to have things explained to you. No one 
will come to you from the government.” 

 

“The way they speak, the way they look at me, it is not fair” 
 

Fig. C: On the upper right, capture from the “Employment of Asylum Seekers” page on the Department of Labor website, 

taken on 07/12/2025. Below, capture from the Wayback Machine of the same URL for the date of 10/12/2023. Using the 

inspect tool on the page allows us to confirm that the image file failing to load is supposed to be the same picture as 

above. Capture taken on 07/12/2025. 

 

Across interviews, participants consistently reported limited to no access to official sources 

of information on their rights, obligations, and available support services during their stay in 

Pournara. Although section 9A of the Refugee Law establishes the provision of written 

materials to all applicants, only 2 of 20 interviewees reported receiving any leaflet or written 

material outlining their rights at some point during their stay in the camp. 

 

One of these two cases is R., a man from Sudan who arrived in Cyprus in late 2024. He 

shared with us that a lot of insistence was required on his end to secure information and 

that he had to go out of his way to seek out camp staff to be given a flyer list ing the NGOs 

supporting asylum seekers.  

 

 

 
 

R., Man from Sudan. 

 

Several interview participants recounted difficulties in interacting with the staff within 

Pournara. As in the survey, most participants could not clearly identify or recall the specific 

authority they interacted with (or tried to interact with). Grievances often included harsh or 

dismissive treatment, leading participants to worry about the outcome of their asylum claim 

due to the perceived discretionary authority of the officials they interacted with.  

 

 
 
 

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

Information from the camp authorities was reportedly provided orally and was often partial 

or imprecise. For example, multiple participants recalled receiving vague information about 

the availability of welfare support but not information on how to access it. In another case, 

G., a woman from Syria, was told by an officer, “You are not allowed to work because you do 

not know the language,” creating confusion between the legal requirements and the de facto 

barriers to employment. She had not received any further information about her labor rights: 

in fact, during the interview, she shared that she had only learned about the sectoral 

limitations from a friend a couple of days prior, despite having been in Cyprus since late 

2022.  

 

Limited awareness of Cyprus labor standards, such as minimum wage and contract 

requirements, shaped the conditions under which many participants entered, or opted not 

to enter, the workforce. Most of the people we spoke with had no idea about the existence 

of the minimum wage or whether their job was covered by any collective agreements 

regarding remuneration. Furthermore, multiple women held the misinformed belief that 

cleaning was the only job they were legally allowed to do, which discouraged them from 

pursuing employment in the first place. 

 

2.3 Integration and Accessibility of Services 

 

 
 

J., Man from the Democratic Republic of the Congo. 

 

A substantial body of research highlights the central value of language learning, vocational 

training, and leisure programs in the early stages of integration for asylum seekers and 

refugees, often pointing towards a critical “window of opportunity” for integration in the 

immediate period after arrival (Pisarevskaya & Scholten, 2022; Fasani, 2024). Language 

learning in particular is widely understood as a foundation for broader integration outcomes, 

facilitating communication, access to services, and successful participation in social and 

economic life (Peguero, 2024). These measures take on added importance in reception 

systems where asylum procedures involve long processing times, as is the case in Cyprus, 

where asylum applications routinely require up to two to three years to be processed (CyRC, 

2025). In such contexts, asylum seekers navigate daily life for extended periods in the host 

society before a decision is made on their claims, living in cities and neighborhoods and 

developing relationships with the local population. As a result, while “formal” integration 

through legal status may be delayed, everyday practices shape a complementary informal 

integration trajectory that cannot be ignored (Chauvin & Garcés-Mascareñas, 2012). 

 

Literature on identity and belonging in displacement highlights the effects of prolonged 

uncertainty, with asylum seekers living in a sustained “legal limbo” (Rottmann et al., 2020) 

of restricted access to employment, education, and other integration infrastructures. Within 
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“Work allows me to adapt, to insert myself in society, to flourish.”  

“I want to do a training to be able work. I am a hairdresser and would like to improve 
my skills or study to become a nurse. [...] I would like to study a language, English, 

how to do makeup, or how to do hair.” 

these constraints, access to language classes, community activities, or vocational training 

can offer limited yet meaningful avenues for routine, dignity, and social contact, and help 

prevent deskilling (O’Reilly, 2018). In Cyprus, although the law allows asylum seekers to 

access vocational training linked to employment contracts (in the permitted sectors), no 

such state-led programs are currently available (CyRC, 2025).  

 

 

 
N., Man from Cameroon. 

 

Interviewees who had experienced the 9-month work restriction described a mixed 

landscape of opportunities. Out of 20 participants, 13 attended some form of training during 

this period. All of these courses were provided by NGOs, and participants consistently 

learned about them through personal networks, mirroring earlier findings on information 

about rights and obligations. Many valued these opportunities not only for the skills they 

offered but also for their social function. Several described the forced idleness of the 9-

month work restriction as emotionally difficult and found that the courses provided a 

structured environment in which to meet others, learn new skills, and maintain a routine. 

 

At the same time, participants identified limitations in these services. Critiques often 

focused on the limited duration and scope of these programs. In Cyprus, most of the current 

integration initiatives (e.g., language learning, digital skills), are delivered through EU-funded 

projects that are largely limited in scope and do not allow for long-term planning. Research 

participants often expressed a desire for specific topics of instruction, such as targeted 

vocational training, rights education, or transition courses to obtain recognition of their 

existing qualifications.  

 

   

 

 
 

G., Woman from Cameroon. 

 

The geographic concentration of these services in the Nicosia area emerged as a major 

obstacle. Without comparable alternatives in other districts, access relied heavily on the 

ability to afford transport. Participants repeatedly described the distance between their 

city/village of residence and available courses as prohibitive due to the inability to cover the 

costs of travel within their limited resources (MRC) during the 9 months: 
 

 

 

 

 



 

18 | A c c e s s  t o  I n f o r m a t i o n   
 

“Everything outside of Nicosia has far less support and opportunities. Then, it’s even 
less from the cities to the villages. This causes me problems, because I have to spend 

money to take expensive buses to reach support in Nicosia.” 
 

 
 

M. Man from Afghanistan 

 

Survey findings echoed with this concern, with 52.6% reporting that the limited amount 

provided via the MRC was not sufficient to cover the cost for public transport alongside their 

other needs. 

 

These findings point to a gap between the recognized formal importance of integration 

pathways, such as language courses or vocational training, and the practical access that 

asylum seekers have to them. Although participants consistently expressed motivation to 

engage in language learning and vocational training, their ability to do so depended almost 

entirely on the presence, capacity, and geographic reach of NGOs. The reliance on informal 

channels for information, combined with uneven service distribution, resulted in significant 

disparities in who could participate and for how long. Furthermore, the concentration of 

opportunities in Nicosia, coupled with the limited public transport and cost of travel, led to 

a pattern of exclusion and underserving of individuals living in more remote or rural areas. 

These findings suggest that integration in the early stages of asylum is not necessarily 

linked to personal willingness or motivation, but more so a function of structural 

(un)availability. As long as training provision remains fragmented, geographically 

centralized, and reliant on NGOs, access will remain uneven and largely dependent on 

chance.  

 

The present findings indicate a pervasive gap in asylum seekers’ access to clear and up-to-

date information on rights, obligations, and available services. Knowledge remains largely 

reliant on informal social connections and is typically acquired late in the asylum process. 

These information shortcomings extend beyond limited awareness of work bans to include 

labor rights and standards, welfare procedures, and available training or educational 

opportunities, with tangible consequences on how and under what conditions asylum 

seekers engage with the labor market and broader Cypriot society. Addressing this gap 

requires coordinated measures that improve both the quality of information and the 

accessibility of support and integration pathways. In this regard, strengthening information 

provision would also support a smoother transition into the formal workforce after 

restrictions are lifted or status is granted, thereby strengthening overall social inclusion and 

cohesion.  
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3. Recommendation 1: 

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.  

 

 

Benefits: 

• 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.
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Chapter 2:  

The 9-Month  

Employment Restriction  
 

1. The Right to Work and Restrictions on Labor Market Access 

The right to work is a well-established human right embedded in international and EU legal 

frameworks. Article 23(1) of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights affirms that 

“everyone has the right to work”, a principle reiterated in Article 15 of the EU Charter of 

Fundamental Rights, which guarantees the freedom to work and to choose an occupation. 

The 1951 Refugee Convention similarly protects refugees’ right to work under Article 17.  

 

Within the EU, asylum seekers’ access to employment is regulated under the recast 

Reception Conditions Directive (RCD) (2013/33/EU), which obliges Member States to grant 

asylum applicants access to the labor market no later than nine months after their 

application was lodged. Under the recently adopted recast RCD (2024/1346), this maximum 

waiting period will be reduced to six months by mid-June 2026, as part of the Pact on 

Migration and Asylum. However, NGOs and human rights bodies have flagged concerns 

regarding other aspects of the proposed policies, such as the increased restrictions on 

freedom of movement that risk amounting to de facto detention and the “legal fiction” of 

non-entry, which may worsen the isolation of asylum applicants and hinder their access to 

their fundamental rights in other aspects (Brandl, 2024; Conte & Yavcan, 2024; PICUM, 2023; 

PICUM, 2024; ECRE, 2024).  

 

1.1 The Impact of Employment Restrictions on Asylum Seekers 

Across the literature, asylum seekers’ access to employment is repeatedly highlighted as 

central to fostering dignity and self-worth and to enabling meaningful participation in the 

host community (Edwards, 2005; Fleay & Hartley, 2015). Beyond providing income and skills 

acquisition, work also creates avenues for meaningful engagement with others and with 

one’s environment, which supports emotional well-being and the development of a sense of 

belonging (Costello and O’Cinnéide, 2021). When employment is restricted, asylum seekers 

lose opportunities for social connection and personal development, with evidence pointing 

to substantial and enduring consequences for their long-term psychosocial well-being. 

 

The immediate impact of being banned from accessing the labor market is an elevated risk 

of poverty (Fasani, 2024). In the long term, employment bans significantly slow economic 

and social integration (Fasani et al., 2021; Marbach et al. 2018). Crucially, even short bans 

appear to cause harm, as research indicates that negative effects emerge with waiting 

periods as short as 3 months and become substantial beyond 4 months (Adda et al., 
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2022).  On the personal level, prolonged periods of enforced unemployment are consistently 

associated with higher rates of loneliness, psychological distress, and loss of self-esteem 

(Warfa et al., 2012).  

 

Importantly, prolonged exclusion from formal employment heightens asylum seekers’ 

vulnerability to unsafe and exploitative employment. As found by UNHCR and the British Red 

Cross, prolonged situations of financial hardship may lead asylum seekers to accept  

informal employment offers, which in some cases became situations of exploitation, 

including domestic servitude, sexual and labor exploitation and trafficking, and forced 

criminality (UNHCR, 2022). 

 

1.2 The Impact of Employment Restrictions on States 
Although the empirical literature is still developing, studies from Germany and the UK, as 

well as cross-country analyses, show that employment bans impose significant economic 

and fiscal costs for host states. Marback et al. (2018), studying the effect of a reduction in 

the length of the employment ban implemented in 2000 in Germany, estimated that bans 

cost taxpayers, on average, €40 million per year in foregone tax revenue from unemployed 

refugees and in welfare expenditures. The OECD uses this example to speak of “lessons 

learnt” to describe Germany’s employment ban reduction from 9 months to 3 months in 

2014 (OECD, 2017). These findings were echoed by Fasani et al. (2021), who quantified the 

cost of employment bans on the over 1 million asylum seekers that arrived in Europe in 

2015-2016, in terms of potential output loss for the EU economy, to €37.6 billion over an 8-

year period, equivalent to about €4,100 per banned refugee per year. Recent UK modelling 

has reached similar conclusions: allowing asylum seekers the right to work would save the 

government billions in support costs while increasing tax revenues and GDP (National 

Institute of Economic and Social Research, 2024). Importantly, theoretical risks associated 

with early access, such as pull factors, find little to no support in the literature (Fasani et al., 

2021). 
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2. Findings 
 

The research activities set out to document asylum seekers’ experiences during the 9-month 

restriction on entering the Cypriot labor market. In particular, they examined two 

interconnected areas of impact: material conditions, including access to basic needs, and 

psychological effects. Although these dimensions are closely linked in practice, addressing 

them separately allowed for a systematic understanding and documentation of how the ban 

period shapes the daily life of asylum seekers. As an important note, the investigation of 

psychological impact does not intend to be clinical in nature but rather reflects the most 

prominent emotions and thought processes as reported by the participants.  

 

We find that this restriction causes severe material and psychological harm, and that its 

negative impact begins well before the ninth month is reached. Furthermore, we find that 

this policy forces dependency on an insufficient welfare infrastructure, imposing severe 

barriers to meeting the material and social needs required for a dignified life. We find that, 

as asylum seekers are largely unaware of the policy prior to their arrival, the negative impact 

of the restrictions begins from the very moment they come to learn about them.  

 

2.1 Material Impact 

In the 9-month period where they are restricted from accessing the labor market, asylum 

seekers living outside of reception centers are entitled to the reception of Material Reception 

Conditions (MRC), provided by the SWS, following the amounts and calculations shown in 

Table A and B. These current provisions were established via Ministerial Decision 93.451 in 

2022 and are meant to ensure an “adequate standard of living” that guarantees “their 

subsistence and protects their physical and mental health”, as per the Refugee law (Section 

9JA - 9JB). 

 

Nr. Of Persons 
Food, clothing, and 

Footwear 

Allowance for 

electricity, water, and 

minor expenses (with 

rental agreement) 

Allowance for 

electricity, water, and 

minor expenses 

(without rental 

agreement) 

1 € 186 € 75 € 28 

2 € 279 € 100 € 37 

3 € 372 € 140 € 52 

4 € 465 € 170 € 63 

5+ € 558 € 200 € 74 

Table A: Breakdown of amounts granted to asylum applicants under MRC. Source: Cyprus Refugee Council, 

2025. 
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“I tried [to access MRC] one, two times, then I realized I was just wasting my time”  

“They didn't help for the entire 9 months. They helped one month, but not the next. The 
same thing continued, and the Social Welfare Department kept coming up with 

excuses to cut off help for the asylum seekers.” 

 

Nr. Of 

Persons 
Nicosia Limassol Famagusta Larnaca Paphos 

1 € 100 € 100 € 100 € 100 € 100 

2 € 200 € 218 € 146 € 174 € 146 

3 – 4 € 290 € 317 € 211 € 252 € 211 

5+ € 364 € 397 € 265 € 315 € 265 

Table B: Breakdown of rental allowances granted to asylum applicants under MRC by location and number of 

persons. Source: Cyprus Refugee Council, 2025. 

 

The MRC allowances present several criticalities that have been flagged by NGOs and 

activists, such as the cap of 5 family members or the fact that, despite varying costs of living 

in major cities of the island, the rental allowance for one person is set at €100, far less than 

the average cost of a single room in any of the cities. A further source of concern is the 

absence of updates since 2022, despite growing inflation and rising cost of living, which 

casts doubt over the provisions’ ability to ensure a dignified standard of living (CyRC, 2025). 

 

For most of the asylum seekers we spoke with, gaining access to MRC was a challenging 

process in itself, as participants described feeling lost in their efforts to navigate 

bureaucracy in an unfamiliar language. Success often required reliance on the support of 

other asylum seekers who had already gone through the process, or from NGOs providing 

assistance to asylum seekers. In two cases, the difficulty of navigating the procedures 

independently led participants to opt out of receiving MRC altogether. 

 

   
K., Man from Cameroon. 

 

While a procedure has been established in 2022 to allow asylum seekers to apply for MRC 

from within Pournara to facilitate the application process (CyRC, 2025), none of the interview 

participants reported accessing this service. In handling the process independently, 

participants recounted that it took around three months for their applications to be 

processed and for them to begin receiving MRC. Nonetheless, even after the initial 

procedural hurdles, several participants reported that their access was inconsistent over the 

nine months, including delays in checks and missed months. 
 

 

 

 
 

Survey Respondent 

 

Faced with these procedural barriers, many participants expressed growing frustration and 

confusion. Some described feeling trapped in a cycle of appointments, repeated requests 

for paperwork, and unexpected complications with little clarity on why new issues emerged 
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“I was told they're supposed to send 100 euro to my landlord as part of my bills while I 
pay the rest but they didn't send anything, some months they will not send the support 

money, when you call the office nobody will answer you, if you go to the office they 
won't let you see your social worker without appointment, when you call for 

appointment nobody will answer the call until you noticed that you won't have any 
money to pay your next rent so you have to go back to the office and create a scene 

before they will take you serious and attend to you” 

or how to resolve them. These challenges were found to be particularly demoralizing in light 

of the fact that most participants would have preferred not to depend on welfare at all, but 

they had no legal alternative for survival. Some expressed how they found the experience of 

this dependency humiliating, as they held professional qualifications and experience which 

had allowed them to earn a living prior to their displacement, something they could no longer 

do after arriving in Cyprus. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Survey Respondent 

 
Negative feelings and perceptions towards the welfare infrastructure were, for many, further 

reinforced by direct experience of mistreatment at the hands of staff in SWS offices. One 

such example is B., a woman from Cameroon, who recounted receiving less than the amount 

she was entitled to: €103 instead of the minimum of €214. When she attempted to advocate 

for herself, she was told to “take what [she was] given and go away.” Similarly, T., a woman 

from Afghanistan, recalled that the mistreatment she received resulted in her crying in front 

of the entire office, an experience which she found to be deeply humiliating. 

 

2.1.1 Access to Basic Needs 
 
Survey participants who experienced the 9 months exclusion from the labor market were 

asked about their ability to cover certain day-to-day expenses and basic needs within the 

amounts provided via the MRC (Fig.C). The experiences of research participants who 

indicated Kofinou as their place of residence have not been factored in this portion of the 

research, as housing and food are provided in kind within the camp. Future targeted research 

is required to assess the standards of living within reception centers in Cyprus.  

FIG. C: Percentage (%) of survey respondents who reported a significant inability to afford necessities. Source: 

FAIR Survey, 2025.  Respondents who indicated Kofinou as place of residence have been removed from the 
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sample due to housing and food being provided in kind within the camp. Percentages have been rounded to 

the nearest decimal. 

 

2.1.1.1 Food 

 

The findings indicated a significant risk of food insecurity for many asylum seekers, as over 

half reported being unable to have three meals every day when relying on the amounts 

provided by MRC (59.5%, FIG.C). The interviews echoed these struggles, with several 

participants recounting how they were not regularly able to access meals during the 9 

months.  

 

Several participants explained how, to counter this inability, they relied on NGOs providing 

food packages and other essentials. As with the language and skills courses described in 

the previous chapter, the limited nature of these provisions, whether due to organizations’ 

capacities or their geographical scope, remained a challenge for many participants, 

especially families with multiple children. It is critical to note, however, that some form of 

undercoverage bias may understate the severity of this issue. Most research participants 

were, to some extent, already connected to or aware of NGO networks and services. This 

raises concerns about the experiences of asylum seekers living in more isolated areas or 

those with limited access to community networks who may face even greater barriers and 

have fewer avenues for support. On this topic, the continuous shrinking of the funding 

landscape for NGOs providing assistance to asylum seekers and refugees poses a severe 

risk of further weakening the capacity of this ecosystem of support and contributing to 

heightened risk of food insecurity among asylum seekers. 

 

Lastly, a couple of participants explained how they had resorted to taking on debts from 

friends or family to purchase food. The uncertainty of ever repaying these debts, combined 

with the impossibility of meeting their needs without them, created an ongoing cycle of 

intensified stress about their circumstances. 

 

2.1.1.2 Housing 

Despite dignified housing being widely regarded as a “precondition” for the exercise of any 

basic right and for the success of any integration policy (Kilic & Kraler, 2022), asylum seek-

ers still face significant challenges in securing adequate and stable housing in Cyprus. On 

the legal level, Cyprus does not yet have an official definition of homelessness (OECD, 

2024). Consequently, significant gaps persist in the country’s ability to systematically sup-

port individuals in inadequate or temporary housing arrangements. Within this framework, 

asylum seekers face a heightened vulnerability to precarity, as the MRC provisions during 

the 9 months are often insufficient to secure access to adequate housing (Table B), forcing 

them to enter unstable and/or inadequate arrangements. Furthermore, the MRC’s emission 

faces, as participants reported, recurring delays, which, alongside the numerous documents 
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“The landlord doesn’t care if you don’t get paid for nine months” 

required for the application (e.g., title deeds), leads many landlords to refuse a priori tenants 

wishing to pay a portion of their rent via MRC (Caritas Cyprus, 2023). Lastly, racism also 

plays a crucial role in asylum seekers’ ability to reliably secure housing, as many landlords 

are unwilling to accept tenants from non-EU countries. 

The issues of MRC and inadequate housing arrangements are deeply interwoven. To receive 

the maximum amount from SWS, including the rental allowance, individuals must be able to 

provide a rental agreement (Table A, B). However, within the no-agreement amount, 

participants were unable to secure stable, safe housing that, in turn, could provide them with 

such a document. Indeed, the majority of survey respondents (63.1%, FIG.C) reported being 

unable to secure a private room within the MRC allowances. Similarly, interview participants 

discussed how their housing arrangements were highly precarious throughout the 9 months, 

with some explaining how they relied on the occasional hospitality of other refugees and 

migrants, moving from home to home as space became available, and, at times, sleeping 

on sofas or on the floor of shared apartments.  

 

 
 

L., Woman from Cameroon 

 

To be granted permission to exit Pournara, asylum seekers must independently secure 

housing outside the center. However, they are not allowed to leave the center to conduct 

viewings, which means the process must be done entirely remote. Within these constraints, 

interviewees reported encountering false or misleading advertisements. This was the case, 

among others, of T., a woman from Afghanistan, who left the camp with her family for one 

advertisement that turned out to be fraudulent. With no viable alternat ives and facing the 

risk of immediate homelessness, she accepted the first rental contract she could secure on 

short notice, despite its high cost. As she explained, she signed the contract “even if it was 

too expensive, because it was the only one available.” To manage the emergency expense, 

she had to rely on financial support from a family member living as a refugee in another EU 

country. Other times, participants found themselves in overcrowded, yet very expensive, 

shared housing. In one such case, a participant reported living with as many as eight people 

in one room, each paying €360. In these scenarios, as landlords host far more tenants than 

the legally allowed number, they cannot provide rental contracts to all of them, making it 

once again impossible to obtain the full provisions from MRC.  

 

For large families, the issue of being able to secure a house able to host their family within 

the limited provisions proved particularly challenging and was an additional source of stress 

and anxiety during the 9-month period. In all cases, individuals with larger families could 

only secure houses in isolated areas away from urban centers. This often led to further 

issues accessing institutional or support services due to the cost of transport.  
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2.2 Psychological Impact 

 

The liminality of the asylum process has often been discussed in the literature as a critical 

challenge to asylum seekers’ well-being (Hartonen et al, 2021; 2022). The “asylum seeker” 

status is inherently transitory in nature, and asylum seekers are expected to put their lives 

“on hold” as they await the decision that would allow them to stay in the country or force 

them to leave (Hainmueller et al., 2016; Hartonen et al., 2022). Within this extended “in-

betweenness” (Peter, 2022), they are barred or restricted from accessing numerous rights 

and services, including employment. As a result, and as shown in this research, the 

prolonged wait for asylum unfolds under conditions of material insecurity, with many 

asylum seekers unable to meet basic needs such as food and housing, let alone access the 

social and emotional resources required for a stable life (Hartonen et al., 2021). This 

enforced and prolonged material and legal insecurity can have detrimental impacts on the 

mental well-being of asylum seekers, with its consequences extending long after the asylum 

claim is resolved (Blackmore et al., 2020, Hvidtfeldt et al., 2019). 

 

 
FIG. D: Percentage (%) of survey respondents who reported a significant negative impact of the 9 months on 

different aspects of their lives, by gender. Source: FAIR Survey, 2025. Percentages have been rounded to the 

nearest decimal. 

 

Participants who experienced the 9-month restriction reported significant changes in self-

perception and feelings of insecurity across different aspects of their lives during said 

period. All the collected qualitative accounts testified to a deep emotional distress caused 

directly by the circumstances created by restriction. Quantitative findings support these 

testimonies: over half of survey respondents (56,6%) reported a decline in self-confidence, 

and more than three quarters (76,9%) reported a decline in motivation during this period 

(Fig.D). 

 

2.2.1 Idleness and Insecurity 

In the interviews, participants were often hesitant to talk about the restriction period, 

recalling it as a deeply scarring experience. When introducing their accounts, they often 

described it in terms of “hell,” “draining,” or “the worst period of [their] life.”  
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“The beginning was not easy. I was crying every day because I did not have anything 
to eat.” 

““I do not want to tell other people [about the restrictions]. I do not want them to feel 
what I have”. 

“I know the determination I have. I do not have anything but that. If you let yourself 
become depressed, you will die.” 

 

Having no legal access to work and with the limited MRC provisions, participants discussed 

how they felt abandoned to their own devices to find ways to sustain themselves and their 

families. This material insecurity produced a constant sense of worry regarding their 

survival. Survey data aligned with these accounts, with respondents reporting intense 

feelings of worry both for the general issue of providing for themselves and their families 

(78,4%), as well as more specific issues, such as their ability to secure food (66,6%), or 

housing (75,4%). 

 

 
 

D., Man from Cameroon 

 

For many, the first issue arose with the fact that this extended “pause” on their lives was 

entirely unexpected and thus unplanned for. The moment in which participants first learned 

about the restriction was described as frightening or otherwise emotionally destabilizing, 

with participants crying or experiencing panic attacks at the revelation.  

 

 

 
 

T., Woman from Afghanistan 

 

Many of the people we spoke with explained how they had believed they would be able to 

begin rebuilding their lives after arriving in Europe, only to be instead faced with a long 

period of unavoidable idleness. This discovery generated worry about their immediate ability 

to sustain themselves and eroded the feelings of hope that had accompanied them 

throughout displacement. Critically, participants had no clear indication of how long their 

circumstances would last, which fueled a growing sense of hopelessness. The institutions 

they had interacted with as part of their asylum claims offered no predictable timeline, 

leaving them with no frame of reference. Participants’ uncertainty was compounded by 

eventually learning that, even after the 9-month ban, they would be limited to a narrow set 

of employment sectors, leaving them with almost no opportunity to use their skills or 

qualifications to change their circumstances. Some participants discussed how they tried 

as hard as possible not to let themselves give in to feelings of despair vis-à-vis their 

situation: 

 

 

 
B., Woman from Cameroon 

 

“Stuck at home” with nothing to do, participants found themselves in loops of thinking 

repeatedly about all of the variables associated with their asylum claim: their interviews, the 
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“It was difficult to see friends, even the ones I had in the camp. It was difficult to take 
even a walk, go see the beach, or see any place where you can rest and not have 

thoughts in your head. You do not even have [anything] to eat, you do not have money 
in your pocket, where are you supposed to go?” 

“I was in hell at that time; it was a hard time for me. I do not want to remember it. I 
looked for jobs. One employer [wanted] to give me a position, but when they saw my 

papers, they told me no. I was just trying to find ways to survive”.  

future of their children, or Cyprus’s high rejection rates and the possibility of deportation. In 

the words of one participant, they found themselves living in a perpetual “limbo of anxiety”, 

as they could not access any resolution about their worries, nor engage in any activities to 

distract themselves. 

 

Some participants described physical symptoms associated with their mood during this 

period. Some spoke of increased lethargy, finding themselves sleeping through entire days, 

while others were unable to sleep due to their worries keeping them awake the entire night. 

Furthermore, some participants experienced an unusual loss of interest in activities, often 

leading them to struggle to maintain relationships or causing them to withdraw socially. In 

this regard, multiple participants disclosed that they had experienced suicidal ideation 

during, and as a result of, the nine months3. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

G., Woman from Cameroon 

 

2.2.2 Frustration 

 

A prominent feeling expressed throughout the interviews was that of frustration. The 

frustration interviewees spoke of was directed towards a range of issues or entities, but 

most notably the employment restriction policies themselves. As discussed in the previous 

chapter, the frustration stemmed from their inability to identify who, if anyone, stood to 

benefit from their implementation. Most of the people we spoke with expressed a 

willingness to respect these constraints as the law of a country of which they are not 

citizens; however, the lack of a clear rationale or beneficiary, whether that be themselves, 

someone else, or even someone against them, generated irritation as it made the policy and, 

by extension, their suffering, appear arbitrary. This frustration was heightened by their 

experiences in seeking employment, as the immovable barrier of the restrictions seemed to 

also constrain the options of willing employers: 

 

 

 
 

J., Man from Somalia 

 

 
3 In these cases, participants were informed of and encouraged to access available psychosocial support 
mechanisms immediately after the interview. 
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“9 months of total desolation, 9 months sat at home [...] What am I supposed to do if I 
cannot work? 

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

“Your relationships are reduced to zero, your life is reduced to zero” 

“You have to stay positive; it is not easy. I survived all of these things, so now I can see 
the life of my child” 

Alternatively, participants expressed frustration at the inability to use this extended idleness 

“productively” due to having no access to education, training, or similar ventures. Some, 

particularly those who had to flee their countries in the middle of their studies or who held 

bachelor's degrees or higher education, expressed how they had been willing to pursue 

courses to receive recognition or adapt their existing qualifications to continue their careers 

or leverage their expertise in Cyprus, but found out that no such options existed. This 

contributed to a general sense that their time was being “wasted” without a clear reason or 

benefit. 

 

 
 

B., Woman from Cameroon. 

 

Lastly, for some, frustration also stemmed from the narratives surrounding migration that 

they encountered. This included narratives around return, with participants describing how 

they found it painful to be told to “just go back to [their] country” after fleeing danger. Others 

referred to widespread assumptions that they were exploiting welfare systems, noting that 

they themselves did not wish to rely on such support. Within this context, participants often 

stressed that financial gain had not been a factor motivating their arrival in Cyprus and felt 

that the restrictions misrepresented their intentions and subjected them to unfair 

punishment. 

 

 
 

Y., Woman from Syria 

 

2.2.3 Family Relationships and Social Life 

 

 
 

N., Man from Cameroon 

 

Parents described the challenge of managing their own distress while trying to shield their 

children from insecurity, which generated feelings of shame and inadequacy linked to their 

inability to provide. At the same time, several parents noted that seeing their children safe 

and beginning to establish a life in Cyprus offered moments of relief and motivation, even 

as the overall mental burden remained difficult to bear. 

 

 

 
 

H., Woman from Cameroon 
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“I had to do what I could to survive. It was difficult, very difficult.” 

“In my case, it is difficult to think about finding a long-term job. You accept everything, 
because at any moment my file could be closed”. 

The negative impact also reached relationships with family members in countries of origin. 

Participants described how relatives, expecting that arrival in the EU would bring stability or 

unfamiliar with the specific employment restrictions of Cyprus, struggled to grasp the 

realities they were facing. This made it difficult for interviewees to communicate their 

situation or convey the pressures they were under. The gap between what families believed 

to be possible and what participants were experiencing created feelings of isolation and 

shame, at times adding strain to already fragile transnational relationships. 

 

Lastly, financial constraints were described as a key barrier to forming and sustaining 

friendships. Participants often could not cover transport to classes or social activities, and 

some avoided invitations altogether because they could not pay the bus fare. These 

limitations reduced their capacity to engage socially, making it difficult to develop new 

relationships or nurture existing ones and deepening their sense of isolation and invisibility 

within Cypriot society. 

 

2.3 Informal Labor 

  
 

G., Man from Cameroon 

 

Faced with the impossibility of covering their basic needs, participants talked about the 

strategies and solutions they adopted for survival throughout the 9 months. Amongst these, 

informal labor emerged as a prominent recourse.  

 

In total, 8 of the 20 interview participants reported having engaged in informal labor at some 

point. Participants spoke of this choice in terms of “survival”: their entry into the informal 

economy was motivated by the inability to provide for themselves and their families on MRC 

amounts during the ban. For some, entry into informal work occurred even before gaining a 

complete understanding of the scope of the restrictions due to the urgent need to secure 

any form of income. For one participant in the process of appealing an asylum rejection, the 

instability of his legal status pushed him towards accepting informal employment offers:   

 

 

 
J., Man from the Democratic Republic of the Congo 

 

A few women disclosed that, amid the financial pressure of this period, they had considered 

prostitution as a possible means of survival. While research participants expressed this as 

an hypothetical consideration, they resonate with existing documenting asylum-seeking 

women’s heightened risk of sexual harassment and sexual abuse, as well as their increased 

exposure to survival sex and to trafficking in human beings for the purpose of sexual 

exploitation (Munene et al. 2024; Amnesty International, 2016) 
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“I only got paid because I started crying [in front of the employer]. I got paid €230 for 
the two weeks [I worked]”. 

“It was hell for me when it [was] 1-month restriction only, I wonder what the people 
waiting for 9 months will be going through” 

 

The forms of informal work varied, with participants’ experiences ranging from one-day work 

to one-month periods. Sectors and roles included construction, agriculture, waiter roles, as 

well as shop assistants. A common characteristic among accounts was long working days, 

often exceeding 10 hours, with no possibility for breaks.  

 

Another recurring grievance was that payment was consistently low relative to the number 

of hours worked or the nature of the work performed. In one case, a participant reported 

being paid €200 for 12 days of full-time work in restoration, equating to only ca. €16 per day. 

He acknowledged how it was not “a fair amount,” but that he had no option but to accept it 

in order to survive. In another case, another participant working in restoration was paid €4 

per hour, while one survey respondent reported being paid as little as €3 per hour in 

agriculture. More commonly, participants struggled in trying to receive payment at all. After 

the work was completed, employers would often “disappear” by ignoring calls and 

messages without paying any of the workers. In other scenarios, employers only paid out a 

fraction of the agreed amount. In these cases, lacking grounds to advocate for themselves, 

participants opted to accept these compromises rather than run the risk of receiving 

nothing. The one participant who attempted to insist for the agreed-upon payment reported 

that the effort caused him to lose his job entirely. 

 

 

 
G., Woman from Cameroon 

 

Negative experiences extended beyond wages, as participants reported widespread poor 

and discriminatory treatment by employers. Participants spoke of facing “extreme racism,” 

including allocation of tasks based on skin color or local workers “banding together” against 

the racialized ones. One such case is that of N., a man from Cameroon who briefly worked 

in construction, witnessed a “clear division between the Black and the White workers,” where 

“only the Black employees actually worked”. In two cases, participants reported 

experiencing sexual harassment or attempted sexual assault during informal employment 4.  

 

2.4  9-Month Vs. 1-Month Restriction 

 

 

 
Survey Respondent 

 

 
4 In both cases, the event had happened several months before the interview. Both participants had already 
received support following the event and volunteered the information independently.  
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Through the survey, it was possible to compare the reported impacts of the 9-month and the 

one-month work restriction. While the analytical value of these findings is limited due to the 

relatively smaller share of respondents who had experienced the shorter ban5, the 

comparison still offers interesting insights when observed against the background of the 

existing literature on this domain. 

 
Fig. E: Percentage (%) of survey respondents who reported a significant negative impact of the 9 -month and 

of the 1-month employment restrictions on various aspects of their lives. Source: FAIR Survey, 2025. 

Percentages have been rounded to the nearest decimal. 

 

Experiencing the nine-month ban was associated with stronger insecurity across all 

monitored basic needs, alongside notably poorer self-perceptions. These findings align with 

established evidence showing that longer employment bans are linked to increased 

vulnerability to material insecurity worse mental health outcomes for asylum seekers 

(Fasani, 2024; Marbach et al., 2018; Committee on Migration, Refugees, and Displaced 

Persons, 2012). 

 

The issue of housing is an interesting outlier, as the reported impacts fell within a similar 

range of severity. This is likely explained by the broader issue of racism from landlords, who, 

as found in the present research, appear to deny accommodation based on country of origin 

more prominently than for legal status, coupled with the rising costs of housing across the 

island, which poses a growing issue for Cypriots as well (Theodorou, 2025). 

 

The findings indicate that the nine-month employment restriction generates sustained emo-

tional and social harm for asylum seekers, extending well beyond the temporary loss of in-

come. This policy undermines asylum seekers’ sense of dignity and self-efficacy, eroding 

the foundations necessary for long-term integration and well-being and thereby fueling in-

creasingly hostile public opinion through narratives of asylum seekers as “welfare burdens”. 

In its current state, the restriction framework imposed on asylum seekers not only fails to 

prevent vulnerability but actively generates it.  
 

With the forthcoming implementation of the EU Pact on Migration and Asylum, which will 

introduce a partial reduction of the restriction’s maximum length, the evidence presented 

 
5 Only 13% of Survey respondents reported experiencing the 1-month restriction. An additional 6% preferred 
not to answer this portion of the survey. 
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here indicates that lowering the duration to six months may not be sufficient to prevent the 

cumulative harms associated with prolonged enforced unemployment, as its impact 

appears to begin at a much earlier stage. A more substantial reduction is required to avoid 

reproducing the same patterns of deprivation and long-term damage. 
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3. Recommendation 2: 

Reduce substantially 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.  

 

Benefits: 

1. A shorter restriction will facilitate asylum seekers’ labor market participation, reduce the 

risk of destitution, and thereby improve broader social and economic integration. 

2. Greater asylum seeker participation in the labor market will help address labor shortages 

and enable the broader economy to benefit from their fiscal contributions. 

3. 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.  

4. Earlier entry into the workforce for asylum seekers will facilitate their self-sufficiency and 

reduce their reliance on welfare infrastructures. 

 

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.
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Chapter 3:  

Employment 
 

1. Labor Market Integration 

Integration is understood in EU policy and academic literature as a multidimensional, long-

term process that includes economic, social, cultural, and political spheres of life and oper-

ates as a two-way process of mutual adaptation between migrants and host societies (EP, 

2022; IOM, 2018). Labor market integration is regularly identified as a core determinant for 

successful long-term integration, as delays in accessing employment can have lasting ef-

fects on both economic and social inclusion (UNHCR, 2013; Fasani et al., 2021; Federico 

and Baglioni, 2021). 

Research has consistently found that the successful labor-market integration of asylum 

seekers and refugees is an economic asset for European labor markets. EU institutions 

emphasize that refugees fill shortages across both high-skilled and low-skilled sectors, help 

correct labor market imbalances, and spur innovation and economic growth (EP, 2015; EP, 

2022). As populations age and fertility decline across Europe, governments need to navigate 

challenges such as shrinking workforces, reduced output, and increased strains on public 

finances. In this context, the broader landscape of migration has become essential to 

sustaining the labor force and mitigating demographic pressures (Vallentine et al., 2025; 

OECD, 2025). 

 

A range of studies shows that migration supports long-term fiscal sustainability, especially 

when newcomers are well integrated into the workforce. Proper labor market inclusion can 

have a positive impact on income levels and public finances over the long term and can 

reduce fiscal pressures associated with ageing populations (OECD, 2014; Jaumotte et al., 

2016). In that sense, the often-politicized concerns over the supposed fiscal burden of 

migration are not supported by the available evidence. A cross-country OECD comparison 

(2006–2018) finds that migrants contribute more in taxes and social contributions than 

governments spend on their social protection, health, and education. Their contributions are 

sufficient to fully cover their share of government expenditure on congestible public goods 

and, in most countries, also contribute to financing pure public goods, such as public debt 

charges and defense (OECD, 2021).   

 

1.1 Asylum Seekers’ Participation in the Labor Market 

Across EU countries, asylum seekers face distinct structural barriers that hinder their 

successful labor market integration. Institutional and legal constraints include insecure 

legal status and, in most EU countries, lengthy employment restrictions that prevent early 

labor-market entry (Isaakyan & Trandafyllidou, 2021; Maggini, 2021). These work restrictions 
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have lasting consequences, as discussed in the previous section, shaping employability for 

years and affecting economic outcomes, integration prospects, and psychosocial well-

being. Limited access to vocational training, a lack of proficiency in the host country’s 

language, weak professional networks, and a broader hostile socio-political climate can 

further compound these obstacles (Pisarevskaya & Scholten, 2021; Maggini, 2021). For 

migrant and forcibly displaced women, facing double-layered discrimination due to their 

status and as women, these barriers cause significantly lower employment chances, 

increased risks of exploitation, and long-term exclusion from the labor market (Cyprus 

Refugee Council, 2021; EP, 2022; Ala-Mantila & Fleischmann, 2018).  

 

In some EU countries, among which Cyprus (Table C), asylum seekers are limited to specific 

employment sectors, typically low-paying, low-skilled jobs, even when they possess higher 

qualifications. This mismatch between skills and possible jobs often leads to occupational 

downgrading, which is associated with lower occupational commitment (Aydiner & Rider, 

2022), a drop in occupational status, and negative mental health outcomes (Ives, 2007). 

Research shows that high-skilled refugees who are unable to work in their trained 

professions experience heightened levels of shame, depression, and demotivation (Willott 

& Stevenson, 2013). These constraints on formal employment also help explain why many 

asylum seekers are pushed into the secondary labor market, where work is predominantly 

informal, precarious, and labor-intensive across sectors such as domestic work, agriculture, 

construction, and logistics (Dimitriadis, 2023; Lintner & Elsen, 2018). Labor market 

segmentation theory explains how this concentration is found in “3D” jobs (dirty, dangerous, 

and demanding), characterized by low wages, lower social status, limited job security, and 

heightened occupational risk (Lenko et al., 2024). While such jobs are accepted as survival 

strategies or stepping stones to gain initial income and language skills (Dimitriadis, 2023; 

Lee et al., 2020), their precarious nature tends to undermine well-being and increase 

vulnerability to exploitation, particularly given the limited avenues for legal redress 

(Anderson, 2010). 

 

For asylum seekers, early and meaningful labor market inclusion matters both because 

some will ultimately be granted international protection and because those who do not can 

still support local economies, fill existing vacancies, and, crucially, become self-sufficient 

and enjoy a dignified standard of living during their stay (CyRC, 2021).  
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Permitted Sectors and Posts for Asylum Applicants 

Labor Market Sectors Permitted Occupations 

Agriculture-Animal Husbandry-Fishery-Animal 

Shelters and Pet Hotels 

Agriculture Laborers 

Animal Husbandry Laborers 

Poultry Farm Laborers 

Fishery Laborers 

Fish Farm Laborers 

Animal Caretakers 

Processing Animal Feed Production Laborers 

Bakery and Dairy Production Night-Shift 

Laborers 

Loading / Unloading Laborers 

Poultry Slaughterhouse Night-Shift Laborers 

Waste Management Sewerage, Waste and Wastewater Treatment 

Laborers 

Collection and Processing of Waste and 

Garbage Laborers 

Recycling Laborers 

Animal Waste and Slaughterhouse Waste 

Processing Laborers 

Trade-Repairs Petrol Station and Carwash Laborers 

Loading / Unloading Laborers 

Fish Market Laborers 

Assistant Automobile Panel-Beaters and Spray-

Painters 

Service Provision Employment by Cleaning Companies 

as  Cleaners of Buildings and Outdoor Areas 

Advertising Material Delivery Persons 

Food Delivery Persons 

Groundskeepers 

Loading / Unloading Laborers 

Pest Control Laborers for Homes and Offices 

Restaurants and Recreation Centers/Hotels Kitchen Aides, Cleaners 

Food Delivery Persons 

Other Laundromat Laborers 

 

Table C: Permitted sectors and posts for asylum applicants as per Ministerial Decree 312/2023, Source: Cyprus Refugee 

Council, 2025 
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2. Findings 

 

Approximately half of the survey respondents reported being employed or having previously 

worked in Cyprus (49.5%). Among those employed, the majority worked in Restaurants and 

Recreation Centers/Hotels (36.6%) and Service Provision (23.2%). Notably, the latter 

displayed a significant gender difference: 30.6% of employed women reported working in 

this sector, compared with 15% of employed men, likely reflecting the higher concentration 

of women in the cleaning and domestic work roles that fall under this category. A smaller 

share of respondents (9.7%) reported working in roles that were not allowed under their 

reported legal status, namely construction, restaurant waiters, or in the beauty industry 

(hairdresser, nail technician). 7.3% preferred not to answer. All other sectors accounted for 

less than 5% of respondents. In the interviews, 13 of the 20 participants reported current or 

past formal employment in Cyprus, including 10 men and 3 women. 

 

Among survey respondents who indicated being unemployed (51.5%), the share was higher 

among women (59.6%) than men (42.3%). The most widely cited reason for unemployment 

was currently experiencing the 9-month work restriction (47.1%), followed by caregiving 

responsibilities (16%). Importantly, only women selected caregiving as the primary barrier 

to employment, representing one in four unemployed women (26.4%). This pattern likely 

aligns with established literature on how caregiving duties fall disproportionately on women 

and create an additional obstacle to their ability to access and remain in the labor market 

(ILO, 2024). 

 

 
FIG.F: Table representing the primary reasons for unemployment (%) indicated by survey participants, by Gender. Source: 

FAIR Survey, 2025. Percentages have been rounded to the nearest decimal.  

 

2.1  Sectoral Restrictions 

Following the 9-month restriction, asylum seekers are allowed to enter the Cypriot labor 

market within a limited set of sectors and roles established under Ministerial Decree 

312/2023 (Table C).  Among the interviewees, individuals generally lacked a comprehensive 

understanding of all the sectors and roles they are permitted to work in. Rather, they held a 

vague notion that they were only allowed in “low-skilled” roles. This imprecision would 
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“We are all humans; we can do everything. [NGO] immediately gave us a piece of 
paper telling us in which sectors we can work. That did not make me feel comfortable: 

you are immediately given limits.” 

 “After 9 months of being still, it is hard to start working again.” 

 “If you do not speak English or Greek, you cannot work. You do not have the money, 
but it is so far and difficult to find a job. I had to wake up at 5 am, get a bus, only for 
them to then kick me out and say they do not want me, and I had to go all the way 

back.” 

sometimes lead to mistakes, such as them applying for positions they assumed to be per-

mitted, such as barista jobs, only to be met with rejections. 

 

   
 

 

H., Woman from Cameroon. 

 

2.1.1 Job Search 
 

Overall, securing a role was described as a major challenge: Among employed survey 

respondents, 64.9% reported significant difficulties finding a job, a pattern echoed in 

interviews. Participants explained that even after completing the nine-month waiting period, 

securing stable employment often required several additional months and, in a few cases, 

more than a year. Some noted that they found it challenging to transition back into the 

workforce after the extended idleness of the nine months and the associated struggles they 

had faced during that period.  
 

 
 

V., Woman from Cameroon 

 

Several participants linked these difficulties to the limited relevance of the permitted 

sectors to their previous experience and felt both discouraged and unprepared to take on 

such roles. Language barriers further compounded these challenges as they struggled to 

navigate job listings or experienced misunderstandings during interviews. Participants also 

expressed frustration at the fact that, despite actively searching for formal employment, 

they continued to exclusively be offered informal roles. The geographic distribution of the 

permitted roles, mainly located in isolated areas outside of urban centers, added another 

layer of difficulty to securing and attending interviews. 

 

 

 
 

 

O., Man from the Democratic Republic of the Congo 

 

In multiple cases, the sectoral limitations’ existence was identified as an active barrier to an 

otherwise successful hiring process. Many viewed this rule as “bizarre” or 

counterproductive, especially when they identified vacancies relevant to their skills and 

potential employers expressed interest in hiring them. This was the case, among others, of 

G., a man from Cameroon who had applied for a role in an airport that required a French 

speaker and had received positive feedback during the interview. However, the hiring 

process was forced to an end the moment his legal status was revealed.  
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 “You have to open the door for workers who want to work.” 

“I would just like a job where I could see the sun in summer and winter.”  

“If they say 8 hours, it is never 8 hours [...]. I just want a job where they respect my 
working hours.” 

 

 
J., Man from the Democratic Republic of the Congo 

2.1.2 Access to Sectors 

A significant portion of the permitted sectors in which asylum seekers are allowed to work 

is located outside of urban centers in areas underserved by public transport. Participants 

identified this structural constraint as a recurring issue, as interviews and subsequent 

employment required long commutes. In this regard, it is important to note that under 

current legislation, asylum seekers are barred from obtaining a driving license (CyRC, 2025). 

 

As part of their daily routine, participants reported commutes to work ranging from 40 

minutes to 1.5 hours, often requiring two to four buses each way. Those working late-night 

shifts reported particularly significant difficulties on this front: the absence of reliable 

nighttime bus routes meant that they were forced to wait outside until services resumed 

around 6 A.M, as the only other option would have been to order a taxi whose cost would 

nullify a substantial portion of their daily earnings.  

 

 
B., Woman from Cameroon 

 

In addition to transport barriers, participants highlighted the physically demanding aspect 

of the permitted sectors. Over half of survey respondents found their jobs to be too 

physically demanding (63.6%), with women reporting this concern at markedly higher rates 

(69.7% for women, 58.1% for men). Interview accounts aligned with these findings, with 

participants describing their jobs as “tiring,” “physically painful”, and, in some cases, 

developing conditions such as intense back pain. A participant expressed concern regarding 

his ability to fulfill the requirements of these jobs as an older man who had worked in 

sedentary roles his entire career. He knew his body could not sustain the physical strain of 

these jobs, for which he also felt that employers would prioritize hiring a younger person 

over him. As a result, he felt that the available sectors left him without a viable path to 

employment.  

 

Regarding their workdays, although the assigned shifts would nominally last 8 to 9 hours, 

participants reported regularly working for 10 hours+ per day due to cleaning duties or 

overtime demands. Exhaustion from long workdays and long commutes often left 

participants unable to engage in other activities due to extreme tiredness.  

 

 
 

V., Woman from Cameroon 
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2.1.2.1 Gender 
 

One of the main concerns raised regarding the sectors in which asylum seekers are 

permitted to work flags how they are largely geared towards male workers and significantly 

harder to access for asylum seeking women, generating risks of gendered barriers to the 

ability to secure a livelihood (CyRC, 2025). The women we had the opportunity to speak with 

generally described the sectors as difficult to access and even harder to remain in explicitly 

because of their gender. Some expressed concerns that, given the physical demands and 

stereotypes associated with the permitted roles, employers would always prioritize hiring 

male applicants over them. In addition, while some women held the misinformed belief that 

cleaning roles were the only jobs permitted for them, others felt that, although they might be 

legally allowed to work any of the permitted roles, they realistically could only access 

positions as cleaners. 

 

Care responsibilities further constrained women’s access to employment. Mothers reported 

that, when looking for jobs, they had to factor in childcare demands, which in turn 

significantly lengthened their job searches. For school-age children, women described 

having to structure their employment around school hours, sharply reducing the range of 

available roles and confining them to part-time positions. Meanwhile, those with younger 

children who were not yet in school explained that the absence of affordable childcare 

services prevented them from seeking work altogether. Single mothers described their 

circumstances as especially difficult, since they had no access to income from a second 

parent and carried the full burden of both caregiving and providing for their household. 

 

2.1.3 Previous Experience  

Almost two-thirds of participants (74.6%) found a strong to very strong misalignment 

between their current role and their previous experience or qualifications (FIG. G). Women 

reported this experience at a significantly higher proportion (Women 88.8%, Men 74.6%), 

echoing concerns about the accessibility of the current sectors to asylum seeker women.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. G: Bar chart of survey respondents who indicated that their current job in Cyprus to have a strong 

discrepancy with their previous professional experience or education. Source: FAIR Survey, 2025. Percentages 

have been rounded to the nearest decimal. 
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“I am an expert, I have worked for more than twelve years in administration, studied for 
more than twenty years, there should be something to do here as an expert, some kind 

of extra processing about the person I was. What should I do?” 

“Of course [the sectors] do not correspond to my experience. I wanted to become a 
doctor.” 

Interview participants attributed this discrepancy to having specific expertise or 

qualifications that could not be reflected in any of the permitted positions, and, on the 

flipside, lacking the specific qualifications of expertise of the permitted sectors. In terms of 

skills, the interviewed sample included individuals with longstanding expertise in specific 

trades, such as tailors, welders, bakers, as well as doctors, lawyers, IT specialists, and 

nurses. Despite this broad range of qualifications, only a small number of participants had 

existing skills that aligned with the permitted sectors, and even then, only within kitchen 

work. In these specific cases, their prior experience was nonetheless disregarded in the 

workplace, as employers mostly engaged with them from assumptions of incompetence. 

 

 

 
 

M., Man from Afghanistan 

 

In this regard, participants expressed concerns over the job referrals provided by the Labor 

Department. To retain access to MRC beyond the initial nine months, asylum seekers must 

register with the department and demonstrate they are actively searching for employment. 

Failure to do so can result in being classified as “willfully unemployed” and consequential 

loss of access to MRC (CyRC, 2025). Under the current system, only the employer can 

provide an explanation for why an interview did not lead to a job offer, leaving no opportunity 

for the asylum seeker to describe their experience or clarify factors that shaped the 

outcome. This creates a risk of being mischaracterized as willfully unemployed even when 

the reasons for an unsuccessful interview lie with the employer, including potential 

discrimination (CYRC, 2025). Participants explained, however, that these referrals often 

concerned jobs they could not realistically access due to transport barriers, physical 

demands, health limitations (e.g., conditions such as asthma), skill requirements, or that did 

not take into account their abilities or expertise.  

 

2.1.3.1 Loss of Professional Identity 

 

  
 

R., Man from Sudan 

 

Ultimately, participants felt that the jobs they were being directed towards prevented them 

from realizing their full potential. They perceived themselves as capable and motivated to 

contribute to Cypriot society and saw the use of their skills as the most intuitive avenue to 

do so. Instead, participants felt undervalued by the limited available positions and deprived 

of the opportunity to at least try to improve their circumstances. While participants 

conceded that they did not expect to make demands over a country of which they were not 
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“It is not a good policy, asylum seekers have talent, things to give, the only thing you 
have to give us is the opportunity.” 

“I would really love for the authorities to hear us, not to frustrate our dreams. To take 
into account our diplomas, to consider letting us work in our fields.” 

“I already know the job: I graduated in it.” 

“There's no official contract, no job security, and if you dare to speak up or demand 
your rights, you risk losing your job. The labor office doesn’t take our complaints 

seriously, and no one seems to care about our situation. It's a system that exploits us 
while silencing our voices.”  

 

citizens, witnessing positions in their fields remain vacant despite their willingness to work 

generated a sense of arbitrary injustice that they struggled to reconcile with.  

 

 

 
N., Man from Cameroon 

 

Others phrased the pursuit of their studies or return to their professional expertise as “a 

dream [that had been] cut short”, as they had imagined themselves being able to practice 

those very professions after displacement. This led to a profound sense of discouragement 

about their futures and deep sorrow at the prospect of being asked to set aside these 

components of their identity to prioritize survival. Some participants described how, after 

not practicing for such an extended period, they noticed themselves progressively 

worsening or forgetting the skills they had learnt throughout their lives, an experience which 

they described as profoundly troubling if not frightening. 

 

 

 

V., Woman from Cameroon 

 

At the same time, many rejected the idea of giving up completely on these components of 

their identity and vehemently expressed their willingness and desire to partake in training, 

courses, or any avenue that would allow them to re-enter their fields. While some attempted 

to remain updated in their sectors in whatever way possible within their means, such as 

online classes and courses, doing so while balancing all other aspects of survival in Cyprus 

proved significantly challenging.  

 

 
 

C., Woman from Cameroon 

2.2  Employment Experiences 

 

 

 

 
 

Survey Respondent 

 

While the research set out to investigate the experiences of asylum seekers in the workforce, 

it soon became evident that it would not be possible to separate such documentation from 

the issue of racism in Cyprus. In this domain, the country has recently been marked by 

infamous achievements, such as being amongst the top 10 most xenophobic countries in 

Europe (Shkurko, 2024).  

https://cyprus-mail.com/2024/01/31/cyprus-in-top-ten-countries-for-xenophobia
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Fig.H: Reported opinions of participants’ working conditions, by Gender. The questions were asked in neutral 

terms, and in the table only the share (%) of significantly negative perceptions are reported. Source: FAIR 

Survey, percentages have been rounded to the nearest decimal. 

 

From a legal standpoint, the Equal Treatment in Employment and Occupation Law 

(58(I)/2004) prohibits discrimination in employment based on race, ethnic origin, religion, 

beliefs, sexual orientation, and age. However, despite the existence of this framework on 

paper, research activities uncovered a widespread pattern of harassment and labor rights 

violations that are tightly interwoven with workers’ racialization. Participant accounts de-

scribed how workplace hierarchies are structured along racial lines, shaping the allocation 

of tasks, shifts, and remuneration. Similarly, research participants discussed how discrimi-

nation began well before employment, as they were faced with racism from the moment 

they began searching for work. Furthermore, it is important to note that most of the sectors 

where asylum seekers can be employed are not unionized, which deprives this more vulner-

able group of workers from the right of representation vis-à-vis the employer and places 

individual workers at greater risk of dismissal if they do try to claim their rights. 

 

Understanding that race is “neither biological nor objective” (Takwa, 2024), this analysis 

uses the terms “Black” or “White” based on participants’ own self-identification and 

accounts of the dynamics they witnessed. Furthermore, the term “racialized” is employed to 

indicate a process through which an individual, based on an actual or perceived 

characteristic, is ascribed to a group characterized as different and/or inferior, and is 

consequently exposed to racism and discrimination. 

 

Lastly, for the purpose of this section, only accounts of formal employment were analyzed 

to isolate potential issues from the specific dynamics and risks associated with informal 

work.  
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“You can go look for a job, but they will only see “Black” “  

“They told me that, categorically, they do not hire Blacks. They had published an offer, 
but they did not mention anything about specific categories.” 

“Sometimes they ignored me, [...] other times they pretended people were the boss 
just to waste my time. Other times, they just kick you out as if you are some type of 

shit”. 

2.2.1 Discrimination in Job Search 

 

 

G., Woman from Cameroon 

 

Participants recounted being faced with racial discrimination from the moment they began 

searching for work. While their legal status remained a significant barrier to securing 

employment, many participants stressed that discrimination on the basis of skin color often 

preceded, and at times overshadowed, administrative obstacles. This pattern was not 

limited to asylum applicants alone, as participants holding recognized refugee status 

reported similar forms of racialized exclusion when seeking work. 

 

 

 
H., Woman from Cameroon 

 

Multiple participants reported being denied interviews or employment explicitly on the 

grounds of race. Experiences included being ignored or mocked when inquiring about job 

postings, as well as being “chased out” of stores for having asked about a job opening. 

Participants emphasized that this widespread hostility imposed a heavy mental burden on 

top of the broader challenges of navigating life in Cyprus, with some recounting how they 

would frequently cry after job interviews. 

 

 

  

 
K., Man from Cameroon 

 

2.2.2 Employment Conditions 

 

As participants described their experiences in various jobs across the island, three recurrent 

areas of mistreatment emerged: task allocation, rest, and remuneration, each deeply 

interlinked with the participant’s racialization in the eyes of the employer and coworkers. 

 

Participants described how racialized workers would be systematically assigned less 

favorable shifts, such as night shifts, or, in hourly jobs, fewer overall hours per month. 

Despite the overall lower hour count, they would still be expected to perform 

uncompensated overtime. One participant recounted being given a direct explanation for 

the rationale behind this practice. After several months of work, D., a man from Cameroon, 

noticed that his numerous overtime hours had never been reflected in his paychecks. When 

he confronted his employer about this issue, the employer explained how the overtime hours 



 

47 | E m p l o y m e n t  

“In some supermarkets, as blacks, as asylum seekers, we have to do the heavy work, 
the lifting, everything, it’s forced work, while others sit, or do the easy parts.”  

 “I believed slavery did not exist anymore [...] [The employer] treated me like a 
machine.” 

performed by D. were being (falsely) recorded as having been done by other Cypriot 

colleagues, clarifying this was done in order for them to receive higher salaries than him. 

 

Accounts also described how physically demanding or otherwise undesirable tasks were 

explicitly allocated on the basis of race. Assignments such as the deep cleaning of 

slaughterhouses or lifting of heavy materials were justified by employers through crude and 

dismissive statements such as “the Blacks are strong”. In the meantime, participants 

recounted seeing Cypriot workers resting or, in some cases, just watching the Black workers 

as if it were some form of entertainment. 

 

 

 
O., Man from the Democratic Republic of the Congo 

 

Working hours were similarly unpredictable or excessive. Participants explained that, while 

they knew when their workday would begin, they could never be sure when it would end due 

to overtime expectations. Reported working days regularly exceeded 10 hours, with 

extremely low remuneration, between €25  and €30 per day, and little to no breaks. In one 

such case, a participant reportedly was allowed only one 30-minute break within a 10-hour 

shift. 

 

 
 

N., Man from Cameroon 

 

Rest appeared to be a privilege, rather than a right, which was not granted to racialized 

workers. Participants reported being denied breaks, as well as the ability to eat or drink 

water during shifts, small actions that were otherwise easily permitted to Cypriot coworkers. 

Similarly, participants reported how they were expected to work all holidays and were not 

allowed to take days off in case of need or emergency, also something easily granted to 

Cypriot colleagues.  

 

Remuneration appeared to be shaped by racialization. Several participants explained how 

they were paid significantly less than their Cypriot colleagues for identical roles. In one case, 

a participant reported being paid 40% less per hour than his Cypriot counterparts, though he 

did not share the exact amounts.  In general, payments were reported to be low. In the survey, 

69.7% of respondents reported being unable to afford basic needs, and 67.5% unable to 

afford leisure activities, such as socialization or hobbies, within their salaries (Fig.H). These 

issues were also found in the interviews, where participants expressed that their salaries 

could, at best, cover their basic survival needs. Among participants who disclosed their 

salaries in formal employment, only one received the minimum wage (€900 per month), 

while others ranged from €500 to €600 per month for full-time work. 
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“Other chefs work less and make far more money. I’m made to feel inferior, because 
I’m African, because I’m an asylum seeker, as if I don’t deserve anything.” 

“When it comes to work, everybody is human. They think we are good just for cleaning 
the garbage. We also have skills, but we are limited; they do not give us a moment to 

demonstrate them.” 

 

 

 
R., Man from Sudan 

 

Overall, participants felt constrained between untenable working conditions and their 

inability to leave them due to the need to maintain an income for basic survival. 

Mistreatment was so entrenched in all of their work experiences that the realistic choice 

became locating the employer who would harm them least, rather than one who would treat 

them fairly. 

 

2.2.3 Treatment from Employers and Colleagues 

 

Treatment from employers, colleagues, and customers was also reported to be markedly 

worse towards racialized workers. Survey respondents indicated a perceived negative 

difference in treatment between themselves and other colleagues (59.7%), while interviews 

provided specific examples of how these dynamics manifested as part of their work. 

 

Multiple participants reported being the first racialized employee in their workplace, or that 

racialized workers constituted a small minority of the staff. As such, they often recounted 

the experience of being ignored or sidelined by their Cypriot employers and counterparts, 

generating a sense of isolation and making them feel vulnerable to potential mistreatment. 

This marginalization ranged from withholding small common courtesies, such as 

reciprocating greetings, to larger-scale action, such as Cypriot coworkers seemingly 

banding together to push for the firing of a racialized worker.  

 

Employers and colleagues were frequently described as perpetrators of racist harassment. 

Beyond crude comments described above, multiple participants recounted instances in 

which they were insulted by employers and coworkers speaking to each other in Greek, 

mocking them under the assumption that the interviewee could not understand their words. 

Throughout their workdays and across different jobs, participants reported being subjected 

to numerous racist and otherwise offensive comments, without the ability to respond. Lastly, 

customers also played a role in this widespread hostility, as, for example, they refused to let 

racialized workers in supermarkets weigh produce or scan their purchases. Generally, 

participants reported feeling undervalued and dehumanized, with everyone around them 

treating them as if they “are worth nothing”.  

 

 

 
 

L., Woman from Cameroon 
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“Other chefs work less and make far more money. I’m made to feel inferior, because 
I’m African, because I’m an asylum seeker, as if I don’t deserve anything.” 

In several accounts, racial discrimination was embedded in the rules of the workplace. 

Multiple participants reported that racialized workers are not allowed to use the same 

bathroom facilities as white workers. Others reported not being permitted to utilize shared 

break rooms or kitchen areas, including the use of microwaves, under accusations that they 

brought “smelly African food”. These incidents appeared in multiple separate interviews 

with participants working in different sectors, raising concerns about a broader pattern of 

attitudes rather than isolated incidents. 

 

Faced with racial discrimination and mistreatment at the hands of employers and 

colleagues, J. explained how he does not believe he can speak up in these scenarios, 

 

 

 
 

J., Man from the Democratic Republic of the Congo 

 

As J. continued, he is also concerned that, given his legal status, any interaction with the 

police might have far more negative consequences for him than it would ever have for his 

employer. 

 

What emerges from these accounts is a panorama in which legal protection on paper does 

not appear to translate into practice. The findings from this research illustrated how Cyprus’s 

sectoral employment regime and the everyday realities of work for asylum seekers combine 

to produce structural and persistent barriers to dignified labor market participation. 

Restricting access to a narrow set of physically demanding and low-status sectors forces 

people into roles that seldom match their skills and frequently expose them to exploitative 

practices. Experiences described by participants point to a work environment where 

discrimination is normalized, oversight is weak, and the possibility of fair treatment depends 

less on legal protections than on finding an employer who is merely “less bad.” Such 

conditions erode autonomy, reinforce precarity, and undermine the development of social 

and economic integration. As such, we argue that reforms are needed that tackle this dual 

aspect of employment barriers: on the one side, the structural restriction of opportunities, 

on the other, the practices that shape working conditions on the ground.  

 

Beyond the scope of this report, we must note that the issue of racism in Cyprus is not 

narrowly contained within the realm of employment. Throughout research activities, 

participants shared numerous, grave instances of discrimination and racially motivated 

violence that we were unable to include in the framework of this investigation, reflecting a 

much broader reality of marginalization and racial prejudice on the island. 
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3. Recommendation 3: 

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 ensure 

that opportunities are accessible, safe, and appropriate for asylum-seeking women. 

 

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. 

• Expanding eligible sectors 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 need 
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4. Recommendation 4: 

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 anti-

discrimination 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 labor 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, and abusive working conditions. 

• Improved trust in state institutions will encourage asylum seekers to pursue formal 

employment pathways and report harmful practices early. 

• Strengthening oversight and accountability will support national efforts to reduce 

informal labor markets, promote fair competition among employers, and align Cyprus 

with international labor standards. 

 

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. 

• 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 non-governmental 

organizations 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 labor law. 
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Conclusion 
 
 
The FAIR report has sought to describe the realities on the ground of asylum seekers’ 

experiences being excluded from and restricted within the Cypriot labor market. While the 

present research does not aim to be a comprehensive documentation of the phenomenon, 

several insights and avenues of further action can be derived from its findings.  

 

For asylum seekers’ access to information about their rights and restrictions, it appears that 

the provision of necessary information remains critically fragmented, leaving many unsure 

as to where to turn for credible sources. Although many eventually find alternative strategies 

to navigate these gaps, mainly through informal community channels or NGOs, the absence 

of clear guidance from official sources continues to undermine their ability to meaningfully 

exercise their rights or access complaint mechanisms when these rights are violated. 

 

Employment restrictions did not eliminate asylum seekers’ need for survival. Rather, they 

have generated substantial harm in both the material and psychological domains. Asylum 

seekers are forced to rely on an insufficient welfare infrastructure, leaving many unable to 

reliably secure essentials such as food or stable housing. This enforced precarity creates 

deep feelings of instability and frustration, contributing to significant distress and affecting 

how individuals see themselves and relate to others. Moreover, the length of the restriction 

appears to push asylum seekers into the informal economy out of survival need, where they 

face heightened risks of labor rights violations and other forms of abuse at the hands of 

employers.  

 

The sectoral limitations appear to also curtail asylum seekers’ ability to participate in and to 

contribute to Cypriot society, despite their desire to do so. The permitted sectors are often 

not aligned with asylum seekers’ skills and qualifications, resulting in persistent difficulties 

in securing work. In this regard, the present report seeks to suggest that asylum seekers’ 

employment in Cyprus might be a story of wasted potential, as individuals arrive on the 

island not only seeking safety, but also with the intention to give back and contribute their 

skills and knowledge to a society that could welcome them. Nonetheless, exploitation and 

violations of labor rights remain a concern even in transitions into formal employment, 

where racist attitudes and beliefs appear to shape how asylum seeking- and, more broadly, 

racialized workers are treated in the workplace. 
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Following these considerations, the present report recommends the following avenues of 

policy reform to establish a fairer infrastructure that ensures the dignity and safety of 

asylum seekers: 

 

Recommendation 1: Strengthen information pathways about employment-related rights, 

obligations, and training opportunities. 

Recommendation 2: Reduce substantially the 9-month employment restriction. 

Recommendation 3: Expand the sectors in which asylum seekers are permitted to work 

based on labor market needs and shortages. 

Recommendation 4: Prevent and address discrimination and exploitation in the workplace. 
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