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Acronyms

AISA Attestation of Expressed Intent to Seek Asylum

BHWI Bosnia and Herzegovina Women’s Initiative

CRS Catholic Relief Services

GBV Gender-Based Violence

LGBTIQ+ Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Intersex or Queer
MFT Multi-Functional Teams

MHRR Ministry for Human Rights and Refugees

MoS Ministry of Security

NGOs Non-Governmental Organizations

SFA Service for Foreigners’ Affairs

TRCs Temporary Reception Centres

UASC Unaccompanied and Separated Children
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Summary of key findings

Asylum-seekers and refugees voiced challenges faced to access their rights as well as
throughout the asylum procedure, marked by prolonged waiting periods, during which
access to healthcare is limited, social protection is absent, and access to the labour
market is not allowed for the first nine months. These challenges are compounded by
complex administrative procedures that create delays and hurdles in accessing rights.
Asylum-seekers in the Temporary Reception Centres (TRCs) expressed security
concerns, including theft and lack of privacy. Some participants raised inadequate
response to gender-based violence from local authorities.

In addition, respondents voiced barriers hindering their local integration, including legal
restrictions on employment for asylum-seekers and people in a refugee-like situation,
difficulties to open a bank account, and limited learning opportunities, all exacerbating
their economic vulnerability. People with subsidiary protection status face additional
limitations, such as no access to travel documents, family reunification or path to
naturalization. Inadequate housing, dependency on external aid and a lack of self-
reliance opportunities contribute to social exclusion and insecurity, pushing some to
pursue onward movement. The absence of childcare assistance has particularly negative
impact on the economic empowerment of women.
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Introduction

“Back in my home country, | am not welcome and life there would never
be the same. | definitely intend to stay here and to live a life in dignity.”

Since the end of 2017, mixed movements of migrants, asylum-seekers and refugees
transiting through Bosnia and Herzegovina have significantly increased. Among them,
many are vulnerable and/or in need of international protection as they fled war or risk of
persecution. In this context, UNHCR works with the authorities and civil society to
improve the early identification of people with international protection needs, to provide
them with protection-sensitive services, to strengthen access to and efficiency of the
asylum procedure, and to secure local integration and inclusion prospects.

It is therefore crucial for UNHCR to consult asylum-seekers and refugees to identify
priority needs, design tailored interventions and inform planning and advocacy efforts.
This holistic approach ensures that UNHCR's programme in Bosnia and Herzegovina is
more effective and relevant, ultimately leading to better outcomes and sustainable
solutions for forcibly displaced people.

Between September and October 2024, UNHCR and partners consulted 71 asylum-
seekers and refugees through 18 consultations held in the Sarajevo, Una-Sana, Tuzla
and Herzegovina-Neretva Cantons, as well as in the Republika Srpska entity. This report
presents the main findings of these interviews, as well as proposed recommendations,
addressed to UNHCR, authorities and other relevant actors.
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Methodology

Forcibly displaced people must be at the centre of decision-making in all aspects
concerning their protection and well-being. UNHCR consult individuals of all ages and
backgrounds to identify their specific protection needs and risks. Participatory
assessments enable UNHCR to develop evidence-based programmes and advocacy
efforts grounded in the experiences and expressed priorities of forcibly displaced people.

Data collection

Multi-functional teams (MFTs) were formed, comprising UNHCR staff and partners. MFTs
conducted 18 consultations with 71 individuals in 15 locations, including in the TRCs
Blazuj, USivak, Lipa and Bori¢i, in the Asylum Centre Delijas, and in private and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) accommodation in the Sarajevo, Una-Sana, Tuzla
and Herzegovina-Neretva Cantons, as well as in the Republika Srpska entity.

Consultations are semi-structured, guided by a set of questions on relevant topics:
accommodation, security, access to services, durable solutions, livelihoods, etc. The
primary objective of the consultations is to gather qualitative data on the protection risks,
needs, and coping mechanisms of respondents.

Data analysis is a critical step in the participatory assessment process. The information
collected was analysed thematically by MFTs to identify key protection risks, gaps, and
proposed solutions. This thorough analysis helps in forming a clear picture of the situation
of forcibly displaced people in the country, and of the necessary follow-up interventions.
The findings from the participatory assessment are summarized and used to inform
programme design and advocacy efforts.
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Profiles of the participants

In line with the UNHCR Policy on Age, Gender and Diversity (2018), participants were
selected to represent different ages, genders, countries of origin, and specific needs,
ensuring that diverse perspectives are included. People consulted originated from 14
different countries, comprising eight (8) people who received an “Attestation of Expressed
Intent to Seek Asylum” (AISA), 33 asylum-seekers, 16 people under subsidiary protection
and 14 people in a refugee-like situation (Ukrainian nationals with temporary residence
on humanitarian grounds in Bosnia and Herzegovina). Regarding specific vulnerabilities,
eight (8) respondents are unaccompanied and separated children (UASC) and one (1)
respondent is a LGBTIQ+ asylum-seeker.

Statuses
33

People with AISA  Asylum-seekers People under  People in a refugee-
(UASC) subsidiary like situation
protection

Countries of origin Age and gender

Ukraine

Russian Federation
Turkiye

Syrian Arab Republic
Afghanistan

Sierra Leone

Iran (Islamic Republic of)
Cameroon

Democratic Republic of Congo
Iraq

Nigeria

Pakistan

State of Palestine
Venezuela

Girls Boys

16%
4% Women
35%
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Limitations

While participatory assessments are crucial tools, they do have limitations. One challenge
is the potential for bias in participant selection, which is dependent on the accessibility
and availability of the target population at particular locations and at a given time.
Additionally, the quality of data collected can be influenced by the facilitators' skills and
the participants' willingness to speak openly, which may be hindered by cultural or social
barriers. Lastly, findings are based on the subjective perceptions shared by the
participants, which are shaped by their personal experiences, cultural backgrounds, and
social contexts. They may not always represent the reality faced by the entire population.
Despite these challenges, participatory assessments remain an essential resource, but it
is vital to complement them with other data collection methods to obtain a more
comprehensive and balanced understanding of a population group’s situation.
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Asylum procedure and
access to rights

“My name is Hassan, and | am 32 years old. | fled Syria and arrived in
Bosnia and Herzegovina three years ago. The journey affected my health,
and without a resolved status, | couldn't access healthcare, which is
leaving lasting impact on my condition. When | first came here, | went to a
reception centre, where | didn’t feel safe. My belongings were stolen.

I applied for asylum, and | was overwhelmed by the amount of paperwork
needed. Every step seemed to require a new form, a new proof. The
language barrier made it even more difficult, as | struggled to understand
legal jargon and communicate my situation effectively. A year ago, I finally
received international protection, but the asylum process was long and
uncertain. While waiting for the decision, | felt helpless and dependent on
others since | couldn't work, despite my education.”

Asylum-seekers and refugees involved in the consultations voiced several challenges
faced during the asylum procedure and to access their rights. These barriers prevent
people from achieving a prompt status resolution, maintaining them in a state of
dependency, and ultimately leading some to pursue onward movement.

Challenges

S (e N N 4RI R (e fed S585] The waiting times throughout the asylum procedure are

excessive, during which access to health services is limited, social protection is not
provided, and formal employment is impossible for the first nine months. Across the
different participant groups, this issue stood out as the most frequently raised and
strongly emphasized concern.

' This text is based on real-life experiences and testimonies of asylum-seekers and refugees who took part in the participatory
assessment consultations, but the character described is fictional. The purpose of this testimony is to highlight the recurring
challenges faced forcibly displaced people in a personable way. Other quotes in this report are extracts of consultations held
during the participatory assessment exercise as well as throughout the year.

10
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"l fled my country to escape danger, but the delay in the asylum procedure
here is worse. | can’t work to support myself, and my health is getting
worse because | can’t get proper care. How can | build a new life when
everything is so uncertain?"

COMPLEX LEGAL FRAMEWORK AND ADMINISTRATIVE PROCEDURES Fa&\%[¥] B

seekers and refugees face difficulties in accessing rights. This is due to complex legal
framework and administrative procedures, division of responsibilities, bureaucracy from
various service-providing institutions and a lack of understanding about the asylum
procedure and the associated rights at different stages of the process. Service providers
themselves are often not familiar with the rights associated with a particular status.

"Every time | try to get something done it feels like I'm lost in a maze of
paperwork. | go from one office to another, and every time, I'm told
something different. | don’t know where to go or what to do next."”

[ \In] 3 = . Nefod S o B | VW o [07.3{5] Asylum-seekers and AISA-holders awaiting

registration of their asylum claims have limited or no access to healthcare, especially for
those living outside Sarajevo. People requiring specialized treatments for severe ilinesses
are particularly affected.

SISV A RA B[S Asylum-seekers residing in TRCs face security issues, as there is an
insufficient number of security guards, frequent thefts, no possibility to lock rooms, high
resident turnover, and no option of being grouped in safe zones.

INADEQUATE RESPONSE TO GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE (GBV) R{alclslf=]olelgtigle]

incidents of GBV and domestic violence to the local police, asylum-seekers and refugees
face a lack of response or a delayed reaction. This leaves the victims without proper
protection and support, exacerbating their vulnerability and trauma, and contributing to a
sense of insecurity and mistrust.

"l am scared in my own home. | reached out to the police when | was hurt
by my partner, but they didn’t come, or they came too late. How can | feel
safe when no one helps me when | ask for protection? I'm left alone with
my abuser."

UNHCR Bosnia and Herzegovina / May 2025 11
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Recommendations

Expedited and efficient asylum procedure: The Sector for Asylum of the MoS should
(i) reduce the overall length of the procedure, in line with the timeframes in the Law on
Asylum; (ii) schedule sufficient number of registration and refugee status determination
interviews; (iii) ensure that asylum-seekers can register their claim at their own initiative,
without awaiting a formal invitation; (iv) prioritize cases of vulnerable individuals and
people with a genuine interest to seek asylum in Bosnia and Herzegovina; and (v)
improve the quality of asylum decisions by granting refugee status when appropriate,
rather than subsidiary protection status. The judiciary should embrace its role as the
second-instance body in the asylum procedure and issue decisions on the merits of
asylum claims.

"All our future depends on the length of the procedure.”

Regular and cultural-sensitive information provision: Legal experts should maintain a
regular presence in the temporary, asylum and refugee centres and other locations where
forcibly displaced people reside, with strengthened training in cultural-sensitive
approaches. Asylum-seekers should receive, at least, monthly updates on the status of
their claim, expressed in a clear and simple manner. UNHCR, together with its partners
and the relevant authorities (such as the immigration and asylum authorities, the Border
Police, etc.), should further disseminate simple and multilingual informational materials
about the asylum process and legal statuses.

Administrative accessibility: The MoS and the MHRR should consider conducting
regular training sessions to service providers on the rights and responsibilities associated
with different legal statuses.

Healthcare access: The MoS should expand access to primary healthcare to asylum-
seekers residing outside of the Asylum Centre, as prescribed by the Law on Asylum.
Alternatively, entity/cantonal Ministries of Health should include asylum-seekers in their
health insurance legislations and insurance plans.

“My priority is to get the medical care that | need”

UNHCR / June 2025
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Safe zones for asylum-seekers: The SFA should create safe zones, with adequate
security infrastructure and equipment to protect personal belongings, and hire additional
security guards to ensure a safer environment in TRCs.

Comprehensive GBV response: In cooperation with the United Nations Country Team,
UNFPA, UN Women and other relevant stakeholders, UNHCR and its partners should
consider organizing targeted sessions with the police at the cantonal level on GBV
response, the rights of people under international protection and importance of adequate
inclusion. The relevant institutions (Agency for Gender Equality of Bosnia and
Herzegovina and Gender Centres) should consider joining and facilitating these sessions.
The international community and the authorities should support civil society organizations
working with GBV survivors. The state-level authorities should introduce statistical
information in the country on the number of GBV survivors, including information on
forcibly displaced people, to enable monitoring and more adequate response.

UNHCR Bosnia and Herzegovina / May 2025 13
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Local integration and
inclusion

“l am Mahsa, a 27-year-old single mother from Iran. After applying for
asylum in Bosnia and Herzegovina, | received subsidiary protection status.
| started job hunting, but the language barrier posed challenges, despite
my eagerness to learn. | also don’t have a childcare option for my son, so |
can only look for part-time jobs. Although subsidiary protection gave me
certain rights, | still can't reunite with my family. My mother who is sick is
still in Iran, where the situation is not safe, but | cannot bring her here. |
would love to start a clothing business, but the inability to travel and
dealing with bureaucracy makes me feel stuck.”

Asylum-seekers and refugees involved in consultations identified several challenges
hindering their local integration in Bosnia and Herzegovina. These barriers prevent
economic independence, social inclusion, and access to essential services.

Challenges
] = R:d(el pmpo N =" | JMe)q " [5\hl Asylum-seekers must wait for a period of nine

months following the registration of their asylum claim before they may enter the labour
market. People in a refugee-like situation (Ukrainian nationals with temporary residence
on humanitarian grounds in Bosnia and Herzegovina) are not allowed to work, further
exacerbating their economic vulnerability.

(0] 25l (o U] My g | SEo3 o Mo I \W.N =Y. L@\ e{od0 U] I Asylum-seekers encounter challenges to

open a bank account, which is crucial to access employment, as their asylum-seeker
cards are not recognized as valid identification documents by banks.

"The bank tells me that my asylum card isn’t enough to open an account.
It’s humiliating, as I'm just trying to take care of myself while waiting for my
status to be decided, but | can’t even access my own money."

14
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(W] = R =VN Y el o lol s gl MU g2 Asylum-seekers and refugees face difficulties in

accessing institutionalized assistance for learning the local language and for vocational
training opportunities. Due to the lack of state funding, support is only available through
NGOs and international organizations.

LIMITATIONS TO THE SUBSIDIARY PROTECTION STATUS Ja=le]e][cXe] =1 (=To RETV ole [F=1aY

protection cannot travel, as they do not have travel documents, cannot reunite with their
families, and are not eligible to apply for naturalization.

"I came here to escape conflict, but now | can’t bring my children here to
be with me. The system says I’'m not allowed to settle completely, so I'm
caught between the past and future, with no way to move forward."

P15 =\ [o] | N[ @4 o] 3{e] |5} Asylum-seekers are reliant on external aid and lack

opportunities for self-reliance, leading some to terminate the asylum process and pursue
onward movement. Unlike EU Member States and several countries in the region, the
authorities of Bosnia and Herzegovina did not grant Temporary Protection status to
Ukrainians fleeing the war. Instead, the authorities facilitated their entry and residence of
on humanitarian grounds, a status that does not provide access to the same rights as
other refugees, such as access to healthcare and to the formal labour market.

[\l SelU N S [0]UE] [\[e] There is no adequate and safe housing provided by the state
besides collective accommodations, such as transit, asylum, or refugee centres. Poor
connection with local communities results in social exclusion.

|.Nod Qo] alod [ | M [o VRSN B N[0S} Asylum-seekers and refugees do not receive

childcare assistance, preventing single parents from starting to work and fully
economically integrating, with a particularly negative impact on the economic
empowerment of women.

UNHCR Bosnia and Herzegovina / May 2025 15
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Recommendations

Sustainable housing solutions: The MHRR should consider supporting innovative
housing solutions for refugees. The MHRR and local administrations should harmonize
legislation on social housing to make sure that refugees are included in the category of
potential tenants. UNHCR should consider providing short-term cash-based assistance
for housing for the most vulnerable.

Amendments to the legislation for better local integration: The MoS, the MHRR and
the Ministry of Civil Affairs should join efforts to introduce a naturalization path, the
possibility to obtain travel documents and to reunite with family for subsidiary protection
holders, as well as introduce the JMB (unique identification number) for people under
subsidiary protection. The MoS should shorten the nine-months period that asylum-
seekers must wait before being able to sign a work contract with an employer.

“l have a good job here, have a place to live, and | would like to get
citizenship of Bosnia and Herzegovina.”

Broadened scope of rights for refugee-like people: The MoS should initiate the
request to the Council of Ministers of Bosnia and Herzegovina to grant Temporary
Protection status to people in a refugee-like situation (Ukrainian nationals with temporary
residence on humanitarian grounds), who are staying in Bosnia and Herzegovina for a
prolonged period (more than a year).

State-led integration strategy: The MHRR should lead the development of an
integration strategy at country level and allocate related funds for its implementation, as
envisaged in the State Migration and Asylum Strategy 2021-2025. There are several
strategic documents at different levels, notably at municipality level, which could be used
as a basis. The database developed within the MHRR should be shared with other
relevant ministries for further use. Systemic solutions and funding should be found and
allocated by the authorities for integration activities, such as language courses, vocational
training, education support, access to employment, housing, healthcare, financial
assistance, and all other rights and benefits attached to their status.
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“Now that | have learned the basics of your language, new opportunities
for better employment are opening up for me. | am a professor of
computer science, maybe | can work in a school with refugee children
from Ukraine, but also with children from the local community.”

Cooperation with banks: The MoS and the MHRR should consider engaging with the
banking sector to enable asylum-seekers and refugees to open bank accounts to
facilitate employment, receipt of limited financial allowance and cash-based assistance.

Engagement with the private sector: UNHCR should explore possibilities with
companies to facilitate the employment of asylum-seekers and refugees.

“If I get a job, | will move to private accommodation and will no longer be
dependent on any support | receive today in the Temporary Reception
Centre.”

Cultivate positive narratives on the integration of refugees: UNHCR and its partners
should promote and share positive integration stories in the media, featuring asylum-
seekers and refugees as a potential for society and valued member of communities.

"Here is our own second home. This is our place now, our place of
residence. [...] People here have experience with war, and they have
humanity in them."

Inclusion of forcibly displaced children in the childcare system: The MHRR should
promote the inclusion of refugee children in municipal programmes that subsidize
childcare costs, on the same basis as for children of citizens of Bosnia and Herzegovina.

UNHCR Bosnia and Herzegovina / May 2025 17
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