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Activities of Local Non-governmental 
Organizations and State Policy of the Republic 
of Armenia on Refugees 

Alina Topchyan1

Together with state institutions, there are a 
number of international organizations as well 
as local NGOs working on the resolution of 
these problems. The major institutions among 
the international organizations are UNHCR, 
NRC, IOM and others; local NGOs also consti-
tute a considerable part of such organizations 
and these are the Refugee Foundation, the 
Sakharov Fund, the Union of Refugees, and 
others.

Thus, the topic of this paper is the imple-
mentation of the policy of the Government 
of Armenia on naturalization and integration 
of refugees by local NGOs, particularly in the 
spheres of naturalization, job creation and 
housing. Therefore, the purpose of this paper 
is to analyze the role of local NGOs in the im-
plementation and improvement of state policy.

The findings and analyses made during 
this study allowed for several conclusions:

1) After 1998, there was more attention placed 
on the problems of refugees. However, 
many laws and decisions do not work in 
reality and exist only on paper. 

2) The Armenian Government does not have 
a separate employment policy directed 
towards resolution of refugee employment 
problems.

3) Local NGOs actively participate in the 
implementation and improvement of state 
policy. The majority of these work on 
naturalization issues. Only a very limited 
number of the NGOs studied focus on 
housing and employment activities and this 
is limited and on a small scale. 

4) Local NGOs have a certain influence on the 
state policy towards refugees. 

5) The overall assessment of state policy by 
the NGOs leaders is negative. 

6) Financial dependence is the major hin-
drance restricting the activities of NGOs. 

List of Abbreviations 

CRS - Catholic Relief Service

DMR - Department of Migration and Refu-
gees 

GoA - Government of Armenia 

IOM - International Organization for Mi-
gration 

NA - National Assembly 

NGO - Non-governmental organization

RoA - Republic of Armenia 

UNHCR - United Nations High Commission 
for Refugees 

Abstract
The conflict over Nagorno-Karabagh brought 
to Armenia a considerable number of forcibly 
displaced people from different parts of Az-
erbaijan. According to UNHCR statistics, about 
300,000 of these people were ethnic Armeni-
ans. For more than a decade now Armenians 
from Azerbaijan have been living in Armenian 
society. Since then, the prospects for repatria-
tion of the refugees to their former places of 
residence are far from realistic due to continu-
ing inter-ethnic conflict. Therefore, the proc-
ess of naturalization and full integration of 
these people became the ultimate goal for the 
Government of Armenia. However, this proc-
ess is advancing very slowly. Only about 10% 
of all refugees gained Armenian citizenship. 
What are the reasons for this? According to 
surveys conducted by several NGOs, the main 
problems faced by refugees are naturalization, 
housing and employment. So, in this paper, 
the problems with naturalization, housing and 
employment are considered to be the main 
barriers to integration of refugees in Armenian 
society. 

1   American University of Armenia 2001, School of Political Science and International Affairs
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Introduction
The dissolution of the Soviet Union and the 
beginning of the transition from a communist 
to democratic form of government for most 
of the CIS was marked by intensive migratory 
movements and these were partly were due 
to ethnic and territorial cleavages. The conflict 
over Nagorno-Karabakh brought to Armenia 
a considerable number of forcibly displaced 
people from different parts of Azerbaijan. 
According to UNHCR statistics, the number of 
these people was about 300,000 ethnic Ar-
menians. (http://www.unhcr.ch/world/euro/
armenia.htm)

Together with demographic changes, the 
influx of these people brought various socio-
economic and political hardships and this 
happened at the time when there was a griev-
ous economic and political stalemate. 

For more than a decade, Armenians from 
Azerbaijan have been living in Armenian 
society. Since that time, the prospects for 
repatriation of the refugees to their former 
places of residence are far from realistic due 
to continuing inter-ethnic conflict. Therefore, 
the process of naturalization and full integra-
tion of these people has become the ultimate 
goal of the Government of Armenia. 

Nowadays, Armenian legislation provides 
almost the same rights to refugees as it does 
to all citizens of the Republic of Armenia. 
Several legislative acts such as the “Law on 
Citizenship,” the “Law on Socio-Economic 
Guarantees to Refugees,” and the ratifica-
tion of the 1951 Refugee Convention, etc., 
have created rather favorable conditions for 
the naturalization of refugees. However, this 
process is advancing very slowly and accord-
ing to UNHCR statistics, after the beginning 
of the active naturalization campaign in 1998 
only about 10% of all refugees have gained 
Armenian citizenship. The reasons for this are 
many and complicated; but the most obvious 
of these is the difficult socio-economic situa-
tion of the refugee population. According to 
“Human Rights and Human Development, Ar-
menia 2000,” the main problems that refugees 
face are housing and employment. Therefore, 
along with other difficulties, the problems 
with housing and employment should be 
among the priority issues to resolve. 

Together with state institutions, there are a 
number of international organizations as well 
as local NGOs working on the resolution of 
these problems. The major institutions among 
the international organizations are UNHCR, 
NRC, IOM and others; local NGOs also consti-
tute a considerable part of such organizations 
and these include the Refugee Foundation, the 
Sakharov Fund, and the Union of Refugees, 
among others. According to their missions, 
all their activities should be directed towards 
facilitating the integration of refugees in Arme-
nian society. Analysis of the effectiveness of 
the work these institutions implement will be 
the focus of this paper. Thus, the topic of this 
paper is the implementation of the policy of 
the Government of Armenia on naturalization 
and integration of refugees by local NGOs, par-
ticularly in the spheres of naturalization, job 
creation and housing. Therefore, the purpose 
of this paper is to analyze the role of local 
NGOs in the implementation and improve-
ment of state policy. 

The following research questions should 
be answered in the paper: 

1.  What is the state policy towards Azerbaijani 
refugees directed towards the resolution of 
naturalization, housing and employment 
problems?

2. What projects have been undertaken by 
local NGOs to facilitate naturalization?

3.  What activities have been undertaken by 
local NGOs towards the resolution of hous-
ing problems? 

4. What projects are undertaken by local 
NGOs to increase employment opportuni-
ties? 

5. Is there any influence of NGOs on the state 
policy towards refugees? 

6. What are the hindrances for the effective 
implementation of the NGO activity? 

7.  What is the attitude of NGO representatives 
towards government policies? 

Literature Review

State policy towards refugees from 
Azerbaijan in 1988-1998

The state policy of the RoA towards refugees 
varied in the course of time. Refugee issues 
were not always on the government agenda. 
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There are four phases of the state policy 
towards refugees that are distinguished in the 
book “Poverty of Vulnerable Groups in Arme-
nia” published by UNHCR, UNDP and UNCF 
(United Nations Coordinator Fund). According 
to this book, the first phase (1988-1990) was 
mainly directed at receiving refugees, provid-
ing temporary housing and solving their most 
urgent problems. One of the most important 
problems for the government in that period 
was to place homeless people in housing. 
Therefore, the majority of the refugees were 
provided with temporary housing in places 
such as public health and vacation resorts, 
dormitories, hotels and school buildings. The 
government decrees during this period were 
mostly concerned with creation of special 
committees that would be busy with refugee 
issues (dec. # 699, 11.29.89; dec. # 10, 01.10.90), 
socio-economic issues (dec. #593, 11.20.89; 
dec. #22, 01.19.90) and humanitarian assist-
ance (dec. #302, 06.20.90; dec. #535, 11.21.90). 

For the implementation of the government 
policy, a special commission on refugee prob-
lems was created in 1988, which later in 1989 
became a separate body.

The second period (1991-1995), which 
coincided with the establishment of the newly 
independent Armenian State, was the period 
of adaptation of refugees to economic, public 
and social environment. However, it should be 
noted that such crucial events as the break-up 
of the USSR, declaration of independence of 
Armenia, war in Karabakh and the economic 
sanctions added to the severe socio-economic 
hardships of the population of Armenia as 
a whole. Moreover, as a result, these factors 
had a certain amount of impact on the nature 
of the policy of the state towards refugees. 
Together with the local population, refugees 
suffered a sharp decrease in living conditions, 
increased unemployment as well as all other 
factors of such an unstable socio-economic 
situation.

So the state policy at that time was mainly 
directed towards the “Paros” social program, 
which included refugees being on an equal 
basis as locals, as well as other humanitarian 
assistance programs (dec. #421, 10.06.92; dec. 
#385, 07.26.93).

During this period, the first international 
instrument related to refugees was signed by 

the Government of Armenia (1993), particular-
ly the 1951 Convention on Status of Refugees. 
The adoption of this document meant that 
Armenia joined one of the main regulations 
of international law and from that time it been 
in compliance with this law in relation to the 
refugee population.

The third phase encompasses the years 
from 1996-1998. This period was marked with 
quite a passive state policy towards refugees. 
In 1996 and 1997, there were only 3 govern-
mental decrees concerning refugees. This 
can be explained by the fact that the refugee 
population was considered similar to the rest 
of vulnerable groups in Armenia. As with all 
other social strata of the Armenian popula-
tion, refugees were included in such social 
instruments of the state policy as unemploy-
ment benefits, pensions, and family benefits.

More attention to refugee problems came 
with the new stage of the state policy, which 
began in 1998 and which is still in a state of 
implementation. This stage is considered the 
fourth and final stage on the way to civil inte-
gration and naturalization of refugees.

The role of naturalization in the process 
of full integration of refugees can hardly be 
overestimated. “The Government of Armenia 
attaches great importance to the process of 
naturalization and believes that the process 
of naturalization should be a voluntary one, 
ensuring the interest of the country, as well as 
refugees and their families.” (Department of 
Migration and Refugees, 1999)

However, despite the fact that the govern-
ment declared the policy of naturalization as 
one of its ultimate goals as well as adopted 
several legislative acts in this direction (laws 
“On Citizenship”(1995), “On Passport Acquisi-
tion Procedure” (1998), “On Refugees” (1999), 
“the process of mass acquisition of Armenian 
citizenship has failed.” (Ghazaryan, Y., 2001).

According to the Head of the Department 
of Migration and Refugees Gagik Yeghayan:

“The main obstacles to natu-
ralization and integration are housing 
problems and the high rate of unem-
ployment among refugees.” (UNHCR 
Monthly Bulletin, June 2001, 2)

Thus, in this paper, the problems with 
naturalization, housing and employment are 
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considered the main barriers to integration of 
refugees in Armenian society. 

Activities of local NGOs and 
international organizations in Armenia
The main role of resolving refugee problems 
by implementing and improving state policy 
towards them lies with the local non-govern-
mental sector and international organizations 
working in Armenia.

The UNHCR, the main body representing 
international organizations, began its mission 
in Armenia in 1992. The statute of the organi-
zation states that one of the major goals of 
UNHCR in Armenia is “seeking durable solu-
tions to the problems of refugees by assisting 
governments …to facilitate their (refugees) 
assimilation into new national communities.” 
(UNHCR Background Notes) According to 
this statute, this international organization, in 
cooperation with the government of Armenia, 
is implementing wide naturalization campaign.

At the beginning of its mission, UNHCR 
mostly implements humanitarian assistance 
by distributing food, clothing, kerosene, etc. 
Currently, humanitarian programs are gradu-
ally shifting to development programs. For 
instance, UNHCR played a significant role in 
the area of legal protection of refugees. Moreo-
ver, it provided technical assistance to the 
Government of Armenia in drafting the basic 
law “On Refugees”(1999) in accordance with 
international standards, particularly in accord-
ance with the 1951 Convention on the Status of 
Refugees ratified by the RoA in 1993.

Besides, UNHCR is implementing a great 
variety of programs directed at the resolution 
of naturalization and integration problems. 

The other international organizations that 
work on some of the refugee issues in Arme-
nia are the Norwegian Refugee Council, the 
International Organization for Migration, the 
Catholic Relief Service and others. The do-
mestic non-governmental sector also partici-
pates in activities directed at the integration 
and naturalization of refugees. Local NGOs 
cooperate with UNHCR and other interna-
tional organizations as implementing partners. 
Among them a few can be distinguished such 
as the Mission Armenia, the Sakharov Founda-
tion, the Refugee Foundation Charity Union, 
and the YMCA Shelter.

Basic social and medical assistance is pro-
vided to lonely elderly and disabled refugees 
in communal centers through Mission Arme-
nia.

The “Fund against Violation of Law” NGO 
concentrates its activities on legal issues con-
cerning the refugee population. One of their 
campaigns was directed at the promotion of 
refugee awareness as to their legal rights. 

However, it should be noted that every 
NGO works in multiple areas and their activi-
ties are not isolated. If, at the beginning of 
the migratory process, NGOs were mostly 
involved in humanitarian assistance projects, 
then nowadays their activities are mostly con-
cerned with naturalization, legal issues and 
awareness campaigns for refugees.

General information on NGO activity is 
very limited. The publications and Internet 
sources on this issue are dispersed and rather 
scarce. That is why personal contact with 
the representatives of these organizations is 
needed to reveal information concerning the 
work carried out by local NGOs in Armenia. 

Methodology and Research 
Design
This paper is a policy analysis of the specific 
policy area, meaning the policy of the govern-
ment of Armenia towards refugees and the 
activity of local NGOs working in this field.

Qualitative Research methods are applied 
to analyze the data. These methods can be 
placed in the following order: 

•   At first, it was necessary to build up a com-
prehensive list of all the organizations that 
work with refugee issues. Since there was no 
updated information on this, snowballing* 
took place among the above-mentioned local 
organizations. For the purpose of the study, 
there is also a need to make a distinction 
between those organizations that are work 
on issues to be studied in the paper; that is, 
naturalization, housing and employment. 

    It should be noted that only NGOs working 
in Yerevan were studied. Regional NGOs 
are out of the scope of the paper due to 
clear reasons of limited time and finance.

*  “snowballing” is one of the social research methods 
mentioned in several social research handbooks. (for 
example, E.Babbie “Social Research Handbook”)
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•  Secondly, in order to analyze the policy of 
the Armenian Government towards refu-
gees, all laws and governmental decrees on 
refugee issues adopted by the government of 
Armenia since 1998 should be identified. As 
the paper is concerned with three fields of 
refugee issues, that is, naturalization, employ-
ment and housing, the laws and normative 
acts were analyzed from these particular 
angles. Naturalization, housing and employ-
ment issues in the policy of Armenian Gov-
ernment are the focus of this study. 

•   The third step was the interview process 
through open-ended questions with repre-
sentatives of the local NGOs. The interview-
ees were the leaders of the organizations, 
i.e., the heads of the appropriate offices 
since these people are expected to be 
highly competent regarding the activity of 
any given organization. 

As the number of local NGOs is not high 
(there were only 12 organizations working on 
issues of naturalization, housing and employ-
ment), all of them were interviewed to get a 
clearer picture of the topic under study.

The questionnaire for the interviews is di-
vided into certain thematic parts with regard 
to the discussed issues. The issues addressed 
are the following: 

•   General information on the organization;
•   Activities of the organization concerned with 

employment, naturalization and housing; 
•   Cooperation with the government; 
•   Cooperation with other agencies in related 

areas; and 
•   Awareness of government policies and as-

sessment thereof by representatives of the 
organizations. 

The responses of the interviewees are proc-
essed and analyzed using qualitative methods. 
(See Appendix D for a copy of the question-
naire.)

The last step of the research was the as-
sessment of data gathered. The results of the 
study will show the effectiveness of the work 
of local NGOs in regard to the policy of the Re-
public of Armenia. According to the findings 
and analysis results, necessary recommen-
dations on the policy of the Government of 
Armenia as well as the activities of the NGOs 
are made. 

Findings 

State Policy of Armenia towards Refugees since 
1998 in the spheres of 
Naturalization, Housing and Employment

Nowadays, the legislative field of the Repub-
lic of Armenia concerned with refugees is 
comprised of several laws and more than 
100 governmental decrees. However, up until 
1999, in the absence of the law on refugees, 
the legislative field of the RoA was not formed. 
The policy of the state before the adoption of 
the law “On Refugees” was mainly dependent 
on governmental decrees.

The basic law in the field of refugees is 
the law “On Refugees” that came into force on 
March 27, 1999. The main provisions of this 
law were worked out in compliance with the 
1951 Geneva Convention and it meets interna-
tional law requirements. This document clari-
fies and underlines the rights and responsibili-
ties of people who have the status of refugee 
in the RoA. 

These rights and responsibilities include 
the: 

•  Right to freedom of movement and resi-
dence; 

•  Right to protection under the law, of secu-
rity of person, of confidentiality of commu-
nication, against infringement to honor and 
dignity, life and health, and personal liberty 
and property; 

•  Right to ownership, employment and busi-
ness activity; 

•  Right to acquire Armenian citizenship and 
the duty to serve in the armed forces; 

•  Fact that a refugee of RoA doesn’t have 
voting rights, rights to join any public-politi-
cal party of the RoA as well as cannot be 
elected or appointed to official positions 
stipulated by RoA legislation. 

However, the great achievement in regard with 
the last point was made by the adoption of 
the law “On Amendments to the RoA Electoral 
Code” (April 21, 2000). This law entitles refu-
gees with the right to participate in the elec-
tions of the local self-governmental bodies.

Another important law, adopted in Decem-
ber 2000, was “On Legal and Socio-economic 
Guarantees for persons forcibly displaced 
from Azerbaijan from 1988-1992.” This law 
is mostly concerned with the resolution of 
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refugee housing problems, and in particular, 
with privatization of temporary housing for 
refugees.

Thus, these are the three main pillars 
(i.e., laws) on which refugee legislation rests.  
An indispensable part of the state policy 
towards refugees constitutes 119 governmental 
decrees, whose main function is to provide 
procedural mechanisms for the accurate 
implementation of the laws of the RoA. Since 
1999, there have been 9 governmental decrees 
issued concerning various spheres of refugee 
legislation. 

Decrees that related to the spheres to be 
observed in this study are: 

1.  “On Procedures for issuance of a refugee 
identity card and a travel document in the 
RA and samples thereof.” (11.20.99) 

2. “On a procedure for privatization of dormi-
tories in favor of forcibly displaced persons 
who have acquired Armenian citizenship 
and who have resided in those dormitories 
for more than 3 years.” (05.14.00) 

3. “On inclusion of persons forcibly displaced 
from Azerbaijan in 1988-1992 and have ac-
quired Armenian citizenship on the benefi-
ciary list of housing.” (05.14.00) 

Naturalization Policy
The process of naturalization, i.e., acquisition 
of citizenship, is considered to be the prior-
ity issue for the government of Armenia. The 
1951 Geneva Convention relating to the status 
of refugees prescribes the option of naturali-
zation. In Article 34, the following is stated 
“Contracting States shall as far as possible 
facilitate the assimilation and naturalization of 
refugees. They shall in particular make every 
effort to expedite naturalization proceedings 
and to reduce as far as possible the changes 
and costs of such proceedings.”
(http://www.unhcr.ch/refworld/legal/
instrumen/asylum/1951eng.htm) 

Moreover, Armenia is a signatory state to 
the 1961 Convention on Reduction of Stateless-
ness, and the 1954 Convention Related to the 
Status of the Stateless Persons. The national 
legislation is brought in compliance with these 
international treaties. The following laws of 
the RoA correspond with the norms of inter-
national law: the Constitution (1995), the law 

“On Citizenship” (1995), the Civil Code (1998), 
the law “On Refugees” (1999), and others.

The Law “On Citizenship” of the RoA is 
favorable to the refugees who want to natural-
ize. The conditions are: 1) residence in the 
territory of Armenia for 3 years, 2) proficiency 
in Armenian language, 3) familiarity with the 
Constitution (Chapter 2, Article 10 of the RA 
Citizenship Law). Moreover, in Article 8 of this 
law, the following is stated: “the Republic of 
Armenia encourages Armenian citizenship for 
stateless persons and does not hinder them 
from gaining citizenship in another state.”

However, it is not only law that creates 
favorable conditions for naturalization. More 
important for the implementation of these 
laws are those governmental decisions and 
decrees that create procedures and mecha-
nisms. In order to facilitate the acquisition of 
citizenship, the Government of Armenia has 
developed simplified legal administrative pro-
cedures. At first, a refugee should denounce 
refugee status by applying to the DMR and 
then to the passport department of the Minis-
try of Interior to get a passport from the RoA. 
This process should take several days. Moreo-
ver, photos, passport and registration fees will 
cost about 600 AMD. (1 USD=560 AMD)

In the regions of Armenia, to help refugees 
avoid travel expenses, all operations with 
citizenship acquisition are done through exist-
ing governmental structures working at the 
regional level; that is, the Social Service Depart-
ment in the Governors offices in ten regions of 
Armenia as well as regional passport depart-
ments of the Ministry of Interior.

However, a simplified procedure for natu-
ralization is not a guarantor to increase the 
number of people who wish to give up their 
refugee status. That is why it is important to 
note that the naturalization process cannot 
be considered as simply a mere acquisition 
of citizenship. As naturalization is a voluntary 
process, there must be certain preconditions 
for the public to envisage citizenship of the 
RoA as beneficial to themselves.

When does a person decide to become a 
citizen of a particular country?

The following preconditions can be con-
sidered necessary: 

•  A stable political and socio-economic situa-
tion in a country; 
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•  Access and ability to work, education and 
place of residence; and

•  Protection of human rights and freedoms, 
etc. 

Although these three preconditions are just a 
small part of those requirements that should 
be present in this list, the majority of them do 
not exist in Armenia. This is why simplified 
procedures for acquiring Armenian citizen-
ship did not bring about the mass naturaliza-
tion of refugees. And here the issues of hous-
ing and employment become very important 
to the process of naturalization. 

Housing Policy
The process of integration and naturalization 
of refugees in Armenian society can undoubt-
edly be facilitated by the resolution of housing 
problems of refugee population.

After 13 years of living in Armenia, the 
housing problems for refugees are far from be-
ing resolved. According to the Department of 
Migration and Refugees, there are about 11,000 
refugee families under temporary housing in 
Yerevan and marzes** of Armenia. Among 
them, 1,967 refugee families own small pieces 
of lands throughout Armenia, 1,183 families 
live in half-constructed houses and 784 have 
no housing at all. Recently, of 784 families, 343 
have been provided with temporary housing 
in Yerevan.

The Government of Armenia adopted a 
number of decrees in order to resolve hous-
ing problems. However, not all of them were 
successfully implemented. For example, on 
January 17, 1994, decree #583 stated that 9,200 
apartments needed to be built for refugee 
families from 1995-1999. Nevertheless, accord-
ing to the head of the Refugee Fund NGO V. 
Aghayan, by the end of 1999 there were only 
2,500 apartments built, and these only consti-
tute 25 % of the planned number. So the fact 
is that if the present construction activities 
are kept at the same rate, it will take about 25 
years to complete the envisaged work. These 
housing construction indicators for refugees 
can be explained. Allocations from the state 

budget are not significant due to understand-
able reasons of hard economic situation in 
Armenia1; moreover, many thousands of peo-
ple in the local earthquake zone do not have 
housing either2. Because the expenses on the 
construction projects are rather high, the state 
policy on housing issues has changed since 
the beginning of 1999. 

The direction of the state policy changed 
from construction programs to privatization 
of temporary housing construction of semi-
finished houses or renovation of houses with 
substandard communal conditions.

On December 13, 2000, the National As-
sembly of the Republic of Armenia adopted 
the “Law on Legal and Socio-Economic Guar-
antees for Displaced Persons from Azerbai-
jan who came to Armenia from 1988-1992.” 
According to this law, refugees who become 
citizens of Armenia have the right to own tem-
porary housing belonging to the State Hous-
ing Resources if he (she) resides in the same 
apartment for 3 years.

The mechanisms to implement the provi-
sions of this law, in particular concerning the 
privatization of communal centers, were is-
sued by the Government of Armenia through 
decree #404 on May 14, 2000. According to this 
decree, refugees can privatize dormitories, 
hotels or other types of communal centers if 
the mentioned centers are under state budget-
ary control. Refugees who have been natural-
ized and are living in this housing for 3 years 
have the right to apply to the Department for 
Migration and Refugees for privatization of the 
room. To begin this process, it is necessary 
to submit an Armenian passport, a certificate 
confirming former refugee status, and the 
written consent form of all members of the 
family who possess passports. In 20 days, this 
state institution has to submit applications to 
the Ministry for Management of State Property 
of the GoA. When the GoA approves it, the 
marzpets in the regions or Municipality office 
in Yerevan can privatize the room. The rele-
vant Cadastre department registers privatized 
housing in apartment buildings.

** “marzes” means “regions.” Armenia is divided into 11 administrative regions (marzes) such as Lori, Shirak, Gegharkunik, etc.

1  Economic hardships exist for several reasons: economic and energy sanctions, the ethnic conflict over territory of Karabakh, a 
destructive earthquake in 1988, as well as a period of transition of the state to market economy. 

2  On December 7th, 1988 Armenia was hit by a disastrous earthquake of magnitude 9 on the Richter scale (the epicenter was the town of 
Spitak). The country lost 25,000 people and many thousands were left without shelter. 
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Despite the fact that the government ap-
proved this mechanism earlier this year, it has 
not yet been implemented in practice. So the 
question arises why.

This law also has another side. With all its 
positive results, it can bring negative conse-
quences as well. Privatization of the housing 
allows many of the refugees to sell their apart-
ments and leave Armenia. Taking into account 
the huge emigration from the RoA, the govern-
ment had to consider the fact that emigration 
increases after the process of privatization 
takes place. Certain mechanisms and regula-
tions to prevent such a consequence should 
have been addressed in the law. However, 
they are absent for now. And until the proc-
ess of privatization is not put in force, there is 
time to make some corrections in this respect. 

DMR, which is the main representa-
tive of the GoA in relation to refugee issues, 
proposed the project “On Housing for People 
Who Suffered from the Inter-Ethnic Conflict” 
in the year 2000. The project was presented to 
UNHCR as well as other international organi-
zations for cooperative implementation. It 
underlines several directions on resolution of 
housing problems of refugees: 

1.  Completion of the construction of apart-
ment buildings. The proposal is to complete 
the construction of semi-finished apartment 
buildings throughout Armenia. When this 
project is implemented, 1,130 refugee fami-
lies will be provided with housing. This will 
require about 4.9 million USD. 

2. Completion of semi-finished individual 
houses on private land. Upon the comple-
tion of this project, 1,183 families will have 
houses. The estimate for financing this is 
about 8.2 million USD. 

3. Reconstruction of the communal center to 
be apartments inhabited by refugees. 1,100 
families will get housing for 3.3 million USD. 

4. Purchase of apartments where refugees 
live and in surrounding areas. To help 350 
families who are living in housing at level 
4 emergency status. About 1 million USD is 
required for this project. 

5. Construction of special houses for the eld-
erly living alone and renovation of existing 
buildings for this purpose. To provide 1,500 
refugees with housing will require about 2.5 
million USD. 

6. Construction of new houses. This proposal 
includes buying apartments for 7,553 fami-
lies and this will require 34 million USD. 

This project makes an appeal to the interna-
tional community, the World Bank, the IMF, 
and the UNHCR to help with financial assist-
ance because the sum needed (about 54 mil-
lion USD) is an unrealistic figure for internal 
implementation. There is nothing said about 
how much is expected to be received from 
each donor or whether the institutions men-
tioned are willing to provide such assistance. 
The project was approved by the GoA and, 
therefore, represents state policy. However, a 
year passed since the proposal was submitted 
and none of the proposals are funded.

The question arises about how a project 
can be approved by the government if it is not 
going to be implemented. The same ques-
tion can be applied not only to this particular 
project but to other decisions and decrees 
adopted by the GoA as well.

Thus, it can be concluded that the policy 
of the Republic of Armenia towards refugees 
as it exists in legislation provides certain 
guarantees for refugees but that implementa-
tion remains out of the scope of government 
policy. 

Employment Policy
The situation in the labor market of Armenia 
is very difficult. The problems of the labor 
market are considered to be one of the most 
pressing at the current stage of Armenia’s 
development. The official unemployment rate 
is estimated by the Ministry of Statistics as 
10-11%, while real unemployment is likely to 
be approximately three times higher. (http://
www.undp.am/rescoord/cca/113.htm) In June 
1999, official statistics registered an increase 
in unemployment of 30.3%-35.6% compared 
to December 1998, and as of July 1, 1999, the 
number of registered unemployed persons 
constituted 12-13% of the economically active 
population. Labor statistics reveals that the 
workforce supply is 200-300 times higher than 
demand on average. 

Thus, it is clear that the problem of em-
ployment is a priority issue for the population 
of Armenia as a whole. However, in compari-
son with people born and raised in Armenia, 
the unemployment rate for refugees is 1.5 
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times higher. (UNCF, UNHCR, UNDP Report 
1999) Moreover, integration into the labor mar-
ket is 1.3 times more difficult for refugees than 
for local citizens and this is not due to the pas-
sivity of the refugee population towards work. 
(UNCF, UNHCR, UNDP Report 1999) So, it is 
clear that this stratum of Armenian society 
has more problems with employment than do 
other segments of society.

 What are they? First of all, there is a lan-
guage barrier. Despite the fact that all refugees 
are of Armenian ethnicity, almost none of the 
refugees can speak Armenian. The reason for 
this is that in the former USSR, Russian was 
the state language, and therefore, several gen-
erations of Armenians living outside of Arme-
nia didn’t have to use their ethnic language. 
That is why most of the refugees only speak 
Russian. 

By the time these people were taken out 
of their homes, the Soviet Union broke up and 
Armenia became an independent state with 
Armenian as the state language. Therefore, in 
Armenia, refugees faced the problem of not 
being able to use the state language. 

Refugees have been living in Armenia for 
13 years now, but Armenian is still a problem 
to many of them. Although second generation 
refugees don’t have as many difficulties with 
the language, they are for the most part school 
children and aren’t represented in the labor 
market. As for the adult refugees who don’t 
know the state language, they can hardly ap-
ply for those kinds of jobs that require knowl-
edge of Armenian. This problem was not 
considered urgent at the state level. Though 
there were some attempts to arrange Arme-
nian language courses, these never became 
common and were not applied consistently. 
This can be explained by the fact that there is 
no state policy on language problems for refu-
gees. Among all governmental decrees since 
1998, none of them mentioned the language 
issue. Moreover, such indifference on a state 
level may be considered one of the main rea-
sons that there was hostile attitude on the part 
of the local populace towards refugees during 
the first 5-6 years after their arrival. This cre-
ated antagonistic relationships between locals 
and the refugee population as well as brought 
a feeling of isolationism to refugees. Therefore, 
it may be concluded that state indifference 

and, as a result, persistent language problems 
became one of the major hindrances in the 
process of integration of refugees in Armenian 
society and into the labor market. 

The second problem is that some of the 
refugees are used to living in urban areas and 
have skills and knowledge that correspond 
to that environment, whereas in Armenia 
they were mostly placed in rural areas. As a 
result, nowadays refugees are forced to work 
in agriculture without the necessary skills and 
knowledge. 

Another problem is that a portion of 
refugees are made up of engineers or skilled 
workers who were mainly employed in the oil 
industry in Azerbaijan. Taking into account 
the absence of such an industry in Armenia, 
this segment of the refugee labor force faced 
the problem of inapplicability and had to 
acquire new skills. 

When considering all these problems plus 
the high unemployment rate in Armenia as a 
whole, we see that very difficult conditions 
were created for refugees in the labor market. 

A review of the laws and regulations the 
RoA adopted on employment issues concern-
ing refugees revealed the following: 

•   The basic law “On Refugees” mentions 
only the right of a refugee to work and to be 
employed in Armenia; 

•   Another reference on employment is made 
in the 1951 Geneva Convention to which 
Armenia is a contracting state since 1993. 
It is stated that: “Contracting States shall 
accord refugees lawfully staying in their 
territory the most favorable treatment… as 
regards the right to engage in wage earn-
ing employment.” (http://www.unhcr.ch/
refworld/refworld/legal/instrume/asylym/
1951/eng.htm) 

However, the national legislation since 1999 
provided no law or even governmental deci-
sion to guarantee this “most favorable treat-
ment.“ 

Snowballing Results 
Several sources provided original data about 
existing local NGOs working with refugees. 
They are the Armenia-Karabakh Fact Book, 
the database of the NGO Center as well as a 
list provided by UNHCR. However, these lists 
didn’t prove to be comprehensive. Therefore, 
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snowballing was carried out among organiza-
tions on these lists. 

As a result, twenty-five organizations were 
found to be working on refugee issues. Among 
these NGOs, twelve turned out to be dealing 
with naturalization, housing and employment. 
(See the list in the Appendix C) 

Interviews with the chairpersons of all 
twelve NGOs were conducted. The interviews 
revealed the following: 

1.   General information on the 
organizations 

The majority of the NGOs were established in 
the period from 1990-1992. 

Based on mission statements, they can 
be divided into 3 groups: those who focus on 
the socio-economic problems of the refugees; 
those who work on legal protection and those 
who see their mission as integrating refugees 
into Armenian society. In fact, this division 
does not have clear-cut boundaries as those 
NGOs focusing on resolution of socio-econom-
ic or legal problems contribute significantly to 
the ultimate goal of refugee integration. And 
visa versa, those who are working in the field 
of integration come across and help resolve 
the economic and legal issues of the refugees.

The membership of the organizations 
varies from 10 to two hundred fifty people 
whose average age is forty. The number of 
members depends on the scope of the activi-
ties a certain NGO encompasses as well as the 
period of time it has been in existence. The 
wider the sphere of the activity, the earlier the 
organization was established and the greater 
the number of members. 

Most of the organizations not only work 
in Yerevan but also have branches in Syunik 
(southern Armenia), Gegharkunik (central 
Armenia) and other marzes where refugee 
communities are settled.

The number of staff members in most of 
the NGOs studied is not large. Staff numbers 
fluctuate from 5 in small NGOs to sixteen in 
the big organizations.

Financial support for almost all of the 
NGOs is provided through grants from such 
international organizations as UNHCR, USAID, 
Save the Children, IOM, DRC, NRC, and UNDP. 
Very few of the organizations support their 
activities with fees.

 During the course of time, the nature of 
the projects the organizations implement has 
changed. These changes can be placed in 
the following order: humanitarian assistance 
(food, clothes, and kerosene) and develop-
ment programs (legal protection, cultural and 
socio-economic integration and naturaliza-
tion). However, currently, due to the persist-
ent harsh economic conditions in the repub-
lic, many NGOs continue to provide refugees 
with humanitarian assistance. In 2001, the 
NGOs that were studied implemented from 1 
to 5 projects. 

2.   The activities of the organizations 
concerned with employment, 
housing and naturalization 
problems. 
Employment

Employment problems are primary issues not 
only for refugees but also for the populace 
of Armenia as a whole. While the unemploy-
ment rate is high for the local populace, it is 
two times higher for refugees. Apart from the 
local populace, NGOs leaders distinguish the 
employment problems of refugees in the fol-
lowing way: 

• Most of the refugees create their own com-
munities and isolate themselves from the 
overall population;

• Refugees do not have established commu-
nication links to be able to find jobs be-
cause in Armenian society, personal links 
play a decisive role in finding a job; 

• The language problem still remains acute 
and, therefore, it is more difficult for refu-
gees to find a job without knowledge of the 
state language; 

• During the course of time, a certain tenden-
cy developed among refugees - reliance on 
humanitarian aid brought an unwillingness 
to work for a low salary; 

• There are no privileges for the refugee 
population in employment legislation: the 
state treats locals and refugees equally; 

•  Refugees often are not competitive in the 
labor market. The majority of them, being 
residents of urban areas, were placed in rural 
areas, and until now, after 13 years, a con-
siderable number of these people have not 
become used to agricultural activities; and
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• Psychological problems: passivity, indiffer-
ence, dissatisfaction with everything and 
distrust of everybody. 

The activities undertaken by NGOs towards 
the resolution of refugee employment prob-
lems can be divided into two groups: crea-
tion of small firms and making a database of 
unemployed refugees to further provide them 
with information on available vacancies. The 
overall effectiveness of these activities is not 
high. According to information provided by 
the interviewees, there are only three or four 
firms throughout Armenia. As for service with 
available vacancies, there is no information 
about the efficiency of this activity; however, 
as some of the chairpersons have claimed, 
the number of refugees who could get a job 
in this way is too small to have any significant 
influence on the overall employment rate of 
refugees.

In the future the nature of employment 
projects is not going to change a lot. Most of 
the NGOs are going to continue focusing on 
opening small firms for the production of 
boxes for cakes, tinned food, bread, and so on. 
Additional workplaces can be created through 
opening community-based services like hair-
dressers, laundries, shoemaker workshops 
and medical assistance clinics.

There are also some proposals concern-
ing the legal field, particularly to free refugees 
who run small businesses from taxes and to 
make amendments to the Labor Code.

Interviewees found almost no serious 
hindrances to the implementation of their 
proposals. The main things they will need are 
financial support and governmental coopera-
tion. 

Housing Issues
The problems with housing are the following: 

•   13,000 families are without permanent hous-
ing; 

• Available shelter does not have appropriate 
communal conditions. Some of the houses 
are rated as being in a high level emergency 
condition; and

• Refugees that live in cottages do not have 
the right to ownership, while there is a law 
on privatization of dormitories.  The law 
on legal and socio-economic guarantees 
doesn’t include cottages because they are 

not considered state resource housing. Cot-
tages were constructed by the international 
donors.

Construction of housing or repair work is 
mostly implemented by international or-
ganizations. The one big achievement of 
NGO activity on housing problems is the law 
adopted in 2000 “On Legal and Socio-Econom-
ic Guarantees to people forcibly displaced 
from Azerbaijan from 1988-1992” that gives 
refugees the right to privatize the dormitories 
they live in. The proposal for this privatization 
right was made by the Refugee Fund NGO. 
Consequently, all the other NGOs dealing with 
refugee issues joined this proposal. After that, 
it was adopted by the National Assembly of 
Armenia.

Another type of activity is the legal protec-
tion of refugees in the sphere of housing prob-
lems. These activities are mostly concerned 
with individual cases. For example, the Sakha-
rov Fund NGO and several other NGOs pro-
viding different types of legal assistance have 
lawyers who provide free legal counseling for 
refugees.

Awareness campaigns on the rights of 
refugees in the framework of housing legisla-
tion are also directed towards resolution of 
refugee housing problems. 

There are a number of proposals in this 
field: 

1.  To resolve the problem with ownership of 
cottages just by adding the word “cottages” 
into the law “On Legal and Socio-Economic 
Guarantees to people forcibly displaced 
from Azerbaijan in 1988-1992.” 

2. To re-classify a number of buildings in 
Yerevan and marzes, previously used as 
scientific-research institutes or that had ad-
ministrative purposes, and renovate them 
to fit the needs of refugees. 

These proposals will only be implemented if 
there is financial support and governmental 
cooperation. 

Naturalization Issues
What are the problems of naturalization as dis-
cussed by the interviewees? 

• Culture, psychology, language and customs 
are different between refugees and locals; 
this fact makes the process of naturalization 
more difficult. As naturalization is an im-
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portant part of the integration process, it is 
necessary that refugees accept Armenia as 
their homeland and assimilate themselves 
into the rest of the population without dif-
ferentiating themselves from the Armenian 
society. Cultural differences that exist be-
tween the refugee and local population in 
the environment of troublesome economic 
conditions in the country may often cause 
clashes and as a result, strengthen the 
feeling of alienation among refugees. In this 
sense, cultural differences can create a hin-
drance to the process of naturalization and 
to the willingness of refugees to become full 
members of the Armenian society; 

•   Social and economic hardships make many 
people leave Armenia; 

• The fear of losing refugee status that is 
perceived as bringing certain privileges not 
only in Armenia but also abroad; and

• Distrust in the government as well as 
disappointment with the work of the DMR 
(Department for Migration and Refugees). 

The activities of local NGOs in this field are 
many. For the most part the activities are 
made up of different kinds of awareness 
campaigns. These campaigns include meet-
ing-seminars with refugees, the local govern-
ment, and the media on explaining rights and 
responsibilities to refugees in accordance 
with Armenian legislation. For example, these 
are the project of the Refugee Fund NGO on 
“Legal protection of Refugees,” or the “New 
Citizens of Armenia” project organized by the 
Fund against Violation of Law NGO. Brochures 
on Armenian laws and governmental decrees 
were also distributed to refugees by the Sa-
kharov Center NGO in 2001.

There are also different kinds of cultural 
programs with the aim of promoting the inte-
gration of the refugee population; for example, 
organizing summer and winter camps for 
refugee elderly and children; classes on Arme-
nian history, traditions and customs with the 
participation of the local populace, tours to 
theatres, and celebration of winter and sum-
mer holidays for children. 

Other activities are directed at the psycho-
logical rehabilitation of refugees, particularly 
at the rehabilitation of women refugees; for 
example, a project entitled “Adaptation and 
Psychological Rehabilitation of Women Refu-

gees” was implemented by the Fund against 
Violation of Law NGO.

In the future, NGO leaders plan to contin-
ue the projects they are currently implement-
ing - that is, awareness campaigns, services 
on legal issues, and cultural programs with 
refugees.

There is a proposal by the Fund against 
Violation of Law NGO for the establishment of 
a rehabilitation center for torture victims and 
survivors of organized violence. Another pro-
posal from this same NGO is concerned with 
refugee problems on the whole. The purpose 
is to draw the attention of the international 
community to these problems because many 
potential donors do not have any idea that 
refugee problems exist in Armenia. 

3.   Cooperation with the Government 
of Armenia (the DMR as its main 
representative).

Most of the NGOs cooperate with the govern-
ment. This cooperation has certain achieve-
ments. The most significant of these are the 
adoption of the law “On Legal and Socio-Eco-
nomic Guarantees” and creation of a “Housing 
Allocation Committee for Provision of Per-
manent Shelter to Refugees.” The Committee 
deals with refugee housing issues on a weekly 
basis and it includes representatives from 
several NGOs as well as experts from the DMR 
and UNHCR.

Most of the NGO leaders claim that the 
DMR is ready to cooperate and to listen to 
new proposals on the resolution of refugee 
problems. However, the effectiveness of such 
cooperation is considered unsatisfactory be-
cause of several reasons: 

•  The NGO institution is new and inexperi-
enced; 

•  The state apparatus does not have enough 
experience in coping with NGOs; moreover, 
despite the fact that more than a decade has 
passed since Armenia changed its command 
administrative management system that 
existed under the USSR, the state apparatus 
continues to work in the old manner; 

•  Frequent leadership and staff changes 
within the DMR; 

•  Difficult economic conditions in the state; 
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•  The personal relationship between repre-
sentatives of NGOs and DMR staff may play 
positive as well as negative role. 

Nevertheless, cooperation is taking place and, 
moreover, some of the NGO chairpersons are 
convinced that NGOs can influence govern-
ment policy towards refugees. For example, 
a project of the Fund against Violation of Law 
that was implemented in 1996 was called 
“Reducing Statelessness” and it served as 
the precursor and facilitator of the policy on 
naturalization proclaimed by the Government 
of Armenia in 1998.

Lobbying for the project on “Social Sup-
port for Refugees” by several NGOs resulted 
in the adoption of the law “On Legal and 
Socio-Economic Guarantees to people forcibly 
displaced from Azerbaijan in 1988-1992” in 
2000.  

4.  Cooperation with other agencies.
Cooperation of local NGOs with other interna-
tional organizations as well as among them-
selves is very close. The majority of projects 
are implemented through donor assistance 
from such international organizations as UN-
HCR, IOM, Save the Children, USAID, UNDP 
and many others.

Cooperation among local organizations 
has acquired a daily nature in the sense that 
NGO leaders share their problems, communi-
cate to each other on the problems of refugees 
and know about the activities of each other 
quite well. In some cases, they help each 
other in the implementation of the projects.

A new body aimed at strengthening such 
cooperation was established in 2000 under 
the name of the “NGO Forum.” This is an 
umbrella organization made up of twenty-five 
local NGOs that collectively works on refugee 
issues. However, it should be mentioned that 
after the creation of this body, it met only 
twice. And this cannot be considered a good 
indicator for further strengthening of coopera-
tion. 

5.  Awareness on government 
policies and an assessment by the 
interviewees.

All the NGO chairpersons are well aware of 
the main laws and regulations impacting refu-

gees on housing, employment, and naturaliza-
tion issues. These are laws “On Refugees, “On 
Legal and Socio-Economic Guarantees, “On 
Citizenship” and governmental decrees #404 
and #405.

These laws and regulations are not found 
to be sufficient to meet the needs of the refu-
gee population according to most of the inter-
viewees. Overall, the legal field is considered 
to be underdeveloped. Every new law and de-
cision brings more problems and these prob-
lems are the result of the lack of a complex 
approach to the problems of refugees as well 
as a lack of one determined direction in the 
state policy. Many issues are out of the scope 
of legislation, particularly the integration, post 
naturalization, and migration processes. 

According to NGOs, one of the achieve-
ments of Armenian legislation is that Armenia 
became a signatory state to all international 
treaties concerned with refugees. However, 
procedural mechanisms for these laws do not 
work in practice. Moreover, some terms in 
laws are not clearly defined.

Thus, the overall assessment of the state 
policy by NGOs is that it is negative and there 
is no clear-cut policy towards refugees.  
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Analysis 

1.   What is the state policy towards 
refugees directed on the resolution 
of naturalization, employment and 
housing problems? 

Based on the findings concerned with the 
legal field of the RoA on refugees, it is possible 
to underline some features of the state policy 
of Armenia towards refugees. 

•   Naturalization is facilitated due to the law 
“On Socio-economic and Legal Guarantees” 
that gives the right to private ownership 
of housing to those refugees who gained 
Armenian citizenship. However, the law has 
not reached the implementation phase yet; 
therefore, its impact cannot be observed; 

•   The housing problem will partly be re-
solved by privatization of temporary hous-
ing; and 

•   Armenian legislation provides the basic 
right to work for refugees. There is no 
longer a reference on employment issues in 
the refugee population. 

The evaluation of the policy of any state can 
be done through two mechanisms - legislation 
and regulation and implementation. By ana-
lyzing the policy of the RoA, it is possible to 
conclude that: 

•   Legislation does not address all the issues 
faced by the refugee population. It does, 
however, guarantee the protection of all basic 
human rights for refugees (the right to educa-
tion, employment, personal liberty, etc.); and 

•   Implementation often does not work. For 
example, the project on the resolution of 
housing problems presented by the DMR 
and approved by the government requires 
financial expenses that neither the DMR nor 
the government can provide. As a result, after 
one year of approval none of the proposals of 
this project are going to be implemented in 
the near future. 

Therefore, the adoption of projects, which 
are impossible to implement, should not be a 
priority for state policy. 

Thus, there is a strong necessity for state 
policy to address as many of the urgent issues 
of the refugee population as possible and to 
coordinate legislation with implementation.   

2.   What projects are undertaken 
by local NGOs to facilitate 
naturalization? 

Naturalization represents the field where 
most of the NGOs are involved. The activities 
in this case vary a lot. All of the NGO leaders 
believe that naturalization can be facilitated 
through awareness campaigns, psychologi-
cal rehabilitation, legal protection of refugees 
and a variety of cultural programs, though it 
should be noted that such activities will not 
bring immediate results. For example, cultural 
programs for the elderly, children or disabled 
refugees aim at spiritual rehabilitation of refu-
gees as well as the “creation of an atmosphere 
akin to a second homeland for the refugees” 
(Hovumyan, J., 2001).

Thus, activities undertaken by NGOs in 
this direction are the most popular among lo-
cal NGOs. Moreover, these projects are con-
sidered by NGO leaders as the most effective 
and valuable projects they have. 

3.   What activities are undertaken by 
local NGOs on the resolution of 
housing problems? 

Housing problems are acute to those 13,000 
families that do not have permanent shelter 
and live in dormitories, hotels, schools, with 
relatives, or in unsafe buildings.

The major type of activity implemented 
by NGOs in this field is the legal protection of 
refugees having problems with housing based 
on individual cases.

Many refugees participate in awareness 
campaigns on rights concerning housing is-
sues.

These campaigns are very popular among 
NGOs.

Building houses is undertaken by inter-
national organizations such as UNHCR and 
the Norwegian Refugee Council. Among local 
NGOs, only the YMCA Shelter starting build-
ing houses.

An important achievement made by NGO 
activity was the right to privatize apartments 
in dormitories. This solves the housing prob-
lem for those refugees who want to become 
the owners of their rooms. However, the 
problem remains for those people who are 
not satisfied with the communal conditions 
of their rooms and are unwilling to privatize 
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them. The problems of inappropriate living 
conditions are not addressed in the law; they 
are out of the scope of NGO activity as well.

Thus, legal protection for individual cases 
and awareness campaigns on housing issues 
are the main directions Armenian NGOs are 
going. Building houses is not one of their 
activities, most probably due to the vast 
financial expenditures this would entail. So it 
cannot be said that housing problems are ad-
dressed by NGOs to a full extent.  

4.   What projects are undertaken by 
local NGOs to increase employment 
opportunities? 

The field of employment proved to be the 
most troublesome for NGOs. Very few of the 
organizations directed their activities towards 
resolving the employment problems of refu-
gees. This situation correlated with almost no 
attention to this problem by the government. 
Legislation provides no separate mechanisms 
to increase employment opportunities for 
refugees.

Activities undertaken by NGOs cannot be 
considered effective as they are mostly of an 
individual and small-scale nature.

 As the findings show, there are only 
two basic types of activities local NGOs are 
involved in this area. The first one is creat-
ing small firms for the production of various 
goods. This type of activity would be consid-
ered very important and would have an im-
pact on the overall unemployment rate among 
refugees if it were implemented on a large 
scale. However, currently the number of such 
firms is too small to bring about an appreci-
able difference in the employment situation of 
the refugee population.

Creating databases of unemployed refu-
gees does not directly deal with the number 
of employment opportunities; nevertheless, 
it helps to have the data on the unemployed 
and, therefore, to provide them with informa-
tion of available vacancies. This is another 
type of activity that is performed by NGOs. 
NGO leaders evaluated the effectiveness of 
this service as very low.

The activities of NGOs aimed at increasing 
employment opportunities are not effective 
because they are on a small-scale and are not 
supported by state legislation. 

5.   Do NGOs have any influence on the 
state policy towards refugees? 

The interviews conducted with leaders of 
local NGOs show that they are able to influ-
ence state policy. The term “lobbying” is not 
unknown to NGOs and is used to achieve 
desired goals.

The best proof for this is the lobbying that 
takes place for the privatization of dormitories 
done through seminars. These were also open 
to the media and there were discussions with 
government officials. The goal was achieved 
and the law “On Legal and Socio-economic 
Guarantees” was adopted in 2001. Another 
example is the abolition of a governmental de-
cision that was adopted in 1998 and that pro-
vided for the displacement of refugees from 
Yerevan to rural areas. Because of constant 
pressure by NGOs leaders and the discontent 
expressed by the refugee population in Yer-
evan, the decree was cancelled.

The representatives of the Refugee Fund 
NGO are planning to propose amendments to 
governmental decree #404 and the law “On 
Socio-economic and Legal Guarantees.” These 
changes will be directed at giving the right of 
privatization to those refugees who reside in 
cottages, schools, or hotels.

Although the lobby culture is still not 
developed fully in Armenia, there is a certain 
amount influence that NGOs have on the state 
policy.

6.   What are the hindrances to the 
effective implementation of NGO 
activity? 

The main hindrance to local NGO activity is 
financial dependence on grants. The scope 
of activities is determined by available funds. 
Only a very small number of NGOs can sus-
tain themselves with fees. 

Another constraint is the imperfection of 
the legal framework. A legislative playing field 
on refugees has not yet been developed; it 
does not include a strong enough base to help 
refugees solve their problems and to be fully 
integrated in the society.

The lack of organized cooperation among 
local NGOs as well as government structures 
is also considered a serious hindrance. NGOs 
do not always find support from state authori-
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ties. Moreover, the body that was founded to 
strengthen cooperation among NGOs -- the 
Forum of Local NGOs -- met only twice after its 
creation. This means that this type of coopera-
tion has not acquired a strong basis and is still 
not well organized. 

Personal ties with government officials 
help NGOs leaders achieve their goals easier 
and faster. Therefore, for those leaders with-
out these connections, the processes of 
project approval and lobbying become more 
difficult. 

7.   What is the attitude of NGO 
representatives towards 
government policies? 

The attitude of NGO representatives towards 
government policies varies. However, it 
should be noted that no respondent gave a 
positive assessment of state policy. The at-
titude of NGO leaders can be divided into two 
groups as absolutely negative and moderately 
negative. 

The number of those NGOs that gave 
absolutely negative assessments on the role 
of the government in the resolution of refugee 
problems is not high. The respondents who 
belong to this group do not recognize any kind 
of state policy towards refugees. They are sure 
that the government does not consider refu-
gees worthy of a separate policy from the rest 
of the Armenian population. 

The second type of respondent distin-
guishes some achievements of the state policy 
in the ratification of almost all international 
treaties and in adoption of the basic laws “On 
Refugees” as well as the law “On Legal and 
Socio-Economic Guarantees.” Pointing out the 
deficiencies of legislation towards refugees, 
respondents underline the environment in 
which the Government of Armenia has to act. 
In particular, the difficult socio-economic situ-
ation in the country, economic sanctions, and 
problems because of being in an earthquake 
zone. 

Thus, overall assessment of state policy 
is negative. Despite the fact that there are 
certain achievements in the legislative field 
on refugees, the legislative field still remains 
undeveloped and ineffective.

Conclusion 
The findings and analyses made during this 
study allow for several conclusions: 

1.  After 1998, there was more attention paid 
to the problems of refugees by the govern-
ment. This fact is proven by a number of 
important laws and governmental deci-
sions adopted by the Republic of Armenia 
during this period. They are the laws “On 
Refugees” (1999), “On Passport Acquisition 
Procedure” (1998), “On Legal and Socio-
Economic Guarantees” (2000), “On Amend-
ments to the RoA Electoral Code (2000), 
and the decrees “On the Duties of the State 
Institution of RoA Responsible for Refugee 
Issues” (1999), and “On the Procedure for 
the Privatization of Dormitories.”(2001) 

2. Many laws and decisions do not work in 
reality and exist only on paper. That is, 
legislation does not correspond with imple-
mentation. 

3. The Armenian Government does not have a 
separate employment policy directed at the 
resolution of refugee employment prob-
lems. 

4. Local NGOs actively participate in the 
implementation and improvement of state 
policy. The majority of them work on natu-
ralization issues. A very small number of 
the 12 NGOs studied focus on housing and 
employment problems. Four NGOs work on 
housing problems and five NGOs work on 
employment problems. 

5. Activities on employment are small-scale 
and limited. 

6. Local NGOs have some limited influence 
on state policy towards refugees. 

7.  Financial dependence is the major hin-
drance restricting the activity of NGOs. 

8. The overall assessment of state policy by 
NGO leaders is negative. 

This paper makes the following recommenda-
tions: 

1.  It turned out that the legislation and imple-
mentation phases of state policy do not cor-
respond with each other. Therefore, gov-
ernment officials should always take into 
account the correlation between legislation 
and its implementation. It is important for 
government officials to be realistic about 
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the financial possibilities of the state when 
determining state policy. 

2. Separate legislation or governmental de-
crees on employment issues for refugees 
have to be worked out. For example, non-
tax credits for refugees who open busi-
nesses. However, this may affect the local 
populace and cause more antagonistic 
feelings.

3. NGOs should enlarge the scope of their 
activities on the housing and employment 
problems of refugees. 

4. There is a necessity to activate NGO lob-
bying activities. For this purpose, training 
courses with leaders of the organizations 
can be very useful. 

5. The government, in cooperation with 
NGOs, should find more ways to call the 
international community to the attention of 
refugee problems. 

This study showed that there are certain 
problems in the state policy of Armenia on 
refugees that should be taken into consid-
eration by government officials. Moreover, 
the NGO sector working on refugees also 
has a considerable number of problems 
that should be addressed.

Although work in this direction is on-going, 
there is a need to facilitate the processes 
directed towards the resolution of these prob-
lems.
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Appendix A
Laws adopted by the RoA after 1999 

•   The RoA Refugee Law adopted on March 
27, 1999. 

•   The Law on Amendments to the RoA 
Electoral Code adopted on April 21, 2000. 

•   Law on Amendments to the Law on State 
Duties adopted on December 13, 2000. 

•   The RoA Law on Legal and Socio-Eco-
nomic Guarantees for Persons Forcibly 
Displaced from Azerbaijan from 1988-
1992 and who have gained Citizenship 
from the Republic of Armenia adopted 
on December 13, 2000. 

•   Governmental Decree # 632 “On the du-
ties of the state institution of the RoA 
responsible for refugee issues” dated 
October 16, 1999. 

•   Governmental Decree # 695 “On proce-
dures for issuance of a refugee identity 
card and travel document in the RoA 
and samples thereof” dated November 20, 
1999. 

•   Governmental Decree # 52 “On the move-
ment and selection of places of resi-
dence of applicants for refugee status” 
dated February 4, 2000. 

•   Governmental Decree # 82 “On alloca-
tion of lump-sum allowance for ap-
plicants for refugee status in the RoA 
territory” dated February 23, 2000. 

•   Governmental Decree # 86 “On placing 
the applicants for refugee status in the 
RoA into special and temporary hous-
ing, treating them to a medical exami-
nation, and providing free translation, 
legal services, medical assistance and 
service” dated February 23, 2000. 

•   Governmental Decree # 404  “On the pro-
cedure for privatization of dormitories 
in favor of forcibly displaced persons 
who have gained Armenian citizenship 
and who have resided in these dormi-
tories for more than 3 years” dated May 
14, 2001. 

•   Governmental Decree # 405  “On inclu-
sion of persons forcibly displaced from 
Azerbaijan from 1988-1992 and who 
have acquired Armenian citizenship in 
the beneficiary list for housing” dated 
May 14, 2001. 

•   Governmental Decree # 594  “On proce-
dures for issuance of an identity card 
to an applicant for refugee status in the 
RoA” dated July 4, 2001. 

•   Governmental Decree # 655  “On refugee 
status determination procedure” dated 
July 19, 2001 

Source: UNHCR office in Armenia 
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Appendix B 

Armenian Non-Governmental 
Organizations working with refugee 
problems.

1. Ahazang Armenian Refugee Association 

2. Back to Hayk 

3. Center for Development of Civil Society 

4. Refugee Foundation Charitable Organiza-
tion 

5. Armenian Refugee Supporting League 

6. Mission Armenia

7. Future Generation 

8. The Fund against Violation of Law 

9. The Sakharov Center for Human Rights 
Protection, Progress and Benevolence 

10. The Armenian Sociological Association 

11. Soldier’s Mother 

12. Armenian Committee of Helsinki Citizens 
Assembly 

13. Araza Social Benevolent Organization 

14. Hazarashen Armenian Center of Ethno-
logical Studies 

15. Armenian Center of the Saint-Petersburg 
Social Protection Center “Lastochka” for 
Orphans, Refugee, Socially Vulnerable 
and Disabled Children 

16. Yerjanik Children Benevolent Organiza-
tion 

17. Podruzhka 

18. Ghev. Alishan Cultural and Educational 
Association 

19. Potential Union of Refugee Intellectuals 

20. Refugee-Farmers Union Agrariy Charity 
Social Organization 

21. “Our home is Armenia” NGO of Armenian 
Compatriots from Azerbaijan 

22. Caravan-88

23. Young Lawyers Association 

24. Armenian Red Cross 

25. YMCA Shelter 

Appendix C 

List of NGOs working on Naturalization, 
Employment and Housing

1. Ahazang Armenian Refugee Association 
(naturalization, employment) 

2. Back to Hayk (naturalization, housing, 
employment) 

3. Refugee Foundation Charitable Organiza-
tion (naturalization, housing) 

4. The Sakharov Fund for Human Rights 
Protection, Progress and Benevolence 
(naturalization, housing employment) 

5. Armenian Sociological Association (natu-
ralization) 

6. Soldier’s Mother (naturalization) 

7. Araza Social Benevolent Organization 
(employment) 

8. Hazarashen Armenian Center of Ethno-
logical Studies (naturalization) 

9. Yerjanik Children Benevolent Organiza-
tion (naturalization) 

10. YMCA Shelter (housing) 

11. Caravan-88(employment) 

12. The Fund against Violation of Law (natu-
ralization) 
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Appendix D 
Questionnaire for in-depth interviews with 
representatives of Armenian NGOs working 
on Naturalization, Housing and Employment.

Identification sheet     Interview ID number

Organization Name

Respondents Name

Phone Number 

Interview #:
Date of Interview

Location of Interview

Time Interview began

Time Interview ended 

1.   General information about the 
organization 

a) When was your organization established?
b) What is the mission of your organization?
c) How many members does your organiza-

tion have?
d) What is the average age of the members of 

the organization?
e) Does the organization have other offices?
f)  If yes, then how many and where are they 

located?
g) What is the number of staff members in the 

organization?
h) What are the main sources of funding for 

the organization?
i)  How many projects have been implement-

ed by your organization this year?
j)  Has the nature of the projects changed over 

the course of time?
k) If yes, then how?

2.   Activities of an organization 
concerned with housing problems 

a) What are the housing problems of refu-
gees?

b) What projects were implemented by the or-
ganization towards the resolution of these 
problems?

c) Do you have data concerning the results of 
the projects implemented?

d) If yes, what are they?
e) What housing problems remained unre-

solved?

f)  What proposals do you have on the resolu-
tion of these problems?

g) Are you going to implement them?
h) If not, what hinders implementation?

3.   Activities of an organization 
concerned with employment 
problems 

a) What are the employment problems of 
refugees?

b) What projects were implemented by the or-
ganization towards the resolution of these 
problems?

c) Do you have data concerning the results of 
the projects implemented?

d) If yes, what are they?
e) What employment problems remained 

unresolved?
f)  What proposals do you have on the resolu-

tion of these problems?
g) Are you going to implement them?
h) If not, what hinders implementation?
i)  How do refugee employment problems dif-

fer from the local employment problems? 

4.   Activities of an organization 
concerned with naturalization 
problems 

a) What are the naturalization problems of 
refugees?

b) What projects were implemented by the or-
ganization towards the resolution of these 
problems?

c) Do you have data concerning the results of 
the projects implemented?

d) If yes, what are they?
e) What naturalization problems remained 

unresolved?
f)  What proposals do you have on the resolu-

tion of these problems?
g) Are you going to implement them?
h) If not, what hinders implementation?

5.   Cooperation with the Government 
of Armenia 

a) Do you cooperate with the Government of 
Armenia (DMR)?

b) If yes, then what are some examples of this 
cooperation?

c) If not, what are the reasons for non-coopera-
tion?
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d) Do you find Government of Armenia willing 
to cooperate?

e) How effective is such cooperation?
f)  How would you evaluate the housing, em-

ployment and naturalization policies of the 
Republic of Armenia?

6.   Cooperation with other agencies 

a) Do you cooperate with any other NGO or 
international organization? 

b) If yes, what are some examples of such 
cooperation?

c) Do you find the cooperation successful? 
Explain, why or why not. 

7.   Awareness on government policies 
and assessment by interviewees 

a) What are the main laws and regulations 
of the Government of Armenia directed 
towards the resolution of housing, employ-
ment and naturalization problems?

b) Do you find these policies appropriate to 
the needs of the refugee population?

c) What are the main deficiencies in housing, 
employment and naturalization legislation 
on refugees?

d) What do you think are the achievements of 
state policy towards refugees?
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Economic Crisis and Educational 
Migration from Georgia
Tamar Mikadze1

This paper discusses trends in educational 
migration from Georgia. It attempts to describe 
patterns in migrant attitudes, career goals, 
motivations and actual careers (abroad or at 
home upon return). Some statistical data is 
included on long and short-term academic 
training abroad conducted by Western organi-
zations. There is also special focus on the diffi-
culties experienced by graduates while adjust-
ing to an entirely different value system while 
studying abroad followed by the re-adaptation 
processes upon return to Georgia.

The Setting
The disintegration of the Soviet Union in 1991 
and the subsequent establishment of inde-
pendence in the South Caucasian republic 
of Georgia were strongly linked in the minds 
of the public to expectations of democratic 
development, economic prosperity and 
inclusion in global processes; however, this 
actually resulted in political instability lead-
ing to bloody ethno-territorial and civil wars, 
an economic standstill, mass unemployment 
and poverty. Indeed, at the beginning of the 
90s, Georgia experienced a sequence of most 
painful developments, including the bitterness 
of civil war and extreme economic hardship 
both of which caused mass forced migra-
tion, social tension and severe humanitarian 
problems. Mass poverty became, for a signifi-
cant time, one of the main sources of human 
misery in Georgia. The country is experienc-
ing hardship and difficulties in its political and 
economic reform, as well as in establishing a 
democratic, prosperous state and the rule of 
law, notwithstanding the great potential of its 
educated, work-oriented population and rich 
natural endowment. The key to success is in 
deepening the democratic transition, uproot-
ing corruption and improving the system 
of government through, first and foremost, 
decentralization and democratic balance of 
power.

Any successful reform in the system of 
government, and decentralization of power 
in particular, as well as effective planning of 
the transformation process, should be based 
on sound statistical and analytical informa-
tion, especially regarding information about 
the regions, the basic geographic units of the 
country’s administrative structure, and the so-
cial and demographic processes taking place 
there. However, existing information on the so-
cio-economic state of Georgia as a whole and 
more so of its regions is very scarce. Hence, 
any planning is hindered by a lack of informa-
tion. Even when information is there, is it is 
hard to obtain it in a consistent and non-con-
troversial format, as it is scattered between dif-
ferent and marginally uncoordinated agencies. 
More often than not, the information available 
is outdated and/or of dubious quality.

Policy planning, developmental programs, 
growth of private businesses or effective hu-
manitarian action all need reliable information 
on the regions of a country. However, under-
standing the processes taking place in Geor-
gia’s regions is of utmost importance not only 
due to the needs of general administrative and 
economic reform, but also due to numerous 
problems and tensions linked to the complex 
ethno-confessional and social structure of 
the regions, as well as due to the fact that the 
gap in democratic development between the 
capital and the regions is a real threat to state-
building and stability. 

Following the crisis, Georgia witnessed the 
largest ever migration of its citizens to other 
countries. Frequently, requesting political asy-
lum, taking shelter as refugees, and requesting 
foreign citizenship were the coping strate-
gies people used to escape poverty. Thus, 
one of the main characteristic features of 
the economic and political crisis throughout 
the 90s was the rapid emergence and steady 
expansion of unemployment (or underem-

1   Graduate student, R. F. Wagner Graduate School of Public Service, New York University, USA
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ployment), with unemployment benefits and 
pensions several times below the subsistence 
minimum. This resulted in growing numbers 
of labour out-migration, mostly to Russia, but 
also to Europe and the US. This was exacer-
bated by the unresolved issue of the IDPs 
from Abkhazia who were unable to return to 
their homes and lacked the opportunity to 
build a future there, or to adjust adequately 
to the dire conditions of life provided by the 
state. Pessimism, lack of confidence in politi-
cal stability and economic development, little 
opportunity to start a successful business 
alongside massive unemployment, and im-
poverishment of the population (especially 
in mountainous regions such as Borjomi) all 
serve as strong factors for economic migra-
tion, which in its turn reduces the prospects 
for development.

Readiness to go abroad strongly corre-
lates to dissatisfaction with the socio-cultural 

of Georgia (SDS), a great number (34%) of 
migrants departed for Turkey, Ukraine and 
Greece. In Russia and Germany, the share for 
such migrants is 12.0% and 16.0% respectively. 
It is noteworthy that most of the migrants 
do not work in these countries in their own 
professions.

The socio-economic crisis, which has ex-
isted in the country for the past ten years, has 
directly and severely affected the education 
sector. The state budget for the sector in 1996 
was only 5% of what it had been in 1989 (i.e., 
in the Soviet period). The share of education 
within the GDP in 1991 stood at 8.2%; in 1992, 
it dropped to 5.0%; in 1996 to 1.3%; in l997 it 
was 1.5%; in 1998 it was 1.4%, and it stabilized 
at 1.4% in 1999 (Source: Human Development 
Report: for Georgia. UNDP, Tbilisi. Yearbooks 
1995 – 2001)

The socio-political changes that have been 
taking place in Georgia have led to, among 

other things, a recognised need to reform the 
higher education system. Despite consider-
able outside assistance and a burgeoning of 
new, private educational institutions, it is clear 
that the quality of higher education is still 
woefully inadequate to meet the needs of a 
transforming Georgian society. However, un-
der the conditions of very limited resources, 
it is of utmost importance to set the proper 
priorities, as support of science and educa-
tion is rightfully considered to be one of the 
priorities in building a free, democratic, and 
prosperous society.

Since 1991, higher education and science 
in Georgia have been the objects of important 

environment and the existing opportunities 
for self-realization; along the same lines, readi-
ness to return home is in direct correlation 
with expectations about such opportunities 
at home, and the system of values which has 
shifted (e.g., privacy and independence), as 
compared to the moral atmosphere at home 
which causes serious readjustment problems 
after the actual return (the latter, in many cas-
es, causes a second attempt to move abroad, 
and this second attempt is often for good). 
Researchers estimate the negative balance 
of migration at between 600,000 to 1,000,000 
people during the period of 1990 – 2000. Ac-
cording to the State Department for Statistics 
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reforms. The current reform project, the Edu-
cation System Realignment and Strengthening 
Project (a 60 million USD World Bank project, 
the first 25.9 million USD of which has already 
been utilized and which focuses on restruc-
turing secondary schools) aims at systemic 
changes to address both individual higher 
education institutions and the higher educa-
tion system as a whole in a more coherent 
way. Higher education institutions in Georgia, 
however, have a built-in conservatism, a cer-
tain resistance to change let us say, whether 
these initiatives come to life locally or inno-
vations are introduced by outside sources. 
Whatever the view on the ways to relate 
societal changes to changes in higher educa-
tion, the systemic reforms of the current stage 
have been part of a general ongoing process 
of transformation, and the same factors hinder 
progress here. Thus, there has been, indeed, 
a considerable amount of development in 
the situation with higher education in the last 
decade, since the declaration of Georgia’s 
independence and revolutionary changes in 
all sectors of Georgian society.

The former centralised and unified system 
is intended to be replaced by a system that 
takes into account the interests of students 
and professors, the interests of the academic 
community, and the interest of employers. 
However, lack of resources, poor manage-
ment, corruption, inertia and conservatism 
are strong obstacles to such change. Other 
factors that contribute to the ongoing crisis in 
higher education include obsolete curricula, 
inflated and immobile faculty, an inadequate 
number of narrow specialisations and the 
background of no market demand for many of 
them, the systemic inefficiency of state fund-
ing in supporting innovation and reform, and 
a narrow commercial motivation at private 
institutions.

Georgian higher education continues to 
be desperately poor and hideously disorgan-
ized. Disruption of the system has changed 
the existing stereotypes. It has also produced 
new demands and when faced with the need 
to perform, many educated people, despite a 
considerable share of highly qualified persons 
among them, found themselves unprepared 
to intervene in solving urgent and vital socio-
political problems. This fact contributed to 

the fact that education became discredited 
in the eyes of the public. Many prominent or 
promising scientists who already had estab-
lished contacts with Western scientific centers 
went to work abroad. Some others established 
private organizations and tried to attract inter-
national funds, or moved to more commercial, 
often less inspiring spheres, if they did not 
completely abandon their professional field 
altogether and become engaged in activities 
much less satisfying intellectually and which 
did not require any academic skills.

Apart from purely economic restrictions 
(academic positions do not provide even a 
minimal standard of living), there is no satis-
factory academic community not stimulating 
atmosphere in science, as the stagnant climate 
in academic institutions, which has degenerat-
ed into strongholds of conservatism, is of little 
attraction to young professionals who nor-
mally choose technical but better paid jobs in 
commercial, foreign or international organiza-
tions. The situation in academia is in stagna-
tion not solely due to the catastrophic under-
funding, however, as is often the explanation. 
Even those scarce funds that are available are 
used in a highly inefficient way and only assist 
in prolonging the agony of scientific institu-
tions, are distributed (unevenly) to over-in-
flated bureaucratic staff of the Academy of 
Sciences, or other analogous institutions, and 
to impoverished but numerous personnel of 
the research institutions. These personnel 
receive symbolic salaries that keep them on 
the verge of starvation but prevent them from 
looking for other and possibly better labour 
opportunities.

The advantages of the existing intellectual 
and economical potential that could contrib-
ute to the rapid development of the country 
are, thus, mostly ignored. No argument needs 
to be as to the fact that one of the key difficul-
ties in carrying out reforms and transforming 
the society into a more open and democratic 
one is the lack of qualified specialists to carry 
out the task. This is especially true in policy 
analysis, law, economics and other similar ar-
eas, as well as there being an absence of any 
efficient mechanisms to increase the number 
of specialists. It is often pointed out that 
Georgia has to depend too much on western 
experts in creating new legislation or develop-
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ing macro-economic policies which creates 
not only practical but also political problems. 
Education and research in the field of social 
sciences, economics and law, notwithstanding 
the utmost importance in building a demo-
cratic and prosperous society, is in dire straits. 
Georgia is also losing its more advanced posi-
tion in natural sciences and engineering, with 
a gradual deterioration of the quality of teach-
ing and student motivation.

In summary, the general situation with 
sciences and higher education, as well as 
the labour market for graduates has drasti-
cally changed during the past few years and 
this change has occurred in the structure as 
well as the content of education, but it is still 
highly inadequate. As there is still a very high 
level of motivation among students to acquire 
a good education, they look at increased 
opportunities and choices for study abroad 
or inside the country that go along with the 
increase of importance of professional knowl-
edge and skills. It may seem paradoxical 
enough but since there is extreme economic 
hardship in the country, more and more Geor-
gian youth are acquiring quality education 
abroad. In a situation where exact data are ab-
sent, according to a random survey (including 
interviews) of the Open Society in Georgia, it 
was estimated that during the last 7 – 8 years, 
approximately 1000 – 2000 young Georgians 
went to Western European and 
American Universities to en-
roll in higher education institu-
tions, either individually, or by 
getting fellowships and grants 
from different funding institu-
tions in Georgia and abroad. 

Whatever means a young 
person uses to receive higher 
education, the real problem 
is what to do next with the 
diploma or degree if a person 
wants to continue a career in 
the field he or she has cho-
sen. Hence, it is not unnatural 
that since the collapse of the 
Soviet Union more and more 
Georgian youth are taking the 
chance to go abroad for work 
or study. However, paradoxi-
cally enough, even those who 

get degrees at western universities often do 
not find themselves in high demand. Most of 
the western graduates who have returned to 
Georgia after finishing their studies find work 
either at international organisations, in the 
government or in business, as these are the 
only opportunities providing subsistence and 
career opportunities.

Going Abroad
The estimated number of people who migrat-
ed from Georgia in the 90s varies from source 
to source. According to official statistics, this 
number is 300,000, which according to the ex-
pert opinion, does not reflect reality and the 
actual negative balance of migrants is closer 
to one million.

It is interesting to highlight the attitude 
towards going abroad according to the results 
of a pilot sociological survey conducted by 
the United Nations Association of Georgia 
and International Organization for Migration 
in the major cities of Georgia. 50 women were 
interviewed. The respondents were defined 
based on percentages in the population of 
Georgia. 8% of the respondents were under 
18 years old, 30% were aged between 18 – 25 
years of age, 36% were between 26 – 32 years 
of age, 6% were between 33 – 39 years of age 
and 20% were over 40 years of age. 48% of the 

* Note:  M/TS – Meladze, G. Tsuladze, G. Population of Georgia: and Demo-
graphical Processes. Tbilisi, 1997
SDS – State Department for Statistics of Georgia/ EU TACIS, 2001

Population Migration Processes in 1990 95–
(Thousands)

378.1

-207

282.20
75.60 -806

1184.4

-233

333.4

100.7

SDS 75.60 282.20 -207

M/TS* 378.1 1184.4 -806

SDS 100.7 333.4 -233

Arrived Left Balance
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respondents were single, 30% were married, 
14% were divorced and 8% were widows. The 
results of the interview showed the following 
tendencies: 70% of them want to study or work 
abroad, 22% do not want to leave the country, 
and 8% were undecided.

Increasing numbers of Georgian youth are 
leaving the country to obtain higher education 
abroad at the undergraduate and graduate 
levels, most often in Germany and the United 
States. The greatest out-migration negative 
balance (20.8 %) is among migrants under 
the age of 30 (SDS). The largest numbers of 
people in the same age group leave the coun-
try for Germany (arrival – 47.7%, departure 
– 56%). Unfortunately, SDS does not specify 
the purpose of their migration, but we can eas-
ily assume that this is the age group (20 – 30) 
that most frequently leaves the country for 
education purposes. As for the USA, Georgia 
saw an overall increase of 37.3% in enrollment 
in US universities during 1994/95. It should 
be noted that after the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, migration to Russia to receive higher 
education decreased dramatically. Although 
the survey conducted by the UN Association 
of Georgia and International Organization 
for Migration involved only a tiny part of the 
Georgian female population, we can draw the 
conclusion that Georgians are keen on getting 
an education abroad.

Several organizations and embassies in 
Tbilisi assist students in finding opportunities 
to study abroad and provide scholarships for 
long-term academic studies and short-term 
training seminars also. Unfortunately, exact 
data does not exist on the number of students 
sent or sometimes embassies are unwilling to 
reveal information on the number of student 
visas they issued. In any case, it is hard to pro-
vide exact numbers of students based on visa 
type. Not infrequently Georgians leave the 
country for employment purposes and enter a 
university or a college afterwards. The Em-
bassy of France is actively engaged in sending 
Georgian students and professionals to France 
for studies and short-term training seminars 
for a minimum 1 month and a maximum one 
year. There are three main sources of funding 
that students can get at the French Embassy: 
1.) The Embassy Scholarship Competitions, 
2.) partial funding programs, and 3.) a school 

or a foundation in France asks the embassy 
to conduct a competition to identify candi-
dates to send to France for studies. About 206 
students and trainees were sent to France 
during 1995 – 2002 in the following fields: Art 
and Culture, Medicinal Sciences, Sciences and 
Technology, Economics, Legal Issues, Litera-
ture and Language Studies, and International 
Affairs/Political Science. During 1995 – 2002, 
108 French language teachers nationwide were 
sent to various secondary schools, language 
schools and universities for language training 
in France.

This year, 15 students have left for Swe-
den to study at the graduate level and 25 – 30 
have gone to Switzerland and Austria. The 
British Council and the Open Society Georgia 
Foundation have programs for successful ap-
plicants to study at such educational centres 
as Warwick University, the London School of 
Economics, Edinburgh University and Oxford 
(UK); there is also a program at the American 
University in Bulgaria. Post-graduate students 
can continue their studies at the Central Eu-
ropean University (CEU). According to unof-
ficial statistics, there are already more than a 
hundred alumni of CEU in Georgia. 

The International Student Advising Cen-
tre (ISAC) at the “Open Society – Georgia 
Foundation” (OSGF) offers a variety of short 
and long-term training programs and summer 
schools for students, researchers and teachers 
at: the Curriculum Research Centre in Buda-
pest (CRC), the Oxford Colleges Hospitality 
Scheme (OCHS) (a one month program for 
scholars who wish to work in Oxford Librar-
ies or consult specialists in their subject), the 
SUN summer school at CEU, and the Faculty 
Development Fellowship Program (FDF). Suc-
cessful applicants to the FDF program con-
ducted lectures for two years at Georgian and 
American universities. Other short-term and 
long term training programs at OSGF with dif-
ferent objectives are conducted at: the Duke-
Geneva Institute in Transitional Law (DGITL), 
the Maryland Summer School in Timishoara 
(MSS) Romania, the American Institute on 
Political/Economic Systems, Prague (AIPES), 
and the Democracy and Diversity Institute in 
Krakow, Poland (DDI).

Another organization successfully con-
ducting short-term and long-term academic 
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Statistical Data of the Programs Held by
The International Student Advising Centre (ISAC) at “Open Society – Georgia Foundation” (OSGF) in 1999
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training seminars abroad (mainly to Eastern 
European countries and US) was the Academy 
for Educational Development (AED) funded 
by the USAID. The AED administered one 
Master’s degree program in the USA and this 
was funded by USAID.

World Learning/START Caucasus Geor-
gia has recently started to administer similar 
programs for the USAID. World Learning also 
carries out administrative support, “Fee for 
Service” for PA Consulting, Mercy Corps, 
United States Energy Association (USEA) and 
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American International Health Alliance (AIH). 
29 candidates have been sent to the USA for 
short-term training seminars and 9 candidates 
were sent to Spain, Switzerland, Rome and the 
USA to attend conferences.

Another successful organization is the 
International Research and Exchanges Board 
(IREX). This organization is mostly engaged 
in promoting exchange and providing schol-
arships to successful candidates. During 
1995 – 2000, 41 scholars were sent abroad for 
research. During the past two years, three 
students and scholars in the field of sciences 
got scholarships, lasting from three to eight 
months, to work in different universities in the 
USA. This year, IREX will send 5 scholars to 
the USA.

The British Council in Georgia has been 
operating since 1993 with the aim of assisting 
in the development of democracy and market 
economy through educational, technical and 
cultural co-operation, thereby consolidating 
Britain’s status as one of Georgia’s most im-
portant partners in Europe. About one hun-
dred candidates have already been sent to dif-
ferent training and degree programmes since 
1994. Many of the students afterwards decided 
to stay in the country, either due to reluctance 
to readjust to much worse living conditions at 
home, or because of a lack of confidence in 
finding an adequate use of their professional 
qualifications, thus increasing emigration and 

contributing to brain drain. For the majority 
of Georgian students, the majority of whom 
speak English or German (a smaller number 
speak French or Italian), there are several 
ways to study abroad.

In some cases (this is a relatively small 
group) students come from comparatively 
wealthy families and are able to pay for the 
studies, or can fund studies by individually se-
cured sponsors. However, one of the common 
ways to study abroad is to take part in various 
exchanges, competitions, and undergraduate 
or graduate fellowship programs (e.g., in the 
US and in Germany, these programs coordinat-
ed by IREX, ACTR/ACCELS, OSI, DAAD, place 
students at various colleges and universities. 
E.g., since 1992, about 150 Georgian citizens 
earned their degrees at American universities 
through the Muskie/FSA Graduate Fellowship 
Program). Students funded by these organiza-
tions are in relatively favorable conditions, as 
in most cases their basic needs are met and 
they show, as a rule, excellent performance. 
Many, however, rely on Western bank loans 
mostly in the United States, but more and 
more in Europe; in these cases, the former 
students have to pay the loan back after 
graduation but this is virtually impossible if 
they are at home in Georgia since salaries are 
so low. Therefore, the majority of such gradu-
ates stays and works abroad for prolonged 
periods of time.
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OCHS – Oxford Colleges Hospitality Scheme

FDF – Faculty Development

Fellowship Program

CRC – Curriculum Research Centre in Budapest

DGITL – Duke – Geneva Institute in Transitional Law

SUN – Summer School at CEU

MSS – Maryland Summer School in Timisoara

AIPES – American Institute on Political/Economic Systems

DDI – Democracy and Diversity Institute in Krakow
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To study the migration processes that 
have intensified since the early 1990s, SDS 
conducted a three-month sample survey enti-
tled “Migration Statistics” during which sev-
eral aspects of migration were studied. Among 
these, the motivation to migrate was looked at. 
3600 respondents were given questionnaires 
at 15 border checkpoints. Although the data 
is not reliable since it covered a very short 
period of time, in view of the problems getting 
statistics on external immigration, the survey 
makes it possible to trace the destination 
countries of educational migrants during these 
three months.

There are certain reasons apart from 
the relatively widespread knowledge of the 
language why so many Georgian students go 
to Germany to study. In Germany, the system 
of higher education is practically free. Fur-
thermore, there is an opportunity to work and 
earn a living. However, students in Germany 
often have to work hard in order to earn 
money to live, and many of them even send 
some money back to their families at home. 
Frequently, such students do poorly in school, 
continue their study for many years, and 
sometimes even get involved in illegal activi-
ties.

Culture Shock
Studying in a foreign country can be a won-
derful, thrilling experience, though it can also 
be stressful. One type of stress experienced 
by almost all students in a foreign country 
is the common problem known as “culture 
shock.” In order to better understand adjust-

ment difficulties, one should remember that 
our ability to function in the world depends 
on our capacity to read hundreds of signs, 
respond to questions, and behave according 
to countless explicit and implicit rules. Much 
of what we do during our life requires little 
thought. We have learned the norms, tradi-
tions and the value system from our parents 
and relatives. Abroad, the reverse is true and 
very simple tasks become difficult. This diso-
rientation causes severe stress and sometimes 
depression. The more unprepared a person 
is to enter a different culture, the more severe 
the impact culture shock has. Awareness that 
this “shock” will happen reduces the stress 
that may follow. 

Students go through various phases of 
culture shock. A newly arrived student does 
not often find the local culture very different 
from where s/he came from. However, after 
the initial excitement is over, students start 
increasingly noticing distinctive features of 
their native and host culture. This is when 
the clash of value systems takes place. This 
stage often lasts for quite a long period, even 
sometimes up to 6 months. Over time students 
gradually adapt to the new culture and they 
almost become part of two value systems. The 
length and intensity of exposure to a foreign 
culture determines whether a student returns 
home a totally new person and whether living 
abroad re-makes the student and causes dras-
tic changes in his/her belief system.

Culture shock is only one of the many 
difficulties that a Georgian student will be 
encountering abroad. From the viewpoint of 
professional development, it is even more 



32

Economic Crisis and Educational Migration from Georgia

V
o
lu

m
e
 IV

 •
 N

o
1

 •
 W

in
te

r 2
0

0
3

NISPAcee
occasional papers

33

important that in many cases the background 
education received in Georgia will be an inad-
equate basis for continuing study in a different 
academic environment, even if in some areas 
(natural sciences, mathematics) the basic 
knowledge may be quite good. So, for in-
stance, Georgians find difficulty in expressing 
themselves at workshops or in classes, for-
mulating ideas in a clear, explicitly structured 
format and this is only partly due to linguistic 
deficiency. Rather, this is a product previ-
ous educational background. On the positive 
side, however, there is a high level creativity, 
openness to new ideas, and a non-traditional 
perspective that enables Georgian students, 
when put in favorable conditions, to make 
quick progress.

Many Georgian students look to continue 
their studies abroad or search for a job and 
other possibilities to stay there after gradu-
ation. Brain drain is squeezing the remain-
ing scarce intellectual resources out of the 
country. According to SDS, the out-migration 
balance (– 26.2 %) is the highest among mi-
grants who have scientific degrees. Many of 
the gifted young graduates, as well as many 
well-known scientists look for work abroad, 
and will barely contribute to the future de-
velopment of Georgian science if no special 
measures are taken to curb this trend. It is 
difficult though, either morally or pragmati-
cally, to insist that such a trend, related to the 
so-called brain drain, is really harmful to the 
native country. Indeed, a country loses many 
talented and well-educated young people in 
this way, but the question should be consid-
ered against the background of other options 
and against possible benefits as well. It should 
be kept in mind that this precious human po-
tential might be essentially misused if brought 
to Georgia in current conditions, as judged 
by the experience of those who did return. 
If a talented young person has no conditions 
for self-realization and development in his 
native country, there is no reason why s/he 
should not look for other opportunities to do 
so, including emigration. At the same time, 
intellectual diasporas may be a great source 
of information, support and example for the 
homeland, and Georgia would have gained 
a lot if, during the painful transitional years, 
it had been able to rely on an economically 

and intellectually strong community of com-
patriots living abroad, as was the case with 
many other countries in a similar situation. 
Indeed, most of the students studying abroad 
would prefer the possibility to maintain close 
ties with their homeland, including profes-
sional links, if such opportunities were avail-
able, even if they decide to stay abroad after 
graduation; in those cases when some effort 
is made to maintain professional contacts, the 
percentage of return, and/or partial return 
(through visiting lectures, temporary jobs, 
etc.) is much higher. 

However, notwithstanding the importance 
of the issue of educational migration to plan 
state policies, no statistical data or qualita-
tive information is available on the students 
currently involved in graduate/undergraduate 
studies abroad. We know little about the ac-
cessibility of work and education abroad for 
Georgian youth, the availability and actual 
usage of funding to study abroad, nor op-
portunities for local partnership work-study 
programs. Even less is known about the geo-
graphical, professional and age distribution of 
graduate/undergraduate students and labor 
migrants in the USA, Western Europe, and 
other countries.

Decision to Return
As mentioned above, various factors hinder 
the return of graduates to their homeland. 
However, those who decide to come back 
often find extreme difficulty in readjusting to 
their native environment. No research has 
been conducted in Georgia on the so-called 
“reverse culture shock.” When American 
students go back to their country after “study-
abroad” programs, or, when oversees western 
employees return home, it is easier for them 
to find information on reverse culture shock. 
Numerous books have been written about it 
and people attend workshops and seminars to 
learn how to cope with it. Two-thirds to three-
quarters of companies in the USA offer some 
kind of orientation for employees heading 
abroad and 28% have a repatriation program 
for returnees. Of course, it would be far from 
the truth to say that literature or a pre-depar-
ture orientation would enable a returnee to 
overpower the side effects of reverse culture 
shock. However, it is also true that the bet-
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ter prepared the returnee is, the more likely 
he/she will be able to combat stress and 
depression. It should be noted that a Georgian 
graduate has much more to cope with judging 
from the level of the country’s development, 
unstable political situation, and rampant un-
employment.

Women returnees have to cope with more 
difficulties than men do, since they experi-
ence more conflicts upon returning because 
of a strong patriarchal tradition and the set of 
roles in the family and work place in Georgian 
society. Women who have strengthened their 
independence during overseas study have 
a greater potential for personal conflict. It is 
very often the case that their initial enthusi-
asm and excitement is rapidly replaced by 
stress and frustration. It is common in this 
stage to start to withdraw oneself into self-
isolation, finding it hard to socialize with old 
friends.

The specificity of the labor market in 
Georgia leaves few options for young gradu-
ates. Because of incomparably smaller remu-
neration, graduates have to look for a busi-
ness-related occupation, or find work at inter-
national organizations, both of which provide 
much higher salaries for local staff (although 
humiliatingly smaller than those for expatri-
ates who may be much less competent than 
the graduates they are supervising). What is 
even worse is that, in many cases, jobs are 
more technical in nature, and barely make 
use of the skills and knowledge acquired with 
such pain and effort when the person studied 
abroad. This also can be called brain drain, 
although on an internal level.

One of the ways to help graduates in their 
readjustment is to provide advice and support 
to them through various alumni associations, 
or even to help them economically when go-
ing through the tough period of looking for a 
job. Unfortunately, alumni organizations are 
underdeveloped bureaucratic structures with 
little capacity to help and which are involved 
instead in publishing glossy but hardly ever 
read bulletins, cumulating whatever scarce 
sources are available for PR activities and rais-
ing their own profiles.

Still, it is first and foremost the responsibil-
ity of the government to design mechanisms 
and means for effective readjustment and 

adequate employment for graduates returning 
home through special programs. This should 
most probably be done in close cooperation 
with leading international donors. One thing 
is clear: strong intervention is needed if all the 
human capital returning from abroad is not to 
be wasted.

Conclusions
Massive movements out of the country during 
the past twelve years have gone, to a signifi-
cant extent, unrecorded. Data on education 
and labor migrants are largely unavailable, or 
inconsistent and otherwise unreliable where 
they do exist. The existing surveys cannot 
altogether make up for the lack of reliable 
employment statistics. On the other hand, 
available education statistics, data on public 
expenditure on education, and enrollment 
rates, are not sufficient for policy-making 
purposes. Definitely, a more meaningful clas-
sification should give the breakdown of the 
statistical data in more detail including educa-
tion and labor migrant categories.

The lack of valid statistics on educational 
migration has seriously impeded the policy 
making process in Georgia. Existence of the 
statistical and qualitative data would enable 
the policymakers to design measures to attract 
Georgian graduates of foreign universities 
instead of inviting expensive foreign consult-
ants who are unaware of country specificities. 
Understanding emigration trends will enable 
decision makers to look for compensatory 
mechanisms to avoid demographic imbalance, 
and securing equity in access to opportuni-
ties and resources. In order to improve policy 
planning it is necessary to:

• Describe and measure the accessibility of 
education abroad for Georgian youth, the 
effectiveness of the programs designed and 
implemented by Western organizations to 
support undergraduate and graduate stud-
ies at various prestigious American and 
Western European universities, and the 
availability and actual usage of funding to 
study abroad;

• Research the geographical, demographic 
and professional distribution of graduate/
undergraduate students in the USA, West-
ern Europe and other countries: which uni-
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versities students are placed at by various 
programs, or which are individually chosen 
by applicants, and determine majors and 
levels of study; to assess educational fail-
ures and causes thereof;

• Describe the availability of jobs abroad for 
Georgian graduates, and at home for gradu-
ate returnees: host university job fairs and 
web-site vacancy announcements in Geor-
gia; attitudes toward homeland/ returning: 
percentages of students pursuing perma-
nent employment abroad /returning imme-
diately upon graduation; career plans and 
preferences;

• Study the local partnership work-study 
programs to support the Georgian youth 
who obtain employment in North America, 
Western European and other countries, 
the duration of migration, and the present 
employment of migrants; the balance of 
out-migration; the geographical, age, gen-
der and professional distribution of labor 
migrants;

• Understand the motivation and incentives 
of graduates deciding to study abroad/stay 
at home; obstacles, such as the cultural na-
ture, that hinders young people who study 
abroad or return home afterwards in the 
psychological and socio-cultural aspects of 
the issue;

• Develop recommendations, based on the 
conducted analysis, on a strategy for ad-
dressing the challenges facing governmen-
tal agencies dealing with planning, educa-
tion, and migration.
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The Occasional Papers are devoted to public administration and 
public policy issues based on empirical research carried out in 
Central and Eastern Europe. 

Papers
Decisions about the publication of a manuscript are based 
on the recommendation of the main editor and an additional 
review process conducted by two appropriate specialists 
from a relevant field. The main editor and/or deputy editor 
selects these specialists.

Submissions should not have been published previously and 
should not be under consideration for publication elsewhere. 
Papers presented at a professional conference qualify for 
consideration. The submission of manuscripts that have 
undergone substantial revision after having been presented 
at a professional meeting is encouraged. 

Components of a Policy Paper
Presentation of the Issue 
What is the problem that requires action?

Scope of the Problem
What is the history and current context of the issue? How did 
it become an issue? Who is affected and how severely?

Consultations
What are the views or positions of groups who will be signifi-
cantly affected? What are the concerns of other ministries/
agencies who will be affected?

Options for Consideration
What three or four distinct options should be considered? 
What are their implications? What are their advantages and 
disadvantages?

Additional Issues:
Consistency with the government’s priorities; the effec-
tiveness of available options in addressing the issue; the 
economic cost-benefit; the effects on taxpayers; the impact on 
the private sector; environmental impacts; the fiscal impact 
on the government; the disproportionate impact on various 
groups or regions; the complexity and timing of implemen-
tation; public perception; and constraints raised by legal, 
trade, or jurisdictional issues.

Recommendation(s) 
What is the proposed course of action? Why was it chosen 
over other possibilities?

Implementation Issues
What are the financial impacts of the proposed course of 
action? What are the implications for government operations? 
Will the proposal require regulatory or legislative changes? 
What is the proposed means of evaluation?

Communications Analysis 
What is the current public environment? What are the key 
issues of contention, and how can they be addressed? What 
is the position of key stakeholders, both inside and outside 
the government, on the proposal, and what communication 
vehicles should be used for each? How does the proposal 
relate to government reform priorities? What is the objective 
of communication on this issue? What is the key message?

Structure of a Paper
Title
The title should be a brief phrase adequately describing the 
content of the paper. 

Abstract
An abstract is a summary of the information in a document. 
The abstract should not exceed 250 words. It should be 
designed to clearly define the contents of the paper. The ab-
stract should: (i) state the principal objectives and scope of 
the research; (ii) describe the methodology employed; (iii) 
summarise results and findings; and (iv) state the principal 
conclusions. References to literature, bibliographic informa-
tion, figures or tables should not be included in the abstract.

Introduction
The introduction should supply sufficient background infor-
mation on the topic and also provide the rationale for the 
present study. Suggested guidelines are as follows: (i) the in-
troduction should first clearly present the nature and scope 
of the problem that was researched; (ii) it should provide 
an overview of the pertinent literature used; (iii) it should 
state the research methodology employed and, if neces-
sary, the reasons for using a particular method; and (iv) the 
principal results of the investigation should be stated. 

Results
This section should contain an overall description of the 
topic and present data gathered during the research project. 
The manuscript should utilise representative data rather 
than repetitive information. Data that will be referenced 
several times in the text should be provided in tables or 
graphs. All data, repetitive or otherwise, should be meaning-
ful. Results must be clearly and simply stated as the section 
comprises innovative research findings for an international 
community of academics and practitioners.

Discussion
This section presents principles, relationships, and generali-
sations indicated by the researcher‘s findings. This should 
not restate information present in the results section, but 
should: (i) point out any exceptions or lack of correlation; 
(ii) define unresolved issues; (iii) show how the results 
and interpretations agree (or contrast) with previously 
published work; (iv) discuss the theoretical implications of 
the work, and any possible practical applications; and (v) 
summarise the evidence for each conclusion. The primary 
purpose of the discussion section is to show the rela-
tionships among facts that have been observed during the 
course of research. The discussion section should end with 
a short summary or conclusion regarding the significance 
of the work.
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