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The Red Cross is a world-wide, non
political organization doing work 

based on principles of humanity, 
impartiality, and neutrality. The 
Danish Red Cross organization carries 
out humanitarian relief work all over 
the world.

Within Denmark, it handles a sig
nificant relief task for the Danish state, 
which is housing refugees applying for 
asylum while their cases are under con
sideration by the authorities. Thus, the 
Danish Red Cross runs most of the 
national asylum centres and provides 
social and humanitarian aid to asylum 
seekers.

The mandate of the Danish Red 
Cross is strictly within the framework 
of the humanitarian area; the organi
zation acts as “humanitarian advoca
te” on behalf of asylum seekers. At the 
end of 1994, the Danish Red Cross was 
running 161 refugee centres with 
24,000 asylum seekers, of whom some 
17,000 were from Bosnia-Hercegovina.
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T in 1984, the number of refugees see
king asylum rose dramatically - by 

Danish standards - to almost 4000 per 
year. This generated an immense hous
ing problem. In August 1984, the Direc
torate of Immigration asked the Danish 
Red Cross for assistance in housing and 
taking care of the asylum seekers. Only 
hours later, the first Red Cross asylum 
centre, manned by volunteers and 
head-office staff, opened north of Cop
enhagen.

This triggered the setting up of the Red 
Cross Asylum Department, which has 
since operated the asylum centres as 
agreed with the Ministry of the Interior. 
The head office of the Red Cross in 
Copenhagen had since 1982 been provi
ding humanitarian aid to asylum see
kers in the form of open counselling for 
personal problems and assistance with 
such things as translating letters from 
the authorities.

Applications for asylum are consi
dered by the Directorate of Immi

gration. A condition for Danish Red 
Cross participation in the refugee work 
is that the Red Cross must not be invol
ved in case administration; its task is 
purely humanitarian, to take care of the 
asylum seekers.

It is the authorities who decide
whether asylum will be granted. When 
an application for asylum has been con
sidered and finalized by the Directorate

CASE ADMINISTRATION
of Immigration, and possibly the appeal 
instance of the Refugee Board, the asy
lum seeker will either be granted refu
gee status and assigned to the integrati
on program of the Danish Refugee 
Council or will be expelled from Den
mark.

The waiting time due to case admi-

nistration puts great strain on the asy
lum seekers, who have some times 
come to Denmark with a heavy load of 
personal problems. Thus an average of 
almost 20 percent of the male asylum 
seekers have been exposed to torture, 
and every third of these persons will 
become psychologically ill after two 
years of waiting. Even sound, healthy 
individuals may fall ill due to a long 
wait. This is the conclusion of a broad 
scientific review of the medical records 
of some 10,000 asylum seekers, which 
was made by the coordinating medical 
officer of the Asylum Department.

The Directorate of Immigration is 
working to reduce the case administra
tion time, which has averaged 20 
months. However, in actual fact, some 
groups of asylum seekers have had to 
wait for a final decision for as much as 
two, three, or four years.
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ome need psychological help 
because they have been exposed 

to torture and violence in their home 
countries, but iorall asylum seekers, 
existence in an asylum centre in a 
foreign country turns their normal 
lives upside down.

Most asylum seekers are basically 
sound, healthy people, but they have 
been put in an abnormal position 

clothes after having been in Denmark 
for five months.
Among the daily duties of centre resi
dents is the maintenance of buildings 
and grounds. Depending on the physi
cal framework and the asylum seekers’ 
interests, workshops have been establis
hed for such activities as carpentry, 
repairing bicycles, sewing new clothes 
and mending old, and doing photo- 

been formed to help the asylum seekers 
create some substance in their every
day life, which otherwise might be 
mostly spent waiting for a decision 
about asylum. During the past few 
years, more than 800 contacts have 
been established between refugee cen
tres and Danish associations, including 
a number of sports clubs.

which can threaten their very identity. 
Life in the centres gives very little sco
pe for private life.

But asylum seekers are frequently 
resource-strong people. The very fact 
that they have left their homes and 
gone to a foreign country, often in a 
different part of the world, would 
seem to indicate strong personal 
resources. An important objective of 
the work of the Asylum Department is 
to use these resources as far as possible 
by making the asylum seekers respon
sible by encouraging responsibility 
and active participation in all daily 
activities and chores.

graphic work.
Resident democracy has been intro

duced in many centres. The residents 
elect a resident council, which has mate
rial influence on the extent and substan
ce of social activities in the centre.

An important objective of the 
Danish Red Cross is to create networks 
among the asylum seekers and with the 
Danish society surrounding them. In 
many parts of the country, support 
groups and friendship associations have

In recent years, most of the asy
lum centres have been set up to allow

THE ASYLUM SEEKERS
independent housekeeping, where the 
residents do their own shopping and 
prepare their own daily meals. Each 
adult is given DKK 245 per week for 
food and DKK 203 for pocket money, 
as well as DKK 165 per month for
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RECEPTION 
OF NEW 

ASYLUM SEEKERS
All new arrivals seeking asylum 

come to two Red Cross registrati
on centres. They stay there while the 
police gather information for conside
ration of their applications by the 
Directorate of Immigration. All asy
lumseekers are registered in the Red 
Cross database, which contains infor
mation on their nationality, financial 
situation, family status, and the centre 
they are staying in.

Soon after arrival, each asylumsee
ker is given a medical examination by 
Danish Red Cross doctors. Acute illness
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is treated immediately, while non-acute 
illness is usually treated when the asy
lumseeker has moved to a resident cen
tre. At the registration centre, the asy
lumseekers are given clothes and writ
ten information in their own language 
about the terms and conditions of hou
sing at the asylum centres.

When the police and the Directora
te of Immigration have collected the 
information needed for consideration 
of their cases, the asylum seekers move 
from the registration centre to a resi
dent centre.
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entres are usually established in 
former rest homes, hospitals, bar

racks, or hotels that are rented or 
owned by the Directorate of Immigrati
on and made available to the Danish 
Red Cross. The size of the centres are 
varying from 60 to 1000 beds. There 
have been great difficulties in providing 
enough housing, so it has been necessa
ry at times to use tents, ships, and large 
buildings, sometimes holding up to 200 
asylum seekers in the same room.

In recent years, special refugee vil
lages have been built with a central 

building for administration, teaching, a 
clinic, and a common room. The “vil
lagers” live in houses with room for 35 
persons, containing a varying number 
of bedrooms, a family room, kitchen, 
and dining area. Most of the refugee vil
lages house 175 asylum seekers, while a 
few villages house 350.

Both in the villages and the other 
centres, the physical framework is 
modest. Four or five persons, generally 
a family, are put in the same room, and 
bunk beds are used for maximum utili
zation of the space.

SPECIALIZED AND CARE CENTRES
The large numbers of asylum seekers 

have necessitated a number of spe
cialized centres to cover needs for treat
ment and care that cannot be met 
within the physical and staff framework 
at the ordinary centres. These centres 
offer special care and facilities for vul
nerable groups with particular psycho
social needs.

One centre has 50 special places set 
up mainly for asylum seekers and fami
lies with psychological problems, for 
instance due to torture. This centre has 

its own doctors and nurses in addition 
to the regular staff.

Two other centres are reserved for 
specially invited war refugees from the 
former Yugoslavia, who have war inju
ries and suffer from torture injuries and 
trauma. Some are seriously ill, while 
others were concentration camp priso
ners who were freed by negotiation by 
the International Red Cross.

Three centres have been specially 
organized and equipped to receive chil
dren coming to Denmark unaccompa-
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Work at a Red Cross refugee cen
tre is challenging, but it does 

require great resources of the staff, since 
the asylum seekers often are in a state of 
crisis. To give the residents human

RE PERSONNEL 
support whenever needed, personnel is 
available at all times.

The staff has to do a great deal of 
daily practical work, such as moving 
people in and out, cleaning, issuing 
supplies, arranging services, and much 
more. Despite a reasonable range of 
activities offered in the centres, many 
asylum seekers are affected both physi
cally and psychologically by the long, 
uncertain waiting period.

Red Cross personnel at the centres
are therefore on duty around the clock
to support the residents and, if necessa
ry, to take preventive action. Nurses are 
available at all centres who can, in con
sultation with the centre doctor or the

nied. The staff looks into the child’s 
background and makes suggestions for 
appropriate future placement. This may 
be family care, preferably with families 
with the same ethnic affiliation, boar
ding schools or special youth communi
ties for older children. The Danish Red 
Cross also runs two centres with secti
ons for children and young people arri
ving with older brothers and sisters or 
adults aged over 18, but without their

• parents.

central psycho-social section, provide 
special treatment or support functions.
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The following account is a fictitious 
case based on every-day life at the 
Danish Red Cross asylum centres. It 
illustrates the optimal scope of the care 
and support provided. In actuality, 
however, the scope of action of the 
Danish Red Cross is limited, financially 
above all. The activities of the Asylum 
Department are funded by the Danish 
state, and therefore must be kept within 
the financial limits set by politicians. 
Political and administrative decisions 
set the framework of housing and the 
services offered.

Asylum Department 
Sections
Danish refugee work has been subject 
to many adjustments over the years 
due to the experience gained, and the 
growing number of asylum seekers 
has called for increasingly professio
nal handling of the various problem 
areas. Therefore, the Asylum Depart
ment of the Danish Red Cross now 
includes a number of sections with 
professional expertise in particular 
areas.

Central
Administration
The secretariat of the Asylum Depart
ment handles management functions, 
daily contact with authorities and 
organizations, personal cases, a tra
cing service, and international relati
ons, as well as press and information 
services, legal counselling, and coun
selling about safety and working envi
ronments. The finance and staff admi
nistration handles administrative and 
consulting functions for centres, 
manages the budget, prepares finan
cial reports, and is in charge of the 

financial account with the Ministry of 
the Interior. Central administration 
also includes Centre Coordination, the 
Booking Section, the Intepreters' 
Section, and Stocks and Procure
ment.
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THE ASYLUM SEEKERS 
MEET THE RED

The Psyko-Social Section 
Consists of psychiatrists, psychologi
sts, public health nurse, social wor
kers and medical secretaries as well 
as a network of therapists throughout 
Denmark. The aim of this section is to 
increase the scope of asylum-work in 
preventing and treating psychological 
illness. In the psycho-social area 
resources are best used for preven
ting such illnesses. The section is also

A family from the Middle East appli
es for asylum in Denmark. The 

family, consisting of father, 
mother, and three children 
of 10,7, and 4, is first pla
ced in a registration centre.

There they are given medical examina
tions and the children are vaccinated.

CROSS
They are questioned by the police, who 
need information for consideration of 
their application by the Directorate of 
Immigration. An interpreter is available 
for both the medical examination and 
the police investigation.

The family is then moved to a resi
dent centre, where they will stay while 
their application is being considered. 
At this centre, the father is depressed. 
He has pains all over his body and 

rarely goes outside the centre. Talks 
with the nurse reveal that he was expo
sed to torture in his home country. He 
has joint injuries due to being hung 
up. His heels and the balls of his feet 
are punctured due to blows to the soles 
of his feet - the so-called “falanga” - 
which causes him great pain when wal
king. He suffers from nightmares, and 
jumps for almost no reason, for 
instance when a door shuts or keys 
jingle. He is often awake at night and 
needs a lot of contact with the night 
staff. His moods fluctuate between 
unmotivated anger to deep depression. 
His feeling of self-worth is low and he 
has a guilty conscience for having survi
ved imprisonment, unlike one of his 
friends who died.

organizing psychological and psychia
tric treatment of asylum-seekers.

Special efforts are made for the 
centre personnel because of the 
stress of their working environment. 
All staff members are given an intro
duction course to learn about the 
psychological reactions of asylum-see
kers and the reaction of the staff
members themselves in this stressfull 
work. They may also apply for treat
ment of psychological problems ari
sing from their working conditions.

The Health Section
Has the overall responsibility for 
ensuring that asylum seekers receive 
needed physical and psychological 
health services. The Health Section 
staff, doctors, dentists, nurses, and 
secretaries connect the centres with 
the Danish health system and the aut
horities who are empowered to make 
grants.

The aim of the Health Section is 
to make the asylum seekers - by 
using their own resources - retain 
their dignity, contribute towards 
keeping the cultural identity of each, 
and to provide information on the per

ception of health and illness.
Since asylum seekers are not 

automatically covered by the Danish 
health insurance system, the Red 
Cross cooperates with many doctors 
who attend to the centre residents 
throughout the country. The Red 
Cross doctors and nurses make pro
fessional recommendations and evalu
ations of non-acute treatments to the 
authorities empowered to make 
grants.
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The Psycho-Social Section recommends 
talks with a psychologist, which help 
him conduct his daily life. He is also 
granted shoes with support soles which 
improve his walking considerably.

During the family’s stay at the cen
tre, the mother becomes very sad. She 
feels that she is of no use and is not 
even able to cook food as she did back 
home. As time goes by, the staff 
becomes concerned about her conditi
on and suggest that the family be 
moved to a centre with independent 
housekeeping, where the family can 
shop and cook for themselves. This 
move is implemented through coopera
tion between the centre staff, the Health 
Section, and the Booking Section.

At the new centre, the oldest child 

The Teaching Section
Has professional responsibility for the 
teaching programs at the schools of 
the asylum centres. All asylum see
kers are offered some education while 
living in the centres, run either by the 
Red Cross or the Danish Refugee 
Council. At the centres where the 
Red Cross is in charge of teaching, 
children from 7 to 16 are offered 15 
hours of education per week. Adults 
are offered a total of 60 hours over 
their entire stay.

The teaching is done by school 
teachers and covers mostly Danish, 
mathematics, social studies, and civi

cs. The idea is to teach asylum see
kers enough Danish so they can'get 
around outside the world of the cen
tre. If they are granted asylum, they 
will have a basis for further language 
study and will also have a basic know
ledge of the Danish society.

has difficulty in following the teaching 
at the centre school, which offers speci
al help and support to help remedy the 
child’s concentration problems.

With more home duties, the mother 
is doing much better. But she is very 
tired and has irregular bleeding. She is 
examined by the centre doctor, who 
finds that she is anemic. The playroom 
staff at the centre suggests that this fam
ily - for a limited period - will need 
extra relief in caring for their children. 
The support pool then offers a support 
person for a transitional period.

After 22 months the family is gran
ted asylum in Denmark. They leave the 
Red Cross centre and are transferred to 
the integration program of the Danish 
Refugee Council.

The Children and 
Youth Section
Focuses its efforts on persons under 
18 - one third of all centre residents. 
Although most of them have come to 
Denmark with their parents, experi
ence has shown that the parents 
often do not have the strength to 
provide adequate care and stimulati
on for their children. Despite low staff 
levels, most centres'have supervised 
playrooms that provide some structu
re every day to children under school 
age.

This section also has professional 
and management responsibilities for 
the special centres for unaccompani
ed children and for providing legal 
counsel for unaccompanied children 
and consultancy for privately housed 
unaccompanied children. No children 
or young people under 18 can be 
questioned by the police unless a Red 
Cross legal representative is present. 
These representatives are part of 
the staff of the Children and Youth 
Section.
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Red Cross, the asylum work done 

by the Danish Red Cross aims to provi
de asylum seekers with a reassuring, 
meaningfull, and dignified time of wai
ting, while helping them see their situa
tion realistically so that they can handle 
their future lives in the best possible 
way, whether in Denmark or some 
other country.

To achieve this aim, the following 
objectives must be met.

Identity
The cultural and national identities of 
asylum seekers should be retained as 
far as possible. Their social network 
should be stimulated and their language 
identity supported.

Resources
The personal resources of the asylum 
seekers should be used optimally, using 
the overall principle of help for self
help. The physical framework of asylum 
work should be organized accordingly.

Vulnerable Groups
Work with specially exposed groups 
should be given a high priority, particu
larly for children and victims of torture. 
The Asylum Department should work 
to ensure that the required resources are 
made available to give these groups 
optimal care.

Dansk Rede Kors + For further information contact
The Asylum Department,

telephone:+45 35 43 22 44


