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Abstract: The paper examines Bulgaria's refugee policy since 1989, focusing on the legal and institutional framework for protection and the shift from transit to settlement country. It analyzes reception, status determination, and integration, highlighting policy regression after 2013 and the civil sector's role. It argues that refugees constitute a new, diverse minority requiring integration policies distinct from those for historical ethnic minorities.
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Refugee Communities in Bulgaria
Unlike Bulgaria’s historical Turkish and Roma minorities, refugee communities are a heterogeneous and relatively new phenomenon, shaped by migration resulting from international crises and conflicts. Their presence therefore requires policies addressing not only integration but also migration management and related social tensions.
This paper focuses on Bulgaria’s international protection system, specifically the reception, status determination, and integration of persons seeking refugee or humanitarian status. The Ukrainian refugee crisis after 2022 is excluded because most Ukrainians follow the distinct temporary protection regime [1] and therefore require separate analysis.
The Emergence of the Refugee Question in Bulgaria after 1989
In the early transition period, refugees were not a major political issue, as Bulgaria’s economic and political conditions made it unattractive for settlement. Nevertheless, EU accession ambitions encouraged the development of a legal and institutional asylum framework [2].
In 1992, Bulgaria ratified the UN Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol, introducing procedures to distinguish refugees from economic migrants [3]. It also established cooperation with UNHCR [4] and created a specialized refugee administration, later transformed into the Refugee Agency in 1999. Thus, refugee policy emerged as a distinct field even before substantial refugee communities had formed in Bulgaria.
Migration to Bulgaria intensified during its EU accession process. A key milestone was its removal from the Schengen negative visa list in 2001, which contributed to increased asylum applications [5]. As European integration progressed, Bulgaria also gradually shifted from primarily a transit country toward becoming a potential destination for settlement.
After 2001, asylum seekers in Bulgaria came mainly from conflict-affected countries in the Middle East and Central Asia, particularly Iraq and Afghanistan. These flows placed the asylum system developed during the 1990s under its first significant pressure.
In the following years, Bulgaria, like other Central and Eastern European states [6], strengthened its asylum system by incorporating international standards into national law and developing integration measures. The 2002 Law on Asylum and Refugees and the first National Program for the Integration of Refugees in 2005 extended state policy beyond reception and status determination to the subsequent integration of beneficiaries into Bulgarian society.
The integration programs focused on Bulgarian-language learning, social orientation, and employment for those remaining in the country [7], but were designed for relatively small groups. After Bulgaria became an EU external border and the Syrian war intensified migration in 2013, the system’s capacity proved insufficient.
The Syrian conflict displaced millions, making Bulgaria one of the first EU countries reached by asylum seekers [8]. As a result, asylum applications rose sharply from 1,387 in 2013 to 7,144, reaching 11,081 in 2014 and 20,391 in 2015.
The manifold increase in the number of persons seeking protection led not only to the overburdening of the reception system but also to a very evident shift in public attitudes toward these people [9]. Protests against their accommodation in registration and reception centers were organized in a number of towns and villages, and nationalist parties made the issue central to political debate. This gave rise to radical reactions in society, such as increased hate speech, clashes around accommodation centers [10], and volunteer patrols that detained migrants outside legal procedures [11], among others.
Hostile reactions toward refugees cannot be attributed solely to xenophobia or radical politics but should also be considered in Bulgaria’s demographic context of low birth rates and population aging. The sudden arrival of tens of thousands of culturally different migrants, predominantly working-age men, generated security concerns, intensified by limited institutional control over illegal border crossings. Between 2013 and 2017, Bulgaria therefore built a 234-kilometer fence along its border with Turkey [12], marking a shift from primarily reception and integration policies toward stronger border control and migration restrictions.
After the 2013–2016 migration crisis, pressure on Bulgaria’s international protection system temporarily declined due to tighter border controls and the 2016 EU–Turkey agreement [13]. The partial stabilization of Syria and Covid-19 restrictions further reduced migration. However, pressure along the Western Balkan route resumed in 2021 following the Taliban’s return to power in Afghanistan and intensified after Covid-19 restrictions were lifted in 2022.
Social Adaptation and Integration of Refugees
Refugee policy in Bulgaria involves three main stages: reception, including registration, accommodation, and basic services; status determination, resulting in refugee or humanitarian status or refusal [14]; and integration into society after protection is granted. Each stage presents challenges. During reception, refugees face language barriers and institutional dependence, while the state must ensure registration, accommodation, basic living conditions, and appropriate treatment of different migrant categories.
The status-determination stage involves uncertainty for asylum seekers and requires institutions to make informed decisions that protect those at risk without allowing refugee status to circumvent migration rules [15].
Integration is the longest stage, aiming to enable refugees to live independently. It requires language skills, knowledge of the social and institutional environment, employment, and social networks. Integration programs therefore represent the state’s commitment to active measures supporting this process.
Contemporary refugee policy functions as a management chain in which weaknesses at one stage affect the next. During the Syrian crisis, serious problems emerged at the reception stage. In 2014, Human Rights Watch reported that Bulgaria failed to provide adequate basic humanitarian conditions [16], with refugee centers lacking sanitation, beds, food, and other essentials. These deficiencies particularly affected vulnerable groups, including children, women, and people with health problems.
During this period, Bulgaria strengthened border control by deploying additional police forces along the Turkish border. However, this was accompanied by documented pushbacks without access to protection procedures and allegations of violence and abuse by border officers [17]. Thus, weaknesses in the reception system contributed to broader problems in the asylum procedure and the protection of human rights.
At the reception stage, NGOs and volunteer networks played a crucial role, providing donations, language training, translation, legal assistance, and institutional support [18]. They thus partially compensated for the state’s limited capacity to manage the migration crisis.
The protection-granting procedure posed further challenges, particularly because of mixed migration flows. Alongside refugees fleeing war and persecution were migrants driven primarily by economic motives. As many arrivals lacked documents, establishing their identity and country of origin further complicated the State Agency for Refugees’ assessment [19].
A further complication was that refugees arriving in Bulgaria had already crossed countries where they could have sought protection. As Bulgaria borders no conflict zones, this raised the principles of the “first country of asylum” and “safe third country.” These allow states to assess whether an application should be examined when protection was, or could have been, obtained elsewhere along the migration route [20].
Under mass migration, strict application of these principles becomes difficult, as first-asylum countries may face flows exceeding their reception capacity, as in Turkey [21]. Without international support, such states may facilitate onward movement, creating a chain reaction along migration routes. This risk required coordinated solutions, including burden-sharing, relocation, and support for first-reception countries [22]. For Bulgaria, located along major migration routes, refugee protection therefore could not be treated solely as a domestic issue.
As noted above, the integration process represents the final and most long-lasting phase in the chain of refugee policies. Its main goal is for persons granted protection to build an independent life and become fully included in mainstream society. Achieving genuine integration is therefore linked to finding housing and employment, to access to education, healthcare, and other public services, to building social contacts, and to gradually becoming oriented within the cultural and institutional norms of the host country.
Between 2005 and 2013, refugee integration was supported through three-year National Integration Programs covering about 100 people annually [23]. Persons granted refugee or humanitarian status could receive up to one year of financial assistance, health insurance, language and vocational training, and other support. Following an application and interview, the State Agency for Refugees prepared individual support packages [24], while “integration agreements” connected beneficiaries with the institutions providing these services.
Integration programs not only support refugees but also make social inclusion more manageable, enabling the state to monitor integration, facilitate legal employment, reduce marginalization and social tensions, and limit vulnerability to economic dependence or radical influences.
However, after 2013, during the Syrian crisis, the National Integration Programs were discontinued and replaced by strategic documents in 2014 and 2015 [25]. A 2016 ordinance shifted responsibility from the State Agency for Refugees toward municipalities, with mayors responsible for integration agreements [26]. Yet municipalities received insufficient funding, incentives, and administrative support. Consequently, the mechanism remained largely ineffective: by 2017, no municipality had concluded such an agreement [27]. Refugees therefore continued to rely mainly on their own resources and civil society organizations, while the state’s integration role remained limited [28], leading some NGOs to describe the post-2013 period as “the years of zero integration for refugees in Bulgaria.”
Civil Society Organizations and Refugees
Civil society organizations and volunteer networks partly compensated for weaknesses in refugee reception and integration, particularly when institutions failed to meet urgent needs. Their activities focused on three main areas: humanitarian, legal, and social support.
1. The first area involves humanitarian assistance, including food, clothing, accommodation, and access to basic services, particularly during crises when conditions in reception centers deteriorated.
1. Legal support includes consultations, translation, institutional mediation, and advocacy, helping asylum seekers defend their interests and contributing to improved refugee policies.
1. The third area, which is integrative to the highest degree, concerns support for inclusion in society following the grant of status. It covers language training, social counseling, assistance with access to public services, and other measures.
Among the main NGOs assisting refugees are the Bulgarian Red Cross and Caritas Bulgaria in humanitarian and social support; the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee, Foundation for Access to Rights (FAR), and Voice in Bulgaria Legal Aid Center in legal assistance and advocacy; and the Council of Refugee Women in Bulgaria in social integration.
Most refugee-focused NGOs rely on project-based funding from international donors and programs. For example, the Bulgarian Helsinki Committee’s refugee and migrant legal protection activities have received UNHCR support since 1994, while Caritas Bulgaria [29] and the Council of Refugee Women [30] operate through similar funding mechanisms.This does not diminish the importance of civil society organizations, which have compensated for significant gaps in Bulgaria’s refugee policy. However, reliance on temporary, project-based funding raises concerns about the sustainability and scope of essential services. NGOs can address governance deficits but cannot replace the state as the primary provider of integration and support policies. As with Roma inclusion, such deficits ultimately require sustainable public policies and clearly defined institutional responsibilities.
Most refugee-focused NGOs in Bulgaria are established and run by members of the host society rather than by refugees themselves, unlike organizations representing historical minorities. This reflects the heterogeneity of refugee groups and the absence of large, established immigrant communities of similar ethnic backgrounds. Studies describe Bulgaria’s Arab community as relatively small, diverse, and weakly organized [31]. Zhelyazkova estimates that legal Arab immigration in the early twenty-first century comprised around 17,000 Syrians, Lebanese, Iraqis, Palestinians, Jordanians, and others [32].
The limited capacity of immigrant communities for self-organization constitutes a structural obstacle to integration. While externally established NGOs can provide services and mediate with institutions, they cannot replace the social environment in which refugees are accepted as neighbors, colleagues, and participants in society. Such an environment depends both on host-society attitudes and on minority groups’ ability to represent their interests. In this respect, the Council of Refugee Women in Bulgaria is an important example of refugee and migrant self-representation in public life.
Refugee groups therefore pose specific challenges for Bulgarian ethnic policy. Unlike the country’s historical minorities, they were not formed within Bulgarian statehood and lack long-established ethnocultural communities capable of providing solidarity, social networks, and representation. Consequently, their integration often depends heavily on public policy and individual capacity to adapt [33].
During the early transition period, Bulgaria established the basic legal and institutional framework for refugee protection by adopting international norms, incorporating them into national legislation, creating a specialized administration, and assuming responsibility for integration. However, the first major migration crisis demonstrated that the formal existence of reception and integration mechanisms did not ensure their effective functioning. As arrivals increased, governance weaknesses became evident throughout the refugee policy system, particularly in integration. This deterioration led some NGOs to characterize the period after 2013 as “the years of zero integration for refugees in Bulgaria.”
This raises the question of whether the prolonged absence of corrective measures reflects organizational deficiencies or an implicit strategy encouraging refugees’ secondary migration. Some respondents in our study suggest similar explanations. Although “deliberate institutional passivity” cannot be conclusively demonstrated, its consideration within expert circles itself reflects broader problems in the governance of ethnic relations .
Finally, the refugee crisis resulting from the war in Ukraine after 2022 falls outside this analysis. Ukrainians in Bulgaria are covered by the exceptional temporary protection regime rather than the standard procedure for humanitarian or refugee status. Their cultural proximity to Bulgarian society also produces different dynamics in public attitudes compared with refugees from the Middle East, Central Asia, and North Africa. Despite common challenges concerning state capacity and the compensatory role of civil society, the Ukrainian case requires separate analysis.
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