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Abstract. The article examines one of the greatest challenges of our times: the
migration of large masses of people fleeing wars, political persecution and terror-
ism; these refugees have become one of the most serious challenges to European
countries and governments in the last decade. Specifically, the article analyzes the
contemporary national policy of Bulgaria with regard to asylum and refugees, its
stages of development since the start of democratic changes in Bulgaria in the
early 1990s, through the country’s accession to the EU in 2007, that required the
alignment of the national laws with European legislation, and on to the growing
influx of refugees along the Bulgarian borders after 2011 (as a result of the war in
Syria) and then, almost ten years later, when negative attitudes towards refugees
have grown, even though refugees in Bulgaria are not at all numerous. The ques-
tions as to the acceptance and integration of refugees into Bulgarian society are
examined as an area of intersection between purposeful state policies and social
attitudes determining the possibility for a successful implementation of those pol-
icies and impacting on the nature and specific features of the refugees’ integration
into Bulgarian society. The analysis is based on the results of a national repre-
sentative survey of the Bulgarian population, conducted in 2020 by a team of
scholars from the Institute of Philosophy and Sociology at BAS, under the project
“Refugees in the Representations of Bulgarians: Fears, Understanding, Empathy”,
funded by the National Research Fund of the Ministry of Education and Science
of the Republic of Bulgaria.

Keywords: refugees; national policy on asylum and refugees; acceptance of ref-
ugees; integration of refugees; attitudes towards refugees

Information for citation: Nakova A. (2021), “The Refugee Challenge: State
Policy and Social Attitudes in Bulgaria”, Research Result. Sociology and man-
agement, 7 (1), 128-139, DOI: 10.18413/2408-9338-2021-7-1-0-10

HAYYHBIN PE3YJITAT. COLIMOJIOTHA U YIIPABJIEHUE
RESEARCH RESULT. SOCIOLOGY AND MANAGEMENT


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1244-8879
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1244-8879

—r

HAYYHBLIV
PESYJIBTAT

RESEARCH RESUTILT

Harxosa A. IIpobrema bedicenyes — 20Cy0apcmeeHas ROMUMUKA ...
Nakova A. The Refugee Challenge: State Policy ...

OpucunanvHas cmamos

IIpo0dJiema OeskeHIEB — TOCYIapPCTBEHHAS MOJUTHKA

HaxoBa A.
U 0011eCTBeHHOEe MHeHHe B bosirapun
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1000, bonrapus, Codusi, yia. MockoBcka 13A
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AnHotauusi: CraThs aHATM3UPYET OJIHY U3 CaMBIX TKEIBIX MpolieM
COBPEMEHHOCTH — MUTpalus OOJNBIINX MAacc JIOACH, Cracalouiuxcs OT BOWHBI,
NOJUTUYECKUX MPECIeOBAaHUN M TEeppOopU3Ma, MHBIMHU CIOBaMH — OEKEHIIHI,
KOTOpbIE B IIOCIIEIHEE JECATUIIETHE OKa3aJuCh CEPbE3HBIM BBI30BOM JUIS
€BPOIEHCKUX CTPaH M MX IPAaBUTEILCTB. B uyacTHOCTH, aHANM3y MOJBEpraeTcs
TeKyllas HalMOHAlbHAs moiuTuka boirapum B o0jacTu MpeaoCTaBlICHUS
yOexuia u OeXEHLEB - 3Tallbl pa3BUTHA, Yepe3 KOTOpblE OHA MPOXOAUT OT
JIeMOKpaTH4YecKux u3MeHeHnuil B bonrapun B Hauane 90-x rogos 20 Beka, uepes
npucoeauaenne crpanbl kK EC B 2007 romy u HE0OXOIUMOCTh TapMOHHU3AINN
HallMOHAIBHOIO 3aKOHOJIaTEIbCTBA C €BPONEHCKUM M MOCIEIYIOLIEE YBEITUUCHUE
npuToka OexeHreB Ha Oonrapckux rpanmmax mocie 2011 roma B pesynbrare
BoMHbI B Cupuu u nout 10 ser cmycts, korjna OexxeHueB B bonrapuu yxe He
MHOI0, HO TEM HE MEHEE pacTeT HEraTMBHOE OTHOLIEHHE K HHMM MECTHOIO
HacelleHus. Borpockl npuema u MHTerpanuu OekeHIeB B 0olrapckoe 00IIecTBO
paccMaTpuBalOTCd  Kak ~ pe3yjibTaT  IEpPEeceYeHUs]  IIeJIEHAIPaBJICHHOM
TrOCYIapCTBEHHOW TMOJMUTUKH C OOIIECTBEHHBIMH YCTAaHOBKAaMH, KOTOpBIE
IPEIONPENENIAIOT BO3MOXHOCTh YCIEUIHOW pealu3allid ToCylapCTBEHHOU
NOJUTUKM M BIUSAIOT HAa XapakTep M OCOOCHHOCTH HHTErpaluu OeXEeHIEB B
Oonrapckoe o001mecTBO. AHaJIM3 OCHOBAaH Ha pe3yibTaTax HalMOHAIbHOIO
pENpPE3eHTaTUBHOTO olpoca HaceneHus bonrapuu, nposeaeHHoro B 2020 roxy
Wuctutyrom ¢uiiocopun u couumosoruu npu bonrapckoill akagemMuu Hayk B
paMKax mpoekTa «beXeHIbl B MpeICTaBIeHUsIX OONrapCcKuxX rpakaaH — CTpaxy,
NOHMMAaHHUE, COYYBCTBHUE», KOTOPBIH ObUI peanu3oBaH IMpH (UHAHCOBOU
nojiepxke HarponaneHoro HayqHoro ¢onzaa npu MuHHCTEpCcTBE 00pa3oBaHMs
u Hayku PecriyOnuku bonrapun.

KiroueBble cj10Ba: Oe)XEHIIbl, HAIIMOHAIbHAS MOJIUTHKA B OTHOUIEHUU YOSXKHUIIA
1 OSXKEHIIEB; ITPUEM OCKEHIICB; MHTErpalus O€KEHIIeB; OTHOIIIEHUE K OeKEeHIIaM
Undopmanus aias uurupoBanusi: Hakosa A. [IpoGnema GexeHiieB — rocyaap-
CTBEHHas TIOJIUTHKA U oOlIecTBeHHOe MHeHue B bonrapuu // HayuHslit pe3yinb-
tat. Commonorus u ympasnenue. 2021. T. 7, Ne 1. C. 128-139. DOIL:
10.18413/2408-9338-2021-7-1-0-10

Introduction. In recent years, an in-
creasing number of people from outside the
boundaries of Europe are arriving and settling
here. Some of them are looking for a better
future. Others are escaping from wars, perse-
cution, terrorism and hunger. Thus, the “refu-
gee” problem has become a leading issue in
the agenda of many European countries, in-

cluding Bulgaria. At first Europe viewed the
refugees as a good economic investment and a
source of cheap labor; Angela Merkel public-
ly declared they were welcome in Germany,
and that her country would help every refu-
gee; but after the events of New Year’s night
in Cologne, 2016, and the appeal of that city’s
mayor, Henriette Reker, that refugees should
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keep “at arm’s length”, attitudes towards them
changed seriously in Germany and throughout
Europe. Understanding and compassion were
increasingly replaced by fear. Europe and the
world are taking an increasingly negative atti-
tude (Nakova, 2018). The Visegrad Four
called for closing the Balkan route of refugees
and building walls along the borders.

The unfolding of events has shown that
no border fences are able to stop the current
migration of peoples, of individuals willing to
travel across half the world to reach Europe in
search of a better life. Nevertheless, it has
turned out there is a barrier that refugees are
not able to pass — the barrier raised by public
opinion in the host countries, the barrier of
public consciousness.

Methodology and methods. Contempo-
rary national policy on asylum and refugees
in the Republic of Bulgaria. The national pol-
icy pursued with respect to the stream of ref-
ugees passing through Bulgaria after 2013,
and to those relatively few who are settling
here (coming primarily from Middle Eastern
countries such as Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq,
Pakistan, and Iran), is marked by its specifici-
ty and inconsistency, determined by two
trends that have become particularly distinct
after 2015. On the one hand, this policy mir-
rors concepts based on the 1951 UN Geneva
Convention on Refugees and on the demo-
cratic European understanding of the protec-
tion of human rights (Jileva, Guiraudon,
2006). On the other hand, part of the govern-
ing political elite of Bulgaria has been influ-
enced by current nationalist-populist views,
especially widespread in EU member states
that were formerly part of the Socialist block
— such as Hungary, Poland, Czech Republic
and Slovakia — and in some other countries;
these views aim at restricting the openness of
the national border and at closure with regard
to the acceptance of foreigners seeking inter-
national protection.

In contemporary Bulgarian policy on
granting asylum to refugees, two intercon-
nected priorities are evident: regulated ac-
ceptance and integration of the persons seek-
ing and receiving international protection
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(since 1993) and management of migration
processes (since 2014).

After 1989, the political order in the
Bulgarian state changed in a way that led to
the reformulation of asylum and refugee poli-
cy in accordance with the new democratic
course of government and geopolitical orien-
tation of the country (llareva, 2007). In the
conducted asylum and refugee policy, three
basic sub-stages can be broadly distinguished:
1990-2007, 2007-2013, and since 2014 until
now.

The 1990s saw the transformation of
Bulgaria into a “safe state”, in which basic
human rights are guaranteed. In the interna-
tional context, since 1993, Bulgaria is consid-
ered a recipient country for refugees rather
than a sender country. During the first period,
the Bulgarian parliament ratified a number of
international and European legal documents
ensuring human and civic rights and liberties
and regulating, directly or partially, the condi-
tions for granting asylum and providing the
rights of refugees. These documents include:
the European Convention for the Protection of
Human Rights and Fundamental Liberties
(1950)*; the UN Convention on the Rights of
the Child (1989)% the Geneva Convention
Relating to the Status of Refugees (1951) and
the New York Protocol (1967)°; the European
Convention on Extradition (1957)*; the Euro-
pean Convention for the Prevention of Tor-

'Published in SG, issue 80, 1992, available at:
http://www.echr.coe.int/Documents/Convention_BUL.
pdf (Accessed 4 January 2021).

2SG, issue 32, 1991, available at:
http://www.asp.government.bg/documents/20181/4959
0/konventsia-na-oon-za-pravata-na-
deteto.pdf/c203c32d-f23f-4e50-8d3c-97ed982fc0e7
(Accessed 4 January 2021).

% SG, issue 36, 1992 and SG issue 30, 1993, available
at: http://abm-bg.org/wp-
con-
tent/uploads/2014/01/1951 Refugee Convention_ BUL
.pdf; http://refugees.farbg.eu/shornik-po-bejansko-
pravo/normativni-dokumenti/protokol-za-statuta-na-
bezhantsite (Accessed 4 January 2021).

1SG, issue 8, 19, available at:
http://www.esteri.it/mae/normative/normativa_consolar
e/serviziconsolari/estradizioni/conestradizione.pdf
(Accessed 4 January 2021).
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ture and Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or
Punishment (1987)°; the International Con-
vention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Racial Discrimination®; the 1958 ILO Con-
vention Ne 111 Regarding Discrimination in
Respect of Employment and Occupation’ |
etc.

The Geneva Convention and the New
York Protocol played a key role for establish-
ing the international and national policy of
acceptance and integration of asylum-seekers.
The accession of Bulgarian legislation to the-
se important international acts entailed: the
reformulation of the concept of “refugee” in
accordance with the formulation of the Gene-
va convention regarding the status of refu-
gees, the setting of requirements for granting
refugee status to people who are persecuted in
the country of their usual place of residence,
including people without citizenship, the
adoption of provisions on the rights and obli-
gations of refugees in the country that has
granted them asylum. The adoption of these
rules has entailed the acceptance of certain
requirements, specially emphasized by the
Geneva Convention, related to effective pro-
tection of asylum-seekers. This refers to the
so-called principle of non-refoulement. Art.
32 u Art. 33 of the Geneva Convention en-
gage the contracting parties not to return any
refugee to the state in which his/her life may
be endangered. The text does not stipulate any
exceptions to this rule based on defense of
national security or public order.

Until 1999, the national policy on grant-
ing asylum was not regulated by any legal act.
Instead, the instruments used were decrees

%SG,  issue 71, 1994,  available  at:
https://rm.coe.int/16806dbb34 (Accessed 4 January
2021).

8SG, issue 51, 1966; published in SG, issue 56 of
10.07.1992, in effect from January 4, 1969, available
at:
http://diversity.europe.bg/page.php?category=319&id=
1711 (Accessed 4 January 2021).

'SG,  issue 35, 1997,  available  at
http://www.trudipravo.bg/component/content/article?id
=871:convention-111-on-discrimination-in-
employment-and-occupation-1958 (Accessed 4 Janu-
ary 2021).
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and resolutions, issued in fulfillment of
adopted international conventions and under
cooperation with the UN and the European
organizations. These acts set the foundation of
the contemporary  normative-institutional
framework of Bulgarian policy on acceptance
of refugees.

Since 1995, when Bulgaria began nego-
tiations for accession to the European Union,
the country continued to follow the interna-
tional, and especially European, lines of asy-
lum and refugee policy, as well harmonize the
national laws with international normative
instruments. Until 2007, when the number of
foreigners seeking asylum in our country was
small, the efforts of the Bulgarian parliament
were aimed at ensuring the “European” nor-
mative conditions of acceptance of refugees
(Manfred Woerner Foundation, 2003) and,
respectively, at institutional strengthening or
creation of state organs responsible for ac-
ceptance and integration of refugees in our
country — in particular, the State Agency for
Refugees at the Council of Ministers. For the
more adequate regulation of refugee ac-
ceptance in accordance with the international
norms, the parliament adopted in 1999 the
Law on Refugees®, which was repealed in
2002 and substituted by the Law on Asylum
and Refugees (LAR)®, which is still in effect
today but has passed through a number of
amendments over the years. During this peri-
od, Bulgaria undertook concrete actions to-
wards elaborating a policy of integration of
refugees into Bulgarian society. A National
Program for Integration of Refugees in the
Republic of Bulgaria 2005-2007 was elabo-
rated and adopted; the program laid down the
basic principles and goals of integration of
refugees in Bulgaria. It was complemented by
an Action Plan for Integration of Refugees in

8SG,  issue 53, 1999,  available  at:
https://www.ciela.net/svobodna-zona-darjaven-
vestnik/issue/267/unofficial (Accessed 4 January
2021).

°SG,  issue 54, 2002,  available  at:
https://www.ciela.net/svobodna-zona-darjaven-
vestnik/document/2134666240/issue/269/zakon-za-
bezhantsite (Accessed 4 January 2021).
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Bulgaria, containing concrete measures for
integration in several main fields: integration
of newly recognized refugees; legislative
measures; accommodation; employment; edu-
cation, social assistance; healthcare, refugees
with special needs; protection against discrim-
ination.

With Bulgaria’s accession to the Euro-
pean Union in 2007, the Bulgarian state be-
came a party to the Common European Asy-
lum System (CEAS), established in 1999,
which is a key element of the common Euro-
pean management of migration processes.
The aim of this system is to elaborate and
adopt common standards for treatment of per-
sons seeking asylum within the European
space of freedom, security and justice. CEAS
was embodied in the Dublin Regulation (cur-
rently in effect is the so-called DUBLIN llI,
Regulation (EU) 604/2013), the EURODAC
system (Regulation (EU) Ne 2725/2000 and
Regulation (EU) Ne 407/2002), DubliNet
(Regulation (EU) Ne 1560/2003), EUROSUR
(Regulation (EU) Ne 1052/2013), the Lisbon
Treaty (signed in 2007, in effect since 2009)
and the European Pact on Migration and Asy-
lum (adopted by the European Commission
on October 15 and 16, 2008). Importantly, at
this stage Bulgaria was committed to the ob-
ligatory force of EU law on the basis of the
main European treaties, the Treaty of the Eu-
ropean Union (TEU) and the Treaty of the
Functioning of the European Union (TFEU),
as well as of provisions of the national Con-
stitution (Art. 5, p. 4), which give greater
force to international treaties ratified, pub-
lished and in effect, over internal legislation.
At the start of this period, Bulgaria ratified
two very important treaties, which were cru-
cial for the construction of the common Euro-
pean policy on asylum. The first was the Lis-
bon Treaty for amendment of the TEU and
the Treaty Establishing the European Com-
munity. The Lisbon Treaty was signed on De-
cember 13, 2007, publicized on December 17,
2007, and came into effect on December 1,
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2009%. This legal act was an important step
toward building a common European policy
on asylum, as it abolished inter-governmental
cooperation and introduced an entirely com-
munity-based method into EU policy, trans-
forming the measures for asylum into a uni-
fied policy of the member-states. Its purpose
was not simply to establish minimal standards
for asylum-provision but also to creat a com-
mon system involving unified statutes and
procedures for providing asylum in all mem-
ber-states.

The second important act for a common
European policy on asylum was the European
Pact on Migration and Asylum, adopted by
the European Commission on October 15 and
16, 2008, which emphasizes the fact that
significant differences continue to exist be-
tween the member states with regard to the
granting, and forms, of asylum; the pact ap-
peals for new initiatives to be taken to build a
common European system of asylum, initia-
tives that would provide a higher level of pro-
tection.

As a member-state of the EU, the Bul-
garian state continues to develop its legisla-
tion towards a stricter alignment with the stra-
tegic goals set by the European directives.
Bulgaria acceded to, and implements, the reg-
ulations related to: the unified refugee status;
the unified status of subsidiary protection; the
common system of temporary protection; the
common procedures for granting or revoking
refugee status or of subsidiary protection; the
common criteria and mechanisms for deter-
mining which member-state is competent to
examine a request submitted by a citizen of a
third country in one of the member-states; the
common standards related to the conditions of
acceptance; the common standards and proce-

10 Renewed OJ C 306, 17.12.2007, p. 1-271, available
at: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/BG/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A12007L%2FTXT
(Accessed 4 January 2021).

' Not published in the Official Journal of the EU,
available at:
http://register.consilium.europa.eu/doc/srv?1=BG&f=S
T%2013440%202008%20INIT (Accessed 4 January
2021).
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dures applicable in the member states for re-
turning illegally residing citizens of third
countries; partnership and cooperation with
third countries and countries of origin, etc.
After 2007, based on international and nation-
al legal acts, the Bulgarian governments elab-
orated various strategies, plans and programs
related to asylum and refugees. These are the
National Program for Integration of Refugees
in the Republic of Bulgaria (2008-2010), the
National Program for Integration of Refugees
in the Republic of Bulgaria (2011-2013).
Refugees in Bulgaria, who are treated in the
same group as other categories of migrants,
are the subject of the National Strategy of the
Republic of Bulgaria on Migration and Inte-
gration (2008-2015), substituted three years
later by the new National Strategy in the
Field of Migration, Asylum and Integration
(2011-2020).

Regarding national strategies, programs,
and plans related to asylum and refugees,
adopted in the period 2007-2013, and the na-
tional policy on asylum and refugees applied
in this period, it may be generally said they
reflect the alignment of national legislation
with European law, as required for a country
that is part of the European community. For-
mally, all the normative conditions, required
by European legislation and policy, for the
acceptance and integration of refugees are in
place (Krasteva, 2010). They are guaranteed
both by the provisions of the Law on Asylum
and Refugees and by the stipulated measures
in government strategies, programs and plans.
But the lack of a clear conception of the na-
ture, specificity and mechanisms of integra-
tion of refugees as a specific category of im-
migrants results in failures in the implementa-
tion of those national programs for integra-
tion. The unjustified treatment of refugees in
one category with all other immigrants is re-
stricting the possibility for their adequate and
real integration.

After 2013, in the context of the sharp
increase of refugee streams towards EU coun-
tries, the general European, and the Bulgarian
national, policy on asylum and refugees start-
ed facing a number of challenges resulting
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from the different understanding of shared
collective and national responsibility. In order
to meet the national requirements and needs
for fair distribution of the refugee streams
without violating the collective interest, the
European institutions reformulated their ap-
proach to acceptance and integration of refu-
gees in a way that came to influence the na-
tional policies of the member-states, including
Bulgaria. Under a common governance of the
migration processes, the emphasis has been
placed on three key elements: move-
ment/resettlement; return/reverse ac-
ceptance/reintegration;  cooperation  with
countries of origin and countries of transit.
With the growth of the migration stream to
Europe in 2014, Bulgaria adopted a new gov-
ernmental strategy: the National Strategy for
the Integration of Persons Granted Interna-
tional Protection in the Republic of Bulgaria
(2014-2020). Two very important problems
treated in the Strategy are the unpreparedness
of state institutions to respond to the in-
creased migration streams and the negative
public attitudes towards foreigners, growing
due to the migration pressure. In unity with
European trends during this period, the Strat-
egy views migrants as a factor of economic
growth and of improvement of the country’s
demographic situation. The strategy envisages
concrete measures for the integration of for-
eigners granted international protection; the
basic instrument for this is the agreement for
integration concluded with local authorities.
This new element in the understanding of in-
tegration of persons under international pro-
tection is actually an indicator of a change in
the general approach and policy on integra-
tion, whereby institutional responsibility for
integration is shifted from the central gov-
ernment organs to the local ones, i.e., to the
municipalities. One year later, the government
adopted a new National Strategy for Migra-
tion, Asylum and Integration (2015-2020).
Just like the previous strategies, it emphasized
that the Bulgarian state provides for foreign
asylum-seekers a fair procedure for granting
refugee status, the right to social and health
insurance, free access to education, conditions
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for retraining and labor realization aimed at
better integration into society. But there is no
clear vision of the mechanisms of integration.
There were adopted two consecutive Decrees
for the Conditions and Order of Concluding,
Implementing, and Discontinuing Agreements
for Integration of Foreigners Granted Asylum
or International Protection (of August 12,
2016 and July 19, 2017%). Both decrees,
however, have not resulted in any concluded
agreements at all; this shows that the basic
instrument of integration established by the
on-going government programs is not func-
tioning. Which raises a number of questions
both as to the financial provision of the activi-
ties envisaged by the decree and the access to
information and the attitudes of foreigners
granted asylum or international protection,
and as to the capacity of the local municipal
administrations.

At this stage, based on an analysis of
the national policies on asylum and refugees,
it may be said that, despite the great degree of
alignment of the national legislation with in-
ternational and European law in the field of
international protection, and although the sta-
tus of refugees and of persons granted human-
itarian protection is close to that of legal im-
migrants (granted the right of temporary or
permanent residence in the country), in
government strategies, programs, plans after
2015 we observe a lack of clearly and con-
cretely formulated conceptions regarding the
integration of people seeking or granted inter-
national protection in Bulgarian society.
Hence, they are often placed in the same cate-
gory as illegal immigrants, immigrants in
general, and foreigners; their integration is
equated with the integration of Bulgarian citi-
zens who are second and third generation mi-
grants; and in the sphere of educational inte-
gration, their integration is even equated with
the integration of ethnic minorities in our

12 Available at:

http://dv.parliament.bg/DVWeb/showMaterialDV.jsp?i
dMat=106769 (Accessed 4 January 2021).

B Available at:
http://www.aref.government.bg/index.php/bg/normativ
ni-dokumenti/naredbi (Accessed 4 January 2021).
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country (Costello, 2016). Increasingly, in
political narratives in the public sphere, the
term ,,refugee* is being replaced by the terms
,migrant® or ,immigrant“, which are
considered synonymous, without taking into
account that the other two terms are
significantly more general and broader and
include another type of third-country
nationals. This substitution of terms does not
correspond to the scientific definitions; also, it
may be taken as an indication that the people
seeking international protection are not being
treated as the legal regulations on internation-
al protection require.

Public attitudes towards refugees in
Bulgaria. Mass migration is not a new phe-
nomenon. As Zygmunt Bauman has noted, it
has accompanied the modern age from the
very start, as our ‘modern way of life’ pro-
duces ‘redundant’ people”, people who are
‘useless’ at the local level under conditions of
economic progress as they are too numerous
and cannot find employment or at the local
level are unaccepted, rejected as a result of
disorder, conflicts or rivalry engendered by
social or political changes and the ensuing
struggle for power (Bauman, 2016: 9). Thus,
if the causes of today’s mass migration can be
described as ambiguous, according to Bau-
man, the same may be said of the attitude of
host societies towards migrants. In the devel-
oped Western countries that are the final tar-
get of economic migrants and refugees alike,
the government and business has a positive
attitude towards them when they are seen as a
source of cheap labor (which was the reason
for the “open door” policy at first declared in
Western Europe). However, for most local
residents, their presence would imply even
greater competition on the labor market and
even greater insecurity, an aspect that often
leads to negative attitudes towards migrants,
including refugees (Huysmans, 2006).

The acceptance and integration of refu-
gees in Bulgarian society has become one of
the topical issues, an issue provoking contra-
dictory public responses (Pamporov, 2010;
Nakova, 2017). The possibility of finding an
adequate solution to this problem is linked to
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awareness of the fact that acceptance and in-
tegration of people seeking international pro-
tection in our country are a point of intersec-
tion between purposeful state policies, legal
measures, and the attitudes of the local popu-
lation. Public attitudes determine the possibil-
ity for successful implementation of state pol-
icies on international protection and influence
the nature and specific features of the integra-
tion of foreigners in our country (Nakova,
Erolova, 2019). The failure to take into ac-
count the public attitudes is the main cause of
a number of social protests against the settle-
ment of refugees in various towns and villag-
es in Bulgaria. Contrary to the government’s
decisions, the local residents refuse to accept
refugees in their settlements; the mayors de-
clare themselves against the housing of refu-
gee families on the territory of the respective
towns or villages, volunteer groups guard the
state borders, etc. These moods are exploited,
and in many cases purposely instigated, by
nationalists in Bulgaria so as to create a pub-
lic image of the refugees as illiterate and poor
people who would drain the already depleted
social welfare system, who would represent a
threat to the national security (Nakova, 2020).
Thus, even stronger negative attitudes are
provoked amongst the local population. In
such a situation, it is important to develop an
empirically verified understanding of the rep-
resentations and attitudes of Bulgarian citi-
zens regarding the refugees; such knowledge
would serve as a foundation for relevant poli-
cies and would suggest possible directions for
conducting a successful state policy for the
integration of these people into Bulgarian so-
ciety. Here, we have made an attempt to con-
ceptualize the empirical findings accumulated
under the project Refugees in the Representa-
tions of Bulgarians: Fears, Understanding,
and Empathy, funded by the National Re-
search Fund at the Ministry of Education and
Science of the Republic of Bulgaria, under
contract IH 15/3 of 11.12.2017.

On the methodology of the empirical
social survey. In August 2020, a research
team of scholars from the Institute of Philos-
ophy and Sociology at BAS (of which the
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present author was a member) conducted a
national representative social survey aimed at
registering the public attitudes and representa-
tions regarding refugees; this information was
meant to serve in elaborating adequate poli-
cies on their integration into Bulgarian
society.

In the course of the survey, 1,000 per-
sons ages 18+ were interviewed; in terms of
socio-demographic characteristics, this sam-
ple corresponds to the actual proportions of
the national population with regard to gender,
age, education, place of residence, ethnic and
religious affiliation, employment status and
family status. The volume of the sample is
representative for Bulgaria, the statistical er-
ror being +3%. Statistical information was
gathered using the face-to-face interview
method, based on a standardized question-
naire. The survey results illustrate the basic
representations of the Bulgarian population
with regard to refugees.

Research Results and Discussion. Atti-
tudes of Bulgarian citizens towards the ac-
ceptance and integration of refugees. Here is
how Bulgarian citizens view the reasons why
refugees are leaving their native countries:
“they are fleeing war, escaping from persecu-
tion” (indicated by 75,2% of the respondents);
“they are looking for better living conditions”
(65,2% of the respondents); “looking for work
and better income” (46,3%); “due to political,
religious, ethnic, gender, or other, discrimina-
tion” (36,0%); “so that their children may live
in a better organized state” (28,4%); “in order
to join their friends/relatives, who are living
outside their country of origin” (21,2%); “so
that their children can go to better schools”
(14,1%)™. We see two types of causes emerg-
ing: those related to escape from war, perse-
cution, and discrimination, and those related
to the search for better living conditions,
higher income and better opportunities for
work. This actually defines two kinds of for-
eigners that, according to the surveyed per-

* Here and further in this article, wherever the sums of
percentages exceed 100 percent, the respondents have
been allowed to indicate more than one answer.
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sons, have been arriving in Bulgaria in recent
years: refugees and economic migrants. The
distinction made in the social consciousness
between the two types of foreigners crossing
the Bulgarian border under the title of “refu-
gees” determines the ambivalent attitude of
Bulgarian citizens towards them: “neither
positive nor negative” is how 51,5% of Bul-
garian citizens describe their attitude towards
refugees; the attitude is “negative” for 28,2%,
and “positive” for 16,0%; 4,3% have not ex-
pressed an opinion. More concretely, Bulgari-
an citizens described their attitude thus: mis-
trust (indicated by 38.1% of respondents);
empathy, compassion (31,7%); like towards
any other person (28,7%); understanding
(26,6%); fear (18,3%); indifference (13,9%);
concern, willingness to help (11,4%); respect
(6,1%); hatred (5,3%); trust (4,4%). The con-
tradictory nature of attitudes towards refugees
becomes clear, ranging from empathy, com-
passion, understanding, care and willingness
to afford assistance, through indifference, and
to mistrust, fear, hatred.

This general attitude determines the at-
titude of the local population to the ac-
ceptance of refugees in Bulgaria: 59.0% do
not agree that Bulgarian should accept refu-
gees: those who do agree are twice fewer,
23.7%; and those who cannot give an opinion
are 17,3%. What specific kinds of foreigners
are the Bulgarian respondents willing to ac-
cept in the country? Refugees from countries
undergoing military conflict, such as Syria,
Irag, Afghanistan, etc. — 35,6% of the re-
spondents; refugees from counties where
there is political persecution and violation of
human rights — 26,3%; refugees from coun-
tries and regions where there are natural and
climatic disasters — 24,8%; those seeking jobs
demanding higher professional qualification —
15,4%); seeking jobs that require low skills or
no skills — 6,1%. Here again, we see the am-
biguous attitude towards foreigners: the atti-
tudes to acceptance of refugees fleeing from
wars, terror and political persecution are mul-
tiple times more positive than the attitudes
towards acceptance of economic migrants
seeking work; overall, the share of respond-
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ents supporting the acceptance of refugees in
Bulgaria is not high.

What are the important factors on which
depends the support of Bulgarian citizens for
acceptance of refugees in Bulgaria? In de-
scending order, they are the following: that
they [the refugees] are willing to learn to
speak Bulgarian (indicated by 84,7% of the
respondents); that they accept the way of life
in Bulgaria (83,7%); they should have profes-
sional skills (79,7%); they should be able to
support themselves (76,7%); they should be
able to speak Bulgarian (61,4%); they should
have a good education (58,7%); they should
be Christians (39,2%); they should be a fami-
ly of refugees with children (26,4%); they
should be Unaccompanied Refugee Minors
(24,0%); a single mother with children
(21,1%); they should be white (19,5%); they
should be people with disabilities (13,4%);
they should be single young men (7,3%); they
should be single young women (6,3%); they
should be Muslims (4,5%). Evidently, the so-
cial skills and qualities, such as speaking the
local language, professional skills, a good ed-
ucation, the ability to support themselves, ac-
ceptance of the local way of life — all of
which are factors that determine one’s ability
to successfully fit into Bulgarian society —
prove much more important for Bulgarian cit-
izens, while features such as religion,
race/skin color are far less significant. In oth-
er words, the leading characteristics connect-
ed with acceptance or non-acceptance of ref-
ugees are not ethnic and religious but the so-
cial qualities and skills of individuals; when
these people are rejected by Bulgarian citi-
zens, it is not because they belong to a certain
ethnic group or religion but because they lack
certain social qualities, which entails their in-
ability to successfully integrate into Bulgarian
society.

In this connection, in the survey, the so-
cial distances expressed by Bulgarian citizens
towards refugees have been measured based
on several indicators: willingness of respond-
ents to live together with refugees in the same
city/village; in the same neighborhood; in the
same building/neighboring houses; willing-
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ness to accept refugees as co-workers at the
workplace; as store sales clerks; as close
friends; acceptance of refugee children as
classmates of one’s children/grandchildren; as
close friends of one’s children/grandchildren;
acceptance of marriage with a refugee. The
results show that, as the degree of closeness
of contact decreases, the acceptance of con-
tact grows, but generally remains not very
high. For instance, only 17.0% of the re-
spondents were willing to live together with
refugees in the same residential build-
ing/neighboring houses (as against 55,9%
unwilling); 22,2% were willing to live in the
same neighborhood (as against 50,3% unwill-
ing) and 26,6% were willing to live in the
same city/village (as against 41,3%
unwilling). Also, 21,4% were willing to be
friends with refugees (as against 44,1% un-
willing); 26,0% were willing to have refugee
co-workers (as against 39,0% unwilling); and
26,5% were willing to have refugees working
as sales clerks at the store the respondents
usually shop at (as against 34,6% unwilling).
We see that, as the degree of closeness of
contact decreases, the distances also decrease,
while remaining rather high. This pattern is
confirmed with regard to the relation between
the respondents’ children and the children of
refugees: 21,2% of the surveyed persons
would accept that refugee children be close
friends of their own children (42,9% would
not), whereas 29,4% would accept that their
children be in the same class as refugee chil-
dren (as against 35,7% who would not). The
greatest social distance is observable with re-
gard to the question as to marriage with refu-
gees, which implies the greatest closeness of
contact: only 6,6% of the surveyed persons
were willing to accept that they or their chil-
dren, grandchildren, close relatives marry a
refugee (as against 65,0% unwilling).

The large social distances are deter-
mined by people’s fears and their perception
of the risks involved in accepting refugees
into Bulgaria. The Bulgarian citizens see the
greatest risk involved in acceptance of refu-
gees as related to the following: increased
crime (indicated by 59,7% of respondents);

conflicts in everyday life based on the differ-
ence in the culture of behavior and in mentali-
ty (56,3%); the formation of refugee “ghet-
toes” (55,7%); ethnic and religious conflict
(52,3%); high state expenditure for the sup-
port of refugees (47,5%); acts/threats of ter-
rorism (45,4%); contagious diseases and epi-
demics (32,2%); increased unemployment
among Bulgarians (22,6%); labor market con-
flicts (18,4%).

The possible benefits that Bulgarian re-
spondents perceived as deriving from the ac-
ceptance of refugees are few; they can be re-
duced to the following: “they might work at
places where the local population does not
want to work” (45,3%); “they might transmit
elements of their culture and contribute to cul-
tural diversity” (17,1%); “they might be a
cheap labor force” (10,9%) and “they might
be a resource for overcoming the demograph-
ic problems of Bulgaria” (8,2%).

Consequently, the major part of the sur-
veyed persons has not supported the integra-
tion of refugees into Bulgarian society: this
was the opinion of 47,1% of the respondents,
while 35,5% did support integration; the re-
maining 17,4% had no opinion on the matter.
The majority of respondents (72,8%) did not
believe in the successful integration of refu-
gees into Bulgarian society, for various rea-
sons: the leading one being that the refugees
themselves do not wish to remain in our coun-
try (indicated by 33,2% of respondents), fol-
lowed by the consideration that cultural dif-
ferences divide them from the local communi-
ties (18,4%), that there are religious differ-
ences between them and the local communi-
ties (13,0%) and their lack of knowledge of
Bulgarian (8,2%). The share of those who be-
lieved refugees had a chance of integrating
into Bulgarian society was twice smaller
(34,9%), and was divided into two sub-
groups: those who believed refugees could
integrate into society without the help of the
state and the local people (a very small share,
only 5,3%) and those who believed refugees
could integrate only with the help of the Bul-
garian state and the local people (29,6%). De-
spite this opinion, however, the personal in-
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clination to give assistance to refugees for
their integration into Bulgarian society is not
high: only 28,6% of the surveyed persons
were inclined to help refugees, while 39,8%
were not, and 13,0% were prepared to help
under certain conditions, such as “if | person-
ally know them”, <“if they are well-
intentioned”; “if they are genuinely in need”;
“if they are really fleeing from the war”; “if
they are not economic migrants”; “if they are
educated and looking for a job”; “if they have
no criminal record”; etc. As for the concrete
forms of help the respondents are willing to
provide, they are: supplying food and clothes
(27,9%), helping them to learn Bulgarian
(22,6%), helping them to become acquainted
with the Bulgarian culture and way of life
(21,4%), support in finding a job (15,4%),
support in finding a home (8,6%), financial
support (4,0%), help in obtaining documents
(3,8%).

The conducted survey shows that the
inclination of the Bulgarian population to ac-
cept refugees in Bulgaria and to assist their
integration into Bulgarian society is not at all
strong. For one thing, this is due to mistrust of
any strange person, anyone who is different
from us; for another, however, it is a result of
the induced fear (especially by the media);
thirdly, it is a response to the unwillingness of
the refugees themselves to remain in Bulgaria,
a country they look upon most often merely
as a transit stage on their way to Western
Europe.

Conclusion. We may make draw the
general conclusion that, after 1990, the Bul-
garian state, following the democratic interna-
tional and European principles, and taking
into account the national laws, has conducted
a policy for acceptance of refugees in keeping
with the “obligatory” European normative
instruments; however, the actually achieved
results in this respect testify to a merely for-
malistic attitude to acceptance and integration
of persons seeking asylum in our country. Be-
cause of this formalism, and due to the social-
economic conditions and the country’s limited
capacity to integrate refugees, Bulgaria has
categorically established its position as a
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transit destination for the refugee streams.
Despite the fact that the management of mi-
gration within the EU should be in harmony
with and derive from the general processes of
globalization, the national policies on migra-
tion are increasingly argued based on the so-
cial-economic and demographic conditions in
the specific countries and based on the grow-
ing negative public attitudes, which contrast
with European and democratic values. On the
other hand, the EU member states from the
former Socialist bloc, including Bulgaria, are
increasingly displaying a preference for ac-
cepting and integrating immigrants from third
countries like Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia,
Belarus, Macedonia, etc. (Okolski, M. et al.,
2010), which are close in culture, history, way
of life, to the host society; and are increasing-
ly taking a stand against the acceptance of
migrants from the Middle East and Africa,
who seem too “foreign”, different, and unac-
ceptable.
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