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To start out, low-paying, unskilled jobs 
with hotels, restaurants, taxi and cleaning 
companies may be the only stepping stone 
to permanent, higher paid positions.

�e Danish job market is slightly more 
accessible for EU citizens; however, once 
we start to take into consideration non-EU 
citizens (not counting North Americans 
and Aussies working for Western subsidia-
ries), getting a job continues to be a monu-
mental challenge for unskilled workers and 
migrants from transitional and developing 
states.

For the most part, hair-raising immi-
gration policies in Denmark cause a con-
siderable amount of angst amongst job 
seekers due to the typical catch-22: “I can’t 
get a permit without having a job offer, but 
I can’t get a job offer without possessing a 
permit.” �e vicious cycle is maddening on 
its own, without adding insult to injury that 
one’s educational and professional qualifi-
cations may not be accepted in Denmark, 
which means a return to school is neces-
sary in order to bring one’s qualifications 
up to snuff. Yes, we have officially entered 
into a “right-to-work” quagmire of monu-
mental proportions; one that leaves many 
migrants sitting on the sidelines with price-

less experience that loses value by the day.
Now imagine that your situation is more 

critical than this. �e problem is not limited 
to pounding the pavement daily in search 
of a job, but involves the reality that you are 
not allowed to work at all, much less go to 
school or be granted the opportunity to de-
velop yourself personally or professionally 
in any way. �is is the reality hundreds of 
asylum seekers face in Denmark, as they 
live in camps on the fringes of Danish so-
ciety. All of them have fled their homelands 
due to political, social or military strife and 
have come to Europe, Denmark namely, in 
search of a better life.

In every bushel of apples, there are al-
ways a few bad ones, but many asylum se-
ekers are educated people with skills from a 
range of fields. Now in Denmark, they find 
themselves between the proverbial rock 
and hard place, living in unacceptable hou-
sing conditions and cut-off from basic so-
cial rights like schooling and employment; 
rights that grant the average citizen a fe-
eling of dignity, fulfillment and solidarity.

Basem is one of these asylum seekers. 
Bright, educated and assertive, Basem’s 
life has been peppered with small victo-
ries sandwiched between long periods of 
struggle. A stateless Palestinian, Basem 

C
ontrary to popular belief, securing 
a job in Denmark is not a simple 
task, especially for new immigrants 

coming to the country. Unless migrants can 
prove their worth as a doctor, nurse, care 
worker or technical specialist, the chances 
of finding a fulfilling and rewarding posi-
tion in Denmark is difficult and, over time, 
takes a toll on one’s self confidence. �ough 
it’s not impossible, it often takes years of 
language classes, perseverance and an un-
failing ability to adopt a “think outside the 
box” mentality. 

It also sometimes involves reconciling 
with yourself that you might not wind up 
working in the field you were educated 
in, or the one you are passionate about. 
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was raised in both Iraq and Syria as his fa-
mily moved around constantly due to lack 
of permanent residency in any one Middle 
Eastern country. Coming from educated 
stock, Basem was urged to do well in 
school, despite the 
volatile situation he 
and his family lived 
in. Growing up in 
Iraq, many opportu-
nities were not avai-
lable to Basem’s fami-
ly as their temporary 
residence permits 
prevented them from 
having the same civil liberties and rights as 
everyone else.

Despite childhood hardships, Basem 
excelled in primary and secondary school, 
and went on to get his bachelor degree in 
Civil Engineering. He was offered jobs in 
several Middle Eastern countries, like the 
UAE and Syria, but was unable to secure 
a position because he lacked official docu-
ments, such as a passport and the requisite 
visas. 

Instead of throwing in the towel, Ba-
sem stayed in Iraq where he started a con-
struction company and fought to build a 
company that rested on a foundation of 
professionalism, accountability and honest 

hard work. For several years the business 
did well, but to reach the next level of suc-
cess, bribery and corruption were required 
on the part of Basem and his colleagues. 
Not wanting to undermine his moral beli-
efs and run his company into the ground, 
Basem decided to leave Iraq in search of a 
new life and progressive career opportuni-
ties.

�anks to a set of 
welcoming relatives, 
Basem found himself 
in Sweden, where he 
applied for asylum 
and started to learn 
Swedish in an attempt 
to settle into, what he 
hoped would be, his 
new home. After four months of waiting 
for a decision on his case, Basem found 
employment in a manufacturing company 
where he was able to work as an engineer, 
applying the skills and expertise he had 
garnered from his education and previous 
job experience.

Basem, always the hard worker, was a 
hit at the Swedish firm and made lots of 
friends among his colleagues. Within six 

months of starting, he received his first 
raise and after only 11 months of work, was 
offered a permanent position that included 
benefits, pension and job security. During 
this rewarding and fulfilling period in Ba-

sem’s life, he bought a 
house, became highly 
active in the commu-
nity, spent time with 
friends and started 
preparing for the pos-
sibility of marriage 
and a family.

�ese dreams were 
shattered when Basem 

was deported from Sweden because of a 
set of arbitrary rules laid out in the Dublin 
Convention. He had to return to the coun-
try where he was first fingerprinted upon 
his arrival in Europe and, in Basem’s case, 
that country was Denmark.

Within the span of a week, Basem’s life 
changed drastically and it was this point 
that he consistently reflects upon when 
contemplating about when things went ter-
ribly wrong. Leaving his home, friends and 
job behind in Sweden, Basem was placed in 
one of Denmark’s several refugee centers 
and had to adjust to living in a crammed 
space with several roommates, eating his 
meals in a canteen and not being able to 
work or even go to school in order to fill the 
endless days that stretched out before him.

In the beginning, Basem was optimistic, 
thinking his case would be resolved in a 
matter of months and he’d be free to return 
to Sweden or, at least, be able to integrate 
into the Danish labour market and work in 
his field. However, as time wore on, it beca-
me clear that the process would neither be 
simple nor speedy and month after month, 

Basem found himself 
getting increasingly 
frustrated with the 
asylum process. 

Asylum seekers in 
Denmark are not al-
lowed to work or stu-
dy while waiting for a 
decision to be passed 

down in their cases. �ey are relegated to 
passing their time through sitting around 
the asylum centers growing despondent, 
depressed and hopeless about their situa-
tions. Some refugees take it upon themsel-
ves to learn Danish, English or take a class 
through various NGO-funded programs, 
but for many educated asylum seekers, this 
is often as abrasive as rubbing salt in a ga-
ping wound.

In 2004, Basem applied to the Danish 
Technical University (DTU), in order to 
alleviate his frustration. Shortly after arri-
ving in Denmark, Basem was told that to 
access the Danish labour market, he’d have 
to “equalize his certificate” in order to get 
the appropriate training needed to work 
in the EU. He succeeded in both his inter-
views and was accepted to the engineering 
program, but the fee of 20,000 DKK stood 
between him and the chance to upgrade his 
education. Naturally, this money was hard 
to come by, and no concessions could be 
made due to his situation, so once again, 
Basem shelved his ambitions and searched 
for other outlets to help him assuage his 
disappointment.

“You cannot work,” he explained “and 
you also can’t go to school while you wait 
for a decision in your case to come through. 
It is an emotionally difficult experience and 
leaves people disheartened and demorali-
zed. I feel so alienated in this country and 
discriminated against. I am a skilled work-
er, with a good education and I have a lot 
to offer. I would like to think my feelings 
would improve if I had a job with a Danish 
company, but after spending so long living 
on the edge of Danish society…I question 
how much easier life would actually be.”

Luckily, Basem has had the chance to 
volunteer with the Red Cross to help pass 
the time and he is incredibly efficient and 
thorough in the work that he does. He con-

sistently assists with tasks at Kongelunden 
Center and has had roles with the Want-
2Work and Care4You programs. He admits 
to getting some fulfillment from the diffe-
rent jobs he takes on; however, at the end of 
the day, it is no substitution for having the 
freedom to hold down a steady job, provide 
for himself and his family and to travel fre-
ely. �ese are things he continues to wait 
patiently for, longing for the day when his 
skills and expertise will help propel him 
forward into a more satisfying realm of 
comfort, stability and success. Basem has 
lived in camps in Denmark for five years.
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The recently renovated family health unit (FHU) in Neda is a government run facility located on a 
spacious plot of land in the southern part of town. The FHU is bustling with activity as people come 
and go, nurses move between floors, and patients uncomplainingly settle into the waiting area while 
they bide their time until the doctor is ready to see them. 
 
This FHU does not act only as a point of reference for medical cases in the village, as it is also a place 
where pregnant mothers take pre-natal classes to learn about the ins-and-outs of child rearing, how 
to avoid low child birth weight and about their basic rights with reference to medical care. On the 
second floor of the building in a large room situated at the end of a long, brightly lit corridor, more 
than 15 pregnant women are gathered to share their experiences about the pre- and post-natal 
classes that have been offered through the family health unit. 
 
This community intervention is one of UNICEF’s Community Based Health (CBH) projects. The UN 
children’s agency provides technical assistance to counterparts from the Egyptian Ministry of Health, 
local medical practitioners, and Community Health Workers who implement the pre- and post-natal 
classes with the help of Save the Children, and with funding from the Australian Government. 
 
The idea of FHU hosting pre-natal classes was eagerly accepted by Community Health Workers 
(CHW) and medical staff in Neda. The purpose of such meetings are two-fold as they provide 
information to pregnant women that will help them have healthy pregnancies and encourage good 
child care practices, while also reconciling the relationship between public doctors, staff at the FHU 
and women in the communities so that medical services evolve in a way suited to the community’s 
needs, and at a rate that residents can keep up with. 
 
In the classes, women are divided into groups according to the trimester of pregnancy; and up until 
the time of delivery, they receive timely and relevant information and have the chance to share 
experiences with other mothers-to-be in a familiar and comfortable setting. 
 
Dr. Khada heads the FHU, and has been an advocate of the pregnancy classes from the start. She is 
very happy with how popular the classes have become, and hopes to see the continuation of the 
project over time. 
 
“It’s impressive how many women we have joining these classes today. Trust me, in the beginning,” 
Dr. Hala pauses, “it wasn’t so easy.” 
 
When the programme first began, CHWs faced several challenges in encouraging pregnant women 
to come to classes. One barrier was the apprehension community women felt towards medical 
practitioners in the family health unit. The biggest barrier; however, has been the refusal of mother-
in-laws to allow their daughter-in-laws to attend classes. Since they themselves delivered “normal” 



babies without the assistance of such medical units in their time, many remain unconvinced about 
the practices being taught at the FHU. 
 
Sherine is the mother of Rahwan, a little princess already at just a few months old, and she attests to 
the experience of having a conventional mother-in-law unwilling to let go of the past. 
 
“I have been married for 10 years, and we live with my husband’s parents. In that time I have 
miscarried twice, both late in the pregnancy and it has been devastating,” Sherine explains candidly. 
“My mother-in-law did not want me to see local doctors during both of these pregnancies because 
she didn’t think that a modern doctor could provide any added value. It took many years for me to 
become pregnant again, and by this time I had heard about a program at the family health unit for 
pregnant women. I knew I had to be a part of it; regardless of my mother-in-law’s wishes.” 
 
Sherine moved back into her mother’s home and attended pre-natal classes twice a week 
throughout the pregnancy. Amal, a Community Health Worker who also facilitates child nutrition 
classes, would periodically take Sherine to her husband’s home so they could receive information on 
feeding and health practices in the first months of a child’s life. 
 
“Sherine learned so much during the 9 months with the help from staff at the FHU,” Amal shared 
with the group, “she knew that when she experienced extreme tiredness and backaches in the 9th 
month that it was time for the baby to come.”  
 
Not only was Sherine aware that she was ready to give birth, but upon arrival at the hospital she was 
empowered enough to request spinal anesthesia, and to also ask for her baby in the first hour 
following delivery so she could breastfeed her. Sherine says she will continue to breastfeed Rahwan 
while also introducing feeding sachets once she is ready to wean her onto more solid foods. 
 
Similar to Sherine’s case, other women are not only feeling more confident in their own right, but 
they also feel encouraged to spread the message amongst their networks in the community.  
 
Shimea was told about the pre-natal classes by some of her neighbours and at five months pregnant 
she now knows that headaches, swollen limbs, water discharge, blurring of vision and pain in her 
lower abdomen and/or back are serious signs she should not ignore. 
 
Not only are the women given information about the signs of possible complications, but they are 
given tips on how to overcome commonly experienced symptoms, such as vomiting, indigestion and 
bloating. 
 
“We learn what to eat during pregnancy according to the nutrition pyramid,” Karina – heavily 
pregnant in her 8th month – explained. “We also have learned that it is best to be in smoke-free 
environments and to eat smaller meals throughout the day. We are doing what is best for ourselves 
and our children, and we are thankful to the health workers in the community and those from Save 
the Children and UNICEF who have helped in making these programmes for us.” 
 
Along with pre-natal classes, breastfeeding support groups are offered through the FHU. These 
groups allow women to come together – with their newborns in tow – and learn about the 
importance of breast milk in a child’s development along with other guidelines that help them cope 
with their new responsibility as mother and caregiver. 
 
The role of breastfeeding is a component heavily focused on in the post-natal classes as many 
women are unaware that a child should receive its mother’s milk within the first hour of its life. The 



bulk of women have also not been told how breastfeeding is beneficial for both the mother and 
child, and that it is important in terms of nutritional value, and in developing familial bonds.  
 
Women are eager to share what they have learned with their family and friends and sustainability is 
ensured in the breastfeeding group through peer-to-peer practices where the women will 
breastfeed as a collective and provide feedback to one another.  
 
Fundamentally, new mothers reflected on how this class has given them opportunities their mothers 
may not have had. It is also shifting deeply ingrained mindsets about gender favouritism. When 
asked the question: “would you prefer to have a boy over a girl if possible?” even before the 
question was finished, every mother responded with a resounding ‘NO!’ 
 
“That idea is becoming obsolete,” proclaimed Nahed, mother of a 7 month old girl, “especially when 
our girls are doing better in school, why would we entertain such a thought?!” 
 
Some women, like 28 year old Asma, have been so inspired by the classes that they hope to 
volunteer with the family health unit one day. These women want to make sure the messages 
continue to spread and reach women who may not have had the chance to take part in such 
opportunities. The mothers, community health workers and medical staff all see added value in the 
pre-/post-natal and breastfeeding support groups, and they agree that women need to have an 
outlet where they can come together, share experiences and advocate for gender equality in the 
broader community.   
 
“I knew my rights and the best things for my body and the baby, and I learned it all through the 
classes at the FHU,” smiles Sherine as she lightly strokes Rahwan’s chubby cheek. “The best thing is, 
my mother-in-law now believes in what the health unit and CHWs can offer to women in the 
community. She even urged me to come today to tell my story! Change is possible and it’s 
happening.” 
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What they don’t teach you in school: SFB students visit Gihembe Camp 
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Gihembe Camp, in Byumba District, became a “live” classroom on April 27th when 20 
students from Kigali‟s School of Finance and Banking (SFB) visited the camp in order to 
learn about the refugee situation in Rwanda and the types of assistance UNHCR and its 
Partners provide to refugees in the country. 
 
SFB students were first introduced to the work of UNHCR in October 2008 when a mock 
“what it‟s like to be a refugee” event was staged at their school. The interest of the 
Student Council was peaked and handfuls of students were eager to learn more about a 
subject they were previously unaware of. The Student Council President requested a 
visit to one of the camps and the visit on April 27th was the culmination of the student‟s 
persistence and enthusiasm. 
 
The students arrived at Gihembe in the morning and the visit began with a one hour 
briefing from MINALOC Camp Managers and UNHCR‟s Head of Field Office and Field 
Assistant. They were given an introduction to camp life and learned more about the 
theoretical framework of UNHCR in order to understand its core mandate and how it 
works with governments to provide assistance and protection to refugees the world over.  
 
Following the briefing, students toured the camp and made stops at the WFP 
warehouse, ARC Health Centre, JRS‟ Primary Schools, FAWE‟s Vocational Centre and 
other sustainability and income generating initiatives like the „Rabbits Project.‟ 
 
By this point some students were overwhelmed by the experience. Chantal, a twenty-
something Finance major expressed, “I had no idea. I had no clue we had refugees in 
Rwanda and that many of them have been here for 10 years or more, some even born 
here.” 
 
After the technical part of the visit, students were granted the opportunity to spend an 
hour speaking with refugees so that they could learn first-hand about their trials and 
tribulations, as well as their hopes for the future. Following their meetings they reported 
back to the entire group to share their experiences.  
 
By the end of the visit, the students expressed their amazement at the resilience of the 
refugees from Gihembe Camp and fired questions at UNHCR‟s Head of Field Office, 
Richard Nduala, which ranged from what long-term solutions exist for the Congolese  
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caseload, to how they could assist in a greater capacity. Prior to their return to Kigali, the 
students presented the Head of the Refugee Committee with a generous donation of 
clothes, shoes and school materials. Items they had amassed the night before for people 
they had never met, but now felt “solidarity with,” as exclaimed by SFB‟s Student Council 
President Alex Kalenzi.  
 
“What we learned today was priceless, and it‟s nothing we would have found in any 
textbook,” he explained. “There are students in the camp, just like us! They are youth 
that are working hard in order to progress themselves and build a better life. They‟re no 
different than us, other than the fact that fate dealt them a different set of cards. That‟s 
all.” 
 
UNHCR Rwanda, in collaboration with MINALOC and its Partners, was pleased to 
accommodate the visit of the students. Photos from the visit can be found below.  
 
Rwanda currently hosts 55,510 refugees, the majority of which hail from the DRC. 
Refugees reside in four camps (Kiziba, Gihembe, Nyabiheke and Kigeme) and are 
registered in two Transit Centers (Nkamira and Nyagatare). Almost 2,000 urban 
refugees reside in the city of Kigali. Aside from the Congolese caseload, there are 2,024 
refugees from Burundi, and a handful from other African countries such as Chad, Sudan, 
Ethiopia, Eritrea and Somalia. 
  
 
 
 

Prepared by BO Kigali 
JoAnna Pollonais - External Relations Officer 

May 1, 2009 
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New Times is back!
After months of hard work, Team 
New Times is pleased to bring you 
issue #72. Since the beginning of 
2007, New Times has undergone 
changes in terms of location, staff, 
content and structure and we have 
only now settled into our new envi-
ronment and been fortunate enough 
to acquire the funds to print another 
issue.

In total, New Times has nine 
active journalists from countries 
scattered across the globe, two 
diligent coordinators, one spirited 
volunteer press photographer, two 
dependable volunteers and seven 
priceless student interns.

Even though we have not 
printed New Times since May, 
we have been busy with the 
development of our website:  
www.newtimes.dk. Early in 2007, 
we ran out of funding, so we 
turned to the Internet to keep the 
New Times spirit alive and our 

readers informed of human rights 
and asylum issues in Denmark. 
We were fortunate to have Reza, 
an asylum seeker skilled in infor-
mation technology, design the site 
for us as part of his want2work 
education. Though it has been a 
challenge coming to terms with 
the “ins and outs” web design, 
we have persevered, and manage 
update our site on a weekly basis 
with articles, news, links to part-
ner organizations and forthcoming 
events.

inside issue #72
This month we look at Projekt 
Fokus, a project implemented in 
Kongelunden asylum centre by the 
Danish Red Cross. The initiative 
had a strong participatory focus, 
which combined rights based 
approaches with empowerment and 
social elements. 

The overall purpose of the 

project was to give power and con-
fidence back to the residents of 
Kongelunden, a centre for families 
and lonely individuals who suffer 
from some form of physical or men-
tal illness. From centre events to 
fishing trips, and the redecoration 
of rooms to the artistic growth of 
children, we provide a commentary 
on the highs and lows of the Konge-
lunden project.

Outside support
Additionally, we have been busy 
gathering moral support for the 
work New Times is carrying out. 
We have the backing of established 
NGOs such as Refugees United 
and the Danish chapter of Amnesty 
International. If you are interested 
in being a supporter, we welcome, 
moral, financial and material assist-
ance; so please do not hesitate to 
get in touch via email, by phone 
or in person!

celebrity interviews
We also had the privilege of speak-
ing with well-known members of 
Danish society: Lars Mikkelsen, 
Jacob Holdt and Mads Mikkelsen, 
who all provided their thoughts on 
the asylum/immigration debate. 
Full interviews in video format, as 
well as, full versions of some of 
the articles from this issue will be 
made available on the New Times 
website.

Before we sign off, we would 
like to thank Ole Jeppesen for his 
timely feedback throughout the pro-
duction process.

We hope that you enjoy this 
issue. Once you are finished with 
this copy, please pass it along to 
someone else to help us extend our 
readership.

All the best for 2008!
Team New Times
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iNTO FOkus

By Kasper Koch,  
Project Coordinator, Projekt Fokus

In 2006 a want2work initiative 
aimed at developing learning 
approaches for traumatized asylum 
seekers ended. A large number of 
asylum seekers had benefited but 
one of the target groups - fami-
lies in Centre Kongelunden - had 
not participated. An abundance of 
experience and good practice had 
been developed and it was decided 
to seek funding to develop a project 
that could apply these experiences 
and good practices in Kongelun-
den. 

Supporting family relationships 
and helping families to build a posi-
tive identity was put into focus and 
lead to the establishment of Projekt 
Fokus.

what is Projekt Fokus?
The overall aim of the project has 
been to support a process of improv-
ing the quality of daily life for the 
residents of Centre Kongelunden. 

The project targeted the families 
at several levels including: chil-
dren, parents and the family unit. 
The primary assumption was that 
by taking a holistic approach posi-
tive developments could be made 
despite the insecurity inherent in 
being an asylum seeker. 

A range of activities were estab-

lished: discussion meetings with 
parents regarding family issues; 
computer, sewing and woodwork 
workshops for both children and 
adults to develop practical skills; 
educational and cultural activities 
in and outside the centre so people 
could share interesting experiences 
and develop a positive family and 
community identity.

To ensure the sustainability of the 
project, training was arranged for 
staff in the methods and approaches 
developed.

empowerment - a key element 
The asylum phase bears with it 
the risk of becoming passive, but 
no matter whether the future holds 
repatriation or a residence permit, 
passivity is not a viable option. 
Empowerment is about supporting 
each individual so she/he can real-
ize their potential and resources and 
encompasses a sustainability per-
spective: “Don’t give the man a fish 
- teach him how to catch one.” 

Experience with the families 
in Kongelunden has shown that 
empowerment processes can be 
initiated if focus is put both on the 
individual and the community/con-
text while ensuring that sufficient 
time and space is dedicated to the 
process. 

Over time the project allowed 
families to rediscover their resourc-

es and have positive experiences. 
Openness, availability, entrepre-
neurship and valuing cultural differ-
ences have been integral elements 
in Project Fokus’ approach. At the 
same time the individual perspec-
tives, problems, wishes and needs 
of the families have been met by 
working carefully on building face-
to face and heart-to-heart relation-
ships. 

Outcomes
During the project some 30 families 
have participated in project activi-
ties. According to their feedback, 
the participation has helped to 
improve parent-child relationships.

Ten parents, who rarely left their 
rooms, now participate in activities 
to the extent that they are able. 

More than 20 discussion meet-
ings have been arranged. They have 
covered a range of family-related 
issues with increasing success as 
indicated by the steadily rising 
attendance. 

Eight cultural events in the cen-
tre (so-called foRum events) have 
been arranged by Project Fokus 
whereby music, theatre and art have 
been introduced to the everyday 
lives of all the residents in Centre 
Kongelunden. 

Ten families received resi-
dence permits during the project 
period and participated in specially 

arranged integration-focused dis-
cussion meetings. Their feedback 
has been that the meetings served 
to ease the transition phase from 
centre to municipality.

At the end of the project period, 
6 participants who had previously 
not wished to leave the centre for 
education etc. have now signed up 
for studies in the Red Cross House 
in Copenhagen.

n Projekt Fokus was funded 
by the Egmont Foundation, Oak 
Foundation and the Ministry of 
Refugee, Immigration and Inte-
gration Affairs.

FacTs:
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LiFe iN  
kONgeLuNdeN:  

Three  
POrTraiTs

Bachera, an asylum seeker from 
Baghdad, Iraq, has been in Den-
mark for 8 years. She has five chil-
dren, a daughter, Sarah aged 20, 
another daughter, Marium aged 14, 
a boy Hamza, aged 12, a girl, Mina, 
aged 11 and the youngest, Howra 

aged 6 who was born in Denmark. 
Bachera’s husband has residence 
and lives in Odense. Bachera’s asy-
lum case is complicated by the fact 
that she is the second wife.

Bachera is almost blind; out-
side she uses her walking stick to 
get around.  Bachera’s daughter, 
Sarah received asylum about a year 
ago and when her 12 year-old ill 
son, Hamza, was granted asylum 
in October 2007 the authorities 
wanted him to live his father in 
Odense. However, Hamza is very 
attached to his mother and did not 
want to live with his father. Fortu-
nately, as a result of public outrage 
and media coverage of his case 
and the great risk that he would 
commit suicide, Hamza is to be 
allowed to stay with his mother in 
the asylum camp. 

how Projekt Fokus helped 
bachera’s children

Unfortunately, Bachera did not partic-
ipate in any activities herself because 
of her bad eyesight and because she 
has to look after Hamza.

To help ease Bachera’s difficul-
ties and to connect with the chil-
dren, Projekt Fokus has gotten her 
two daughters active and involved 
in some of the project activities 
like the trip to Tivoli where they 
enjoyed themselves, playing and 
laughing like children should. 
“Generally,” Bachera says, “my 
children are happy when they leave 
the centre to participate in Projekt 
Fokus activities. Though, when 
they come back to the centre, they 
become sad.” Thus, although they 
get occasional joy from taking part 
in fun activities, it hasn’t had a deep 
impact on them. 

Walid is the third resident that New 
Times interviewed. He was born 
in Mousil, Iraq in 1968. He came 
to Denmark in 2001. He is mar-
ried with four children, the oldest 
is now 17 and the youngest eight. 
His wife and children are refugees 
in Syria, while Walid lives alone in 
Kongelunden. 

Life is difficult for Walid in Cen-
tre Kongelunden and he said, “I feel 

like I am in prison because the pocket 
money is too little and I can’t go out 
to enjoy myself or go to the cinema, 
also I smoke one pack of cigarettes 
a day which costs 23.5 kr.” Walid 
continued, “My health is not good, I 
lack sleep, I feel tired and have pains 
in my body. I receive psychological 
treatment; I have been visiting a 
psychiatrist monthly for the last four 
years. My medication consists of 
sleeping pills, anti-depressants, and 
pain killers”. 

Walid did not get involved in 
any of the Projekt Fokus activities. 
“I did not participate in the activities 
because of my mental and physical 
condition. My future in this country 
in unknown and dark,” he said.

What Walid really needs is not 
pills and physiotherapy but security, 
the right to a normal life so he can 
take control of his life and look 
after his family, which is what a 

residence permit would give him. 
Neither Projekt Fokus nor anyone 
at Kongelunden can give him any 
of those things; in the meantime 
the staff at the centre and on Projekt 
Fokus go on trying to find some 
way to help him to feel stronger in 
his difficult situation. New Times 
asked him if anything would light-
en his days. “No,” he answered 
“because I don’t like to mix with 
people because of my mental and 
physical condition.”

bachera’s disappointments
kongelunden is a centre mainly reserved 

for mentally ill people. Visitors immediately 

notice the atmosphere; there is a low level of 

activity and a general lack of energy which 

makes it a difficult place for the residents to 

find inspiration and meaning in life.

Projekt Fokus made attempts to get people 

active, communicating and giving them a 

sense of self-confidence. To get an idea of the 

challenges that residents face in the centre 

and their thoughts on Projekt Fokus, New 

Times asked three residents about the effect 

Projekt Fokus has had on their lives. 

Shirin, from Iran, has lived in Den-
mark for four years. She thinks it 
is a good country, but that it is not 
good for asylum seekers because 
it is difficult to get residence and 
she received her final rejection two 
years ago.  “Now I am just wait-
ing,” she said.

“My husband, he has all of his 
medical records and papers from 
our country saying that he is sick. 

My son has asthma, but having 
asthma is not enough to get asylum. 
I don’t know what is important for 
this country.  I cannot go back to 
Iran. If we go back, my husband 
will go directly to jail,” explained 
Shirin.

Shirin’s son Nima is 7 years 
old and cries often.  He is a smart 

young boy, but he is nervous and 
depressed because he lacks friends. 
He likes school but it is a long 
way away. Many of his friends who 
used to live in the centre have got 
asylum and have moved away, but 
Nima and his family have not.  In 
the past four years the family has 
moved many times between differ-
ent centres in Denmark including 
Hanstholm, in Jutland, Skibby and 

Kongelunden.
“I want to finish this life I have. 

In the morning I wake up and cry,” 
said Shirin, and added, “my family’s 
prospects for the future are bleak.”

The whole family lives in two 
small rooms. Shirin explains, “my 
husband stays in one room and me 
and my son are in another, so it is 

not easy for my husband to talk 
with us.  This life is very bad.  My 
husband is nervous.  For two years, 
I have lived on 750 Kr per week. 
My son does not believe that there 
is a God because no one helps us,” 
Shirin sighs, “his father takes medi-
cine and he sleeps all of the time, 
this is not good for my son.  In Iran 
I went to University and studied 
Industrial Management, and now 
four years later I am sick.  All of us 
are on medicine.”

slowly taking back control
Despite the difficulty of Shirin’s 
experience, there have been some 
positive steps for her and her fam-
ily. Shirin’s family was one of those 
whose rooms were renovated. She 
also took part in some of the travel 
excursions to experience life out-
side the centre; last month, she went 
on the fishing trip on MS Øby. 
Nima also went on the trip and 
had a great time bundled up in his 
orange life-jacket. 

Shirin feels that the events that 
Projekt Fokus have planned have 
a positive impact on her and on 
some of the Kongelunden residents. 
“These activities have helped to 
improve my well-being and that 
of my family. The best change has 
been to help asylum seekers feel 
positive and happier,” concluded 
Shirin.

shirin speaksout Trying to reach walid
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when injustice occurs, sometimes it takes a strong voice, a loud voice or a persistent voice 

to speak up and make a difference; helping to put the wheels of social change in motion. 

in other cases, when drawn-out and complicated cases of discrimination arise, it takes a 

popular voice to speak up for the most vulnerable people in our societies. 

Team New Times had the opportunity to speak with photographer Jacob holdt, actor/director 

Lars mikkelsen and film star, turned Refugees United ambassador, mads mikkelsen on the 

issues of asylum, racism and immigration in denmark. 

Now that they have raised their voices, we hope that you will too.

JacOb hOLdT
OcTOber 2007
mr. hOLdT’s hOme, ØsTerbrO cPh
QuesTiONs aNd iNTerView by makmOud

Team New Times: It seems that, 
in the past, Danes have been very 
open minded and liberal regard-
ing their views on equality and 
human rights, but over time this 
has changed. Do you think there 
has been a shift in social con-
science and, if so, why are Danes 
feeling more fear towards immi-
grants and refugees?

Jacob Holdt:  I wonder sometimes 
about how open we ever were. It is 
easy to be open-minded in a coun-
try when there weren’t very many 
immigrants to begin with. 

In the late 1970s there were 
many foreign workers who came 
and that caused a gradual change 
and shift in Danish society, which 
intensified in the 1980s. There 
were conflicts even at this time 
when we felt we were a very open 
society; accepting of everyone. 
These conflicts intensified further 
in the mid-late 1980s as unem-
ployment rose and people became 
more disgruntled.

What is noticeable in today’s 
Danish society is that labelling has 
become more common, and how 
people are labelled has changed 
over time. Muslims, both inside 
and outside Denmark, are used as 
scapegoats and the rhetoric of the 
“Muslim criminal” is created. 

There has also been a growth 
of parallel societies where immi-
grants congregate in ghettos and 
are poorly integrated. This is 
a recipe for higher crime rates 
because marginalized people are 
more prone to commit violent 
acts. Yes, racism in Denmark 
has intensified, but people don’t 
allow themselves to see that. They 
believe it is something that has 
happened in the United States or 

South Africa, but not here. 

TNT: Do you think the issue of 
racism is something that will have 
to play itself out in Danish society 
or is there another solution to the 
problem?
JH: The situation [of discrimina-
tion/racism against foreigners] will 
have to play itself out over time. 
There is a need for workers, educat-
ed and uneducated, in this country 

so the tone of many far right parties 
has soften eventually. Also, the guilt 
factor will sooner or later play a role 
in social change as people cannot 
go on hating another. The collective 
guilt that a society feels in how they 
treat minorities eventually catches 
up with them.

Basically, Danes need to open 
up their homes to foreigners. 
Immigrants that have done well in 
Danish society have been the ones 

that have managed to forge ties 
with Danish families and friends. 
Integration works in two ways 
where immigrants have to work 
to integrate into society, but the 
citizens have to open up to them 
and help them integrate.

TNT: At New Times, we try to 
write stories in the most objective 
way; however, people seem to get 
tired of hearing the same thing. 
What tips do you have for us to 
engage people without making 
them “switch off”?
JH: To be honest, asylum seekers 
really don’t really have much of a 
chance to change people’s minds. 
Change has to come from within 
Danish society, especially as poli-
ticians are keen on keeping their 
votes and staying power. It has to 
come from Danish writers, media, 
celebrities and politicians because 
you listen to your own.

What will have an impact is 
bad publicity in other countries 
about the situation in Denmark. 
A bad reflection of Denmark on 
the international stage wounds the 
Danish ego. 

In the end though, having a 
voice for asylum seekers is impor-
tant as it makes people aware of 
the situation and how government 
policies have an adverse effect on 
immigrants in Danish society.
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By Hashan

Asylum seekers come from differ-
ent parts of the world; yet, when 
they arrive in Denmark, they end 
up living in centres that are all 
very similar. They are people from 
different climates and surround-
ings but now they are here, living 
in similar situations, with limited 
choices.

a haven of peace and tranquillity
Kongelunden Centre is situated 
on the island of Amager just a 15 
minute drive away from the centre 
of Copenhagen. It is surrounded by 
the sea and has a nice, calm forest 
with beautiful singing birds.  This 
area is especially beautiful because 
of the many flora and fauna that can 
be found.  

Because asylum seekers in the 
centres live so close to the beach, 
they can also visit the wide expanse 
of sand to relax, to think about 
the future and to forget about bad 
memories that have been carried 
with them from the past. 

Living on a tight budget
To get outside of Kongelunden all 
one needs to do is find a bike to 
make the short ride on the cycle 
path to Ørestad or, for those with 
a bit more stamina, even to central 
Copenhagen. Travelling by bus or 
train normally costs a lot of money 
for an asylum seeker and to save 
money, riding a bike is useful. 

Another way of saving money 
is to look for edible foods hidden 
in the forest. People can collect 
mushrooms and wild berries from 
the forest or go to the Dragør fish 
market to buy fish for a cheap price. 
These kinds of activities help asy-
lum seekers find an alternative way 
to care for themselves and empow-
ers them to not only rely on pocket 
money and the centre for care; but, 
also showing them that the environ-
ment around Kongelunden can be a 
good source of basic needs.

 To explain more about the 
activities available to asylum seek-
ers living in Kongelunden centre, 
I met with Margit, a local resident 
who has lived in Kongelunden for 
more than 25 years and a Projekt 
Fokus staff member. I asked her 
how life in the centre is connected 
to the nature and she explained how 
many activities involve urging resi-
dents at the centre to take advantage 
of the surrounding environment of 
Kongelunden. 

Out and about
One activity Margit organizes 

is getting groups of asylum seekers 
together to take walks in the forest 
as “walking is good for health,” 
she explained. Since many of the 
residents at Kongelunden are either 
members of a family or have some 
kind of mental illness, it is important 
to keep people physically active, 

which helps them take their minds 
off of their everyday troubles. 

During their stroll in the woods, 
Margit helps the Kongelunden resi-
dents collect berries, which are used 
to make juice and jam for use in the 
winter. This is useful for the asylum 
seekers as they don’t need to buy 
such things with the little pocket 
money they have.

It is only a few kilometers to 
Dragør fishing harbour, where Mar-
git arranges trips to the fishing mar-
ket. “Buying fish directly from the 
fishermen is cheaper than buying it 
from the fish stall, especially when 
you work as a team and buy a lot 
of fish at once,” Margit explains. 
Because buying in large quantities 
drives down the price of the fish, 
organizing a group is beneficial for 
the asylum seekers.

 
adding quality to daily life

Margit does not think only about 
the financial benefits for the asy-
lum seekers, but she also thinks 
about how to share knowledge with 
them about having inner relaxation. 
Under Projekt Fokus she runs a 
women’s group where she helps 
them alleviate their stress in day-
to-day life. “Living as an asylum 
seeker is not easy; it’s a stressful 
life. Especially because we deal 
with the uncertain future of one’s 
family, we need to relax,” one of 
the women in Margit’s class says. 
Margit uses new age music to prac-
tice meditation with Kongelunden 
residents, to help them relax their 
minds. 

Along with the stress classes 
and visits to the forest and markets, 
Margit also visits the families and 
helps them decorate their rooms. 
Because she has lived in Amager 
for so long, she is able to build the 

PLaNTiNg The seeds FOr 
PersONaL grOwTh how the surrounding environment impacts 

the residents of centre kongelunden

bridge to the surrounding environ-
ment and all the asylum seekers 
benefit from it.

 Overall, Centre Kongelun-
den is a place where the asylum 
seekers can become more famil-
iar with nature. If the communities 
of Kongelunden, asylum seekers 
and local Danes can get together 
to enjoy the surrounding environ-
ment more, then maybe a general 
public could be cultivated with 
better cross-cultural understand-
ing and more positive experiences. 
Nevertheless, as long as people like 
Margit, continue to contribute to 
this bridge-building, everyone will 
certainly benefit.  
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yOuNg 
arTisTs 
FLy Free

abbas alkadhim, a professional artist, is helping the children’s imaginations to fly free, away 

from the stresses of their daily lives in the centres.

Living a normal life
Abbas’ professional education and 
experience has equipped him with 
the skills and insights that enable 
him to tap into each child’s indi-
vidual personality in special ways 
and give them the ability to express 
themselves. Through the opportu-
nity of working at Kongelunden 
Centre, he has been able to pursue 
these methods and techniques. The 
purpose of his work at the cen-
tre is to facilitate the development 
of the personalities of the children 

and enable them to get involved 
with the special projects he has cre-
ated. These children spend a long 
time away from a normal life and 
these special projects assist them to 
communicate their emotions and to 
escape their suffering for a while.

He spent his first weeks at 
Kongelunden exploring the centre 
and surroundings to get to know 
what life was like there so he could 
develop a framework for his work. 

The importance  
of positive surroundings

New Times went on a tour through 
the centre with Abbas who opened 

our eyes to the importance of hav-
ing positive surroundings in order 
to feel happy and secure. For exam-
ple, he drew our attention to some 
of the pictures hanging on the walls 
around the centre. In one particular 
corridor, there was a series of about 
12 pictures, each with a dark brown 
or black background and a wild 
animal leaping out of the frame. 
These were both gloomy and scary. 
Some of the corridors have tiled 
floors, such as those in hospitals 
and institutions. “This environment 
does not assist the suffering asylum 
seekers, who have nowhere else 
to go, to feel positive emotions,” 
explains Abbas.

birds as symbols of freedom
”Art is not created only by artists, 
but is also in nature, a pregnant art 
[nature is bursting with creativity]. 
Art is also inside each child and needs 
to be drawn out. This is what I focus 
on in all practical ways to highlight 
the child’s personality,” says Abbas. 
He uses the beauty of the nature sur-
rounding the centre to inspire the 
residents. When he was shown the 
room that he was to be teaching the 
art class in, he suggested using a 
larger, more open space with large 
windows to let in the sunlight and 
open the children’s eyes to the green 
courtyard. This would encourage the 
young artists to look out into nature 
and their surroundings, to be drawn 
out of the negative trapped feeling of 
being inside the centre. He has plans 
to paint a mural on the wall opposite 
the studio, so when the children look 
through the windows they will see 
nature and colors. He will also erect 
a tall pole with nesting boxes. “Birds 
are a symbol of freedom, and their 
movement catches our attention, and 
causes people to look outwards,” he 
explains.

Abbas is very interested in art 
from all cultures and tries to be 

familiar with a large variety of 
them because of their benefit to 
the children of asylum seekers who 
come from different countries with 
a diversity of customs, cultures, 
and art techniques. “I am trying 
to put these activities within the 
reach of each child so that they 
grow up aware of each other’s cul-
tures. There are no geographical 
borders between artists of different 
cultures,” states Abbas.

sharing diverse  
cultures eases pressures

Abbas, with his pioneering techni-
cal experience, knows how impor-
tant it is to work with the children 
of asylum seekers through group 
activities. The group environment 
helps alleviate the pressure and 
feelings of sadness. Abbas talks 
about creative project ideas with 
the children to help them share 
their pasts and cultures. He makes 
groups of children from different 
cultural backgrounds and gets them 
to talk with each other about their 
traditions and ways of life.

Faraz lives in Kongelunden cen-
tre and participates in the studio 
with Abbas. In an interview with 
this joyful teenager, he described 
his time in the studio. “I am partici-
pating in activities and paint many 
pictures. I have participated in trips 
and tours organized for us. I feel 
joyful and delighted when I am in 
the studio or going to exhibitions. 
These things help me to forget I am 
one of the sons of rejected asylum 
seekers and therefore not allowed to 
live like other children.”

Meer, 8 years old, expresses his 
love for painting. ”I feel happy and 
entertained when I am holding a 
brush and mixing colors. I don’t 
think I will be an artist in the future, 
but when it is time to go to the stu-
dio or on a visit to a museum or any 
other trip, I am always excited.”

The house artist Programme 

The House Artist Programme is 
an initiative supported by The 
Danish Arts Council. The aim of 
the programme is to promote 
children’s and young people’s 
experience of art and the artis-
tic process. All schools and 
educational institutions can 
apply. At Centre Kongelunden 
the programme will involve 
both the residents and staff. 
http://www.kunststyrelsen.
dk/24e51a4

FacTs:

The framework abbas alkad-
him made for his work as 
house artist.
Centre Kongelunden was origi-
nally an army barracks. The 
centre is surrounded by woods 
and the sea is only a few 
hundred metres away. This is 
the external framework which 
together with the centre’s use 
as a residence for refugees 
will be the starting point for the 
programme. 

The artist has chosen animals, 
birds and fish to be the basis 
for the artistic and educational 
approach. Birds and fish have 
an intrinsic symbolism and 
sphere of life in relation to the 
nature around the centre and 
they can connect with the 
residents’ fantasy and longing 
for artistic expression. Over 
and above fish and bird motifs 
the artist will work with simple 
poems in various languages 
that will form part of the pic-
tures.

FacTs:By Jawad

Abbas Alkadhim is a painter, instal-
lation artist and sculptor, educated 
in Baghdad, Rome, and Copenha-
gen. He is currently working in 
Kongelunden Asylum Centre and 
is involved with Projekt Fokus, 
which aims to empower and sup-
port individual and family asylum 
seekers. Projekt Fokus’ main goal 
is to decrease the suffering, loneli-
ness, and depression that is com-
mon among them.
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ParTiciPaTiON is shariNg
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emPOwermeNT is LOVe iN acTiON
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FishiNg as a way OF 
”LeTTiNg gO”
A review by Lancine   
Translation by JoAnna  

On Monday, October 15, 2007, I 
was aboard a fishing boat drifting 
in the Baltic Sea. Taking advantage 
of a trip organized by the Projekt 
Fokus group, people from the dif-
ferent asylum camps surrounding 
Copenhagen came together for a 
unique experience. Residents from 

Kongelunden, in particular, were 
the main participants as this camp 
houses many people with mental ill-
nesses and those who are in a state 
of general distress. 

The people on board the ship 
were a mix of men, women and 
children armed with jovial attitudes 
and their trusty rods ready for a 
trip at sea to catch all the fish they 
could. The joy and excitement seen 
on the faces of the small children 
was especially noticeable, their eyes 
wide with anticipation. 

We were fortunate as on this 
particular day the sun came out for 
a rendezvous with us. The tempera-
ture was quite warm as we sailed on 
relatively calm waters and looked 
out towards the horizon as far as the 
eye could see.

The organizers of this day made 
sure everything was in place so the 

“fishermen” had a great time. The 
general feeling, the camaraderie, 
the joy and the spirit of the team 
on board MS Øby was evident. 
Once the ship set sail, people were 
constantly in movement, as each 
looked for fish to catch during the 
journey, especially when the captain 
sent out one of his many alerts.  

Despite the enjoyment of the 
day, there were some setbacks to the 
journey. During the day, seasickness 
affected some of us taking part in 
the fishing trip – myself included! 
I had to take a rest now and then in 
the cabin below to stop the nausea 
from overwhelming me. 

In addition, on the day we set 
sail, there were not many fish to be 
caught, and the few fish that were 
reeled in were too small for eating. 
It may have been due to the weather 
conditions on that day, but it was 
difficult for many of the inexperi-
enced fishermen to catch much of 
anything.

Despite the low points, as a 

whole, it was a great experience 
and time passed quickly without 
any problems, delays or grievances. 
After a day out at sea, the group 
returned to shore in the late after-
noon refreshed and in good spirits.

Team New Times was fortunate 
to have the chance to take part in 
this outing to see how these types 
of activities are profitable and nec-
essary for asylum seekers living 
in Denmark. Excursions like these 
help to relieve the stress and anxiety 
that many people feel after living 
in the camps over long periods of 
time, and can give individuals a 
sense of community and self-worth 
that is necessary in a person’s life.
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advisers at dansk Flygtningehjælp answer your questions about asylum and the law

LEGALLETTERS have any questions?

Write to: 
n New Times
c/o Red Cross House
H. C. Ørstedsvej 47,
1879 Frederiksberg C

Or email us at: newtimesdk@
gmail.com

Please feel free to ask your 
questions anonymously.

You can also contact:
n dansk Flygtningehjælp
Legal Councelling Unit
Asylum Department
Borgergade 10
Postbox 53
1002 København K

www.flygtingehjælp.dk
Email: advice@drc.dk

Free legal counselling for asy-
lum seekers every Wednesday 
from 13:00 – 15:00
You need to present your ques-
tions in Danish or English.

ask us

I am a rejected asylum 
seeker, am I therefore an 
illegal immigrant? 

A more complex question than 
it appears! Most times an ille-
gal immigrant is defined as; “A 
person who enters and lives in a 
country in violation of that coun-
try's laws”. A rejected asylum 
seeker did not necessarily enter 
the country in violation of the 
law; he might have had a visa or 
another kind of residence permit 
when crossing the border. And 
even if he did not enter the coun-
try legally the Refugee Conven-
tion art. 31 would most likely 
prohibit punishment of his illegal 
entry. On the other hand if a per-
son after having his asylum case 
rejected and for no valid reason 
stays in the country, he can be said 
to live in the country in violation 
of the laws of the country. So the 
question is whether or not this fact 

alone is enough to categorize him 
as an illegal immigrant. I would 
prefer to just call him a rejected 
asylum seeker. 

I am considering sign-
ing up for the new pro-
gramme of education and 
training for rejected Iraqi 
asylum seekers, but first I 
must sign that I agree to 
be repatriated when the 
training is ended.  There 
is a "get-out" clause 
allowing me to change 
my mind about going 
home at any time. What 
safeguards are there 
that the "get-out" clause 
remains valid?

The safeguards of the “get-out” 
clause are linked to the lacking 
possibility to carry out forceful 
returns to Iraq. In that case it is 

possible to refuse to participate in 
the return and stay in Denmark. 
According to the programme it is 
not possible to change ones mind 
more than once. If you drop out of 
the programme, you will loose the 
financial return assistance.

On 23rd October the 
government announced 
that rejected asylum 
seeker families may live 
outside the centres so 
that the children may 
have a more normal life. 
Will all members of my 
family be able to live 
outside the centre? One 
of my children is over 18 
years old and the others 
are under 18.

The Ministry of Integration 
informs that the proposal that 
rejected asylum seekers should be 

allowed to live outside the asylum 
centres only applies to families 
with minor children, i.e. below 
the age of 18. It is a criterion that 
the family has lived in Denmark 
for several years and comes from 
a country to which the family 
cannot be forcefully deported at 
the moment.
 
At the time of going to print, 
further criteria have, according to 
the Ministry, not yet been defined. 
It is therefore not possible to 
answer your question on whether 
all members of a family with chil-
dren above and below the age of 
18 would be able to live outside 
the centres.

TO be seeN, TO be meT 
aNd LisTeNed TO

an interview with psychologist hanne hæsum

By Patricia 

Hanne is a psychologist who works 
at centre Kongelunden and she 
talked with New Times about her 
work with Projekt Fokus.

When Projekt Fokus first started 
up it was extremely difficult to get 
the residents to take an interest, let 
alone participate, in any activities. 
The first step had to be to get the 
people to come out of their rooms 
so Projekt Fokus tried to organise 
informal, ‘hygge’ meetings, but no 
one came. 

“The asylum seekers were not 
interested in coming to cosy, ‘let’s 

have a chat’ meeting,” says Hanne. 
She continues, “they wanted serious 
offers and to get something out of 
coming.”

Tailor-made theme meetings 
Thus Hanne and her co-worker 
Lisbeth came up with the idea of 
holding tailor-made ‘theme meet-
ings’ where issues of concern to the 
asylum seekers could be discussed. 
“We put topics such as ‘how can I 
help my child to cope with stress’, 
’why do Danes teach children to 
take responsibility at a very early 
age’, ‘what is trauma and how can 
I live with it’ and ‘how to cope 

with conflicts’ on 
the agenda,” says 
Hanne. 

The meetings 
always started with 
a lively, open discus-
sion. “It was neces-
sary for people to 
vent their worries 
and to pour out their 
frustrations before 
they could relax and 
we could get on with 
the theme of the 
meeting,” explains 
Hanne. Being in a 
supportive group 
helped people to 
break through their 
feelings of isolation 

and raw emotion, as co-worker Lis-
beth put it, “the most important 
thing is ‘to say it’, to have a room, 
time and somebody who will listen 
and who you can show your emo-
tional state to.” 

using the reminiscence method
The theme meetings were not always 
based on information exchange and 
discussion, sometimes Lisbeth used 
the reminiscence method, a method 
developed originally for the rehabil-
itation of dementia patients. Using 
pictures and simple questions such 
as ‘what was your favourite meal as 
a child?’ Lisbeth encouraged people 
to remember themselves as they 
once were - strong individuals who 
had had jobs, friends and control 
over their lives. In this way, by 
tapping into their positive memo-
ries and resources, she helped the 
residents cope with their present 
problems and to develop visions 
for the future.

Hanne says that, in general, the 
theme meetings have been a suc-
cess. ”People came regularly. If 
they had a doctor’s appointment, 
then they came late, but they came 
- it shows that they got something 
out of the meetings.” 

useful knowledge
Working on Projekt Fokus helped 
Hanne in her position as psycholo-

gist, “I learned to get to know the 
parents in new ways and I learned 
things about their children’s back-
ground that I then could use in the 
one-to-one consultations. Further-
more, the project has shown me yet 
again how important it is to show 
people respect, personally I got 
greater insights into how much we 
don’t know about what immigrants 
don’t know.”

According to Hanne, there is a 
lot of knowledge that Projekt Fokus 
has gathered that could be useful 
to Danish local authorities in their 
integration work. “We have a lot 
of knowledge about how to build 
bridges that we could share with 
the kommune. There is just so much 
that immigrants don’t understand 
about why Danes do the things that 
they do,” concludes Hanne.
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shariNg The weaLTh
The aPPLicabiLiTy OF PrOJekT FOkus iN  
asyLum ceNTres acrOss deNmark

By JoAnna  

There has been circus fanfare and 
nature trekking, art therapy and 
room revamping. All these activi-
ties have taken place at Konge-
lunden and they are indicators that 
in only 16 months, the centre has 
undergone a genuine change. Yet, 
as Projekt Fokus comes to a close, 
a valuable opportunity arises for 
those involved in the Red Cross ini-
tiative to take a step back and look 
critically at the project in order to 
reflect on the successes and failures 
that Projekt Fokus has faced during 
its short life. 

The good:  
the successes of Projekt Fokus

After spending time at Kongelun-
den, one can see that the project 
was successful on many levels. The 
initiatives Projekt Fokus executed 
helped unite and bring together a 
previously fractured community 

and provided tools that allowed for 
stronger social connections to be 
made. 

Everyone had an opportunity to 
become involved in the project’s 
activities, and a safe space was cre-
ated where people could interact on 
an equal level, thereby closing the 
gap between staff and the asylum 
seekers. “Regarding the elements 
of mutual respect and camaraderie, 
Projekt Fokus has fulfilled its social 
aims,” says Felix Becker, a staff 
member directly involved in Fokus 
activities.

 “Together, the individual and 
collective approaches we used 
have helped Projekt Fokus cover 
both the asylum seekers and staff’s 
basic needs to improve the qual-
ity of everyday life in the centre,” 
explains Kasper Koch, Coordina-
tor for Projekt Fokus, “this balance 

is especially important given the 
instability and uncertainty of life 
in a centre.”

It was the creation of balance 
in Kongelunden that proved to be 
one of the project’s greatest suc-
cesses. During Fokus’ run, staff 
adapted to the changing conditions 
in the centre, as well as, shifting 
Danish politics, to re-work project 
development so the needs of both 
Kongelunden residents and staff 
were catered to.

The bad:  
problems with Projekt Fokus

Despite the achievements of Pro-
jekt Fokus, there were problems 
during the project’s 16 month run 
that should be analysed prior to its 
replication in other centres. 

Before going into detail, it must 
be stated that many of the prob-
lems arose because of the endemic 
instability of asylum work. Asylum 
seekers come and go: some are 

deported; some are moved to dif-
ferent asylum centres, while others 
get residence permits. Meanwhile, 
government policies change and the 
centre staff have to adapt accord-
ingly. Additionally, projects come 
with budgets and extra personnel 
– many of which are part-time, 
therefore causing difficulties in 
communication and coordination. 
Consequently, long term planning 
and care is extremely difficult, as 
recounted by a staff member, “we 
navigate through chaos, but most of 
the time we are just carrying out an 
exercise in damage limitation.” 

One critical setback, voiced by 
those involved in Projekt Fokus, 
was the poor initial planning that 
involved little consultation with 
staff from Kongelunden and the 
school department, as well as, 
asylum seekers at the centre. This 

meant the project initially took-off 
without uncovering the real needs 
of the residents, and their input was 
not sufficiently reflected in the pro-
posal submitted to donors. As one 
staff member dryly commented, 
“there is a long distance from the 
writing desk to the ground where 
the work is done. [...] You just can’t 
set a project up out of the blue.”

The ugly:  
the communication challenge

In addition to the problem of poor 
planning, there was the dilemma 
of “communication meltdown” and 
lack of knowledge sharing between 
project staff, centre personnel and 
residents. This poor communication 
had an adverse effect on project 
flow, as well as, Fokus’ final out-
puts. 

For staff, communication was 
the major problem because it result-
ed in weak coordination between 
Kongelunden’s activity timeta-
bles. Sometimes Projekt Fokus 
activities would overlap with the 
school department’s classes, which 
not only frustrated employees, 
but placed asylum seekers in the 
uncomfortable position of having to 
choose between two activities; both 
of which they may have wanted to 
partake in. 

The communication dilemma 
was further compounded by the lack 
of a “go to” person – a main contact 
for Projekt Fokus who could be in 
the office every day and through 
whom Fokus and Kongelunden 
staff could communicate. Felix 
elaborates on this point, “Com-
munication is needed beforehand. 
Sharing papers and documents is 
not enough. As an employee you 
need time to find out what is going 
on and you need to learn the insti-
tutional rules in advance.” 

The project should match  
the people: the applicability of 

Projekt Fokus 
There is little doubt in the minds of 
Projekt Fokus staff that the social 
elements of their work do have 
high emotional and physical value 
for asylum seekers, and despite the 
challenges Projekt Fokus faced, 
it remains an initiative with the 
potential to roll-out elsewhere. 
Many project and centre staff agree 
that implementing a similar project 
– with a longer-term framework 
– has the capacity to improve equal-
ity, social interaction and empower-
ment in other centres.

However, in order to prevent the 
problems experienced at Konge-
lunden from bogging down new 
initiatives in other centres, several 
things need to be taken into con-
sideration.

A longer, in-depth preparation 

phase of the project should be high 
on the list for planners, as ample 
time is necessary to find out what 
the priorities are for both the asylum 
seekers and staff in other centres. 
“Each asylum centre in Denmark 
has a different culture and these ele-
ments have to be scrutinized before 
implementing another Projekt Fokus 
somewhere else,” explains Kasper, 
“an analysis should be made of 
what residents and staff really need 
and want out of a similar project, in 
order to reach the different groups 
of people.”

Often the situation on the ground 
is different from that foreseen by 
project planners who have to keep 
one eye on the demands of the 
donors. Thus, project staff must be 
open to finding new ways of guid-
ing the development process and 
be prepared to override theoretical 
frameworks that may have been 
valid during planning stages, but 
which no longer apply as the project 
progresses. 

Projekt Fokus staff were suc-
cessful at adapting in this manner 
and the results were overwhelm-
ingly positive. Being open to 
change and allowing input from 
asylum seekers to become part of 
the project scheme at any time dur-
ing the development process helped 
establish bonds of trust and mutual 
respect between staff and centre 
residents.

Looking ahead
If projects similar to Fokus are to 
succeed, it must be remembered 
that no initiative will achieve what 
asylum seekers actually want, which 
is residency and the chance to start 
anew in a country that grants them a 
life of peace, stability and security. 
This should not mean, however, that 
both project staff and asylum seek-
ers give in to feelings of powerless-
ness and frustration. Though work-
ing and living in such paradoxical 
environments is by no means easy, 
it is not hopeless. 

What initiatives like Projekt 
Fokus give to the staff and residents 
who engage in project activities 
is priceless, both in monetary and 
human terms. There is substantial 
value in a project that keeps peo-
ple physically and mentally healthy 
and gives real meaning to words 
like “participation” and “empower-
ment.” 

Initiatives like Projekt Fokus 
bring people together, ease emo-
tional turmoil and awaken people’s 
desire to reclaim their lives. Despite 
the challenges of implementing a 
similar project elsewhere, this type 
of initiative should be revised, 
revamped and replicated until the 
need for such initiatives, no longer 
exists.
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mads mikkeLseN
NOVember 2007
QuesTiONs by hashaN
iNTerView FaciLiTaTed by chrisTOPher 
mikkeLseN aT reFugees uNiTed

Team New Times: How did 
you get involved with Refugees 
United? What prompted you to 
become a spokesperson for the 
organization?

Mads Mikkelsen: I had briefly met 
David and Christopher [founders 
of Refugees United] on prior occa-
sions and heard about the project. 
When they approached me to act as 
goodwill ambassador, I had already 
given thought to Refugees United and 
found the spirit of the endeavor very 
close to my heart. Anyone, I think, 
can relate to the horror and frustration 
of searching for family. Anyone with 
family or close friends can relate to 
this. Anyone can close their eyes and 
feel the pain of missing a loved one.

TNT: Have you ever had the 
chance to visit a refugee camp 
in a Third World country like 
Afghanistan, Sudan…etc? 

MM: No, unfortunately I have not, 
though I have been introduced to a 
wide range of new thoughts, and 

hence questions, through my work 
with Refugees United.

TNT: Have you been to one of 
the asylum centres in Denmark, 
like Sandholm or Kongelunden? 
If so, what is your impression of 
these centres?

MM: Not yet, though I am planning 
to go as soon as possible.

TNT: What are your thoughts 
about the “misinterpretation” of 
asylum and refugee law in Den-
mark that is put into practice 
by immigration service? (E.g. not 
issuing temporary residence per-
mits to people who have been in 
the asylum system in Denmark 
for more than 3 years). 

MM: One of the main reasons I 
found working with Refugees 
United to be important, is the com-
plete lack of politics and religion 
involved. Though we may have 
certain persuasions in private, our 
work is solely focused on help-

ing refugees reconnect with family 
members and friends they have lost 
contact with. For everything else, 
a multitude of other NGO’s and 
organizations exist.

TNT: What do you think about 
the Danish government’s initia-
tive to let families live outside the 
centres? 

MM: I am of the firm belief that 
especially children are vulnerable, 
and I strongly support any measure 
invoked to help these innocent chil-
dren to the best life possible.

TNT: What is your message to asy-
lum seekers living in Denmark?

MM: My message to asylum seek-
ers, not just in Denmark, is simple: 
Help me help you! When working 
together, nothing is impossible.

*Since this interview, Mads 
Mikkelsen and the Refugees United 
team have visited Centre Sand-
holm.

Lars mikkeLseN
NOVember 2007
baNg aNd JeNseN caFé, VesTerbrO cPh
QuesTiONs aNd iNTerView by Team New Times

Team New Times: What do you 
think about asylum seekers living 
in centers and being denied the 
right to legally work?

Lars Mikkelsen: There is no 
decency in not giving asylum seek-
ers the right to work. We have to 
pick up the pace and bring these 
people into our society no mat-
ter how long it takes, because this 
situation of keeping them in centers 
and not letting them work doesn’t 
benefit us in any way. 

TNT: In your opinion, what is the 
reason behind not granting them 
the right to work? Is it to preserve 
Danish culture?

LM: Oh no, it is futile to think there 
is such a thing as Danish culture. 
Our society is multicultural. That is 
what we have. This is it. To make 
restrictions in order to preserve this 
idea of Danish culture is stupid in 
my opinion.  

TNT: How does it make you feel 
to see your government and the 
immigration office treat asylum 
seekers this way in Denmark?

LM: It doesn’t make me feel good. 
It makes me ashamed of being a 
Dane. In the last 10 years so many 
things have happened socially and 
politically in regards to the Danish 
people and our government - who 
are predominant in causing these 
things to happen to asylum seekers. 
It doesn’t make me feel good about 
being a Dane, so shame is what 
comes to mind.

TNT: Recently, Iraqi translators 
who assisted Danish troops who 
served in Iraq have come to Den-
mark and they are being treated 
differently by the government, per-
haps will receive asylum faster than 
other Iraqi’s who have been wait-
ing years for asylum in Denmark. 
What are your thoughts about the 
differentiation of treatment?

LM: You can’t do that can you?  
Of course, the government has to 
treat these people with a certain 
respect because they promised to 
do that, which is a good thing actu-
ally, because it shows us that they, 
our government, can treat people 
respectfully and honorably.  How-
ever, for these translators to get 
asylum faster because they aided 
our government is just unfair. It’s 
treating people differently and is 
discrimination.

TNT: Do you have a message to 
the asylum seekers living in Den-
mark?

LM: I would like to say to them 
that we are not indifferent. A lot 
of people in this country have the 
correct views on this, and want to 
help, but at the moment, we are in 
the minority.  I think there are a lot 
of thoughtful people out there and 
that help is coming your way, but 
it is hard at the moment because 

of the stupidity of a certain few in 
our country.

TNT: On a final note, what do 
you think about children living in 
these centers?

LM: I think it is horrible and it 

disgusts me. I cannot verbalize it 
any more than that. It shouldn’t 
happen. We can’t do this to people. I 
feel ashamed; what more can I say? 
We have to help them out as much 
as we can.

MORAL SUPPORTERS Lars Mikkelsen – Actor/Director

Jacob Holdt – Photographer  
– www.american-pictures.com

Regina Lund – Actress/Singer 
– www.reginalund.nu

Kenneth Thordal – Singer 
– www.thordal.com

Rune Bødker – Graphic Designer 
– www.runebodker.dk

Nana Reimers – Photographer 
– www.nanareimers.dk 

Patchanka – Rock band 
– www.patchanka.dk

Cameras donated by  
Thomas Holme Pedersena, Ole Henriksen and  
Poul LaCour
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makiNg kONgeLuNdeN a PLace 
where ThiNgs haPPeN

sharing responsibilities
People share the responsibilities. 
They plan out the activities for the 
event together.  Residents from 
other centres also decide what to 
do, what to plan for the event. It 
is important that the residents like 
what the event has to offer and be 
happy. It is essential that the event 
is planned out so that everyone can 
participate. There are people from 
different religions and nationalities 
the event needs to be planned so 
that everyone feels welcome.  

coming together
The Centre staff and their families 
also come, outside of work time.  
The event allows people to not only 
do something different but also to 
have fun together at the centre.  

The cooking and eating together 
is also a very important part of the 
events. People can cook for them-
selves and some use their pocket 
money to buy ingredients. On the 
other hand, some decide to pay for 
the food, for example, an asylum 
seeker pays 10 Kr while staff or 
visitors pay 20 Kr. The time spent 
in the kitchen is memorable. There 
is great cultural exchange happen-

ing in the kitchen. People learn 
from each other, there is a lot of life 
in the kitchen when families cook 
together. As a staff member says, 
“It’s open and people eat together, 
is very important for them.” 

keeping good memories 
The events are welcomed and 
appreciated by everyone so it is a 
good time to take pictures because 
the atmosphere is so positive and 
people feel happy. The pictures hold 
the positive memories. 

Other things to do
There is a large music room stocked 
with all sorts of musical instruments 
for asylum seekers to use at any 
time. Janos is the music teacher. 
He plays the guitar but also teaches 
keyboard. It is a great resource and 
could be used more.  

Other things also happen at 
Kongelunden, for example there are 
popular summer barbeques. 

Sadly Projekt Fokus is coming 
to a close, but with the help of 
volunteers, Kongelunden remains a 
place where things happen.

all about “forum events”

a common, shared experience
The concept of “foRum events” 
is about making a space for 
people to meet and share in the 
context of a live, cultural event 
with music, performances and 
a shared meal. 

The events have taken place at 
Centre Kongelunden and peo-
ple experienced an unspoken 
awareness of sharing, commu-
nity and fellowship. The events 
were open to visitors and staff 
members, and were advertised 
in the press, as well as, on kul-
tunaut.dk on the web.

FacTs:
simplicity

Characteristic of all the events 
is a simple setting: on the floor 
there is just a coloured carpet, 
the backdrop is a simple cloth 
and there is no high electric 
amplification. The groups 
performing agreed to the chal-
lenge of giving up their normal 
procedures of having an 
elaborate stage and maximum 
amplification.
Having the public and artists 
close together has led to pre-
cious moments of spontaneous 
interaction and participation 
between the audience and per-
formers. It allows for things to 
‘happen’, and there is a syner-
getic effect; like the time when 
children formed a band and 
marched through the kitchen 
and outside singing songs and 
playing on the drums they had 
‘stolen’ from the performers. 

For more information about 
events and volunteering at 
kongelunden contact keiko, 
the Volunteer coordinator at 
35 27 96 76 or ket@redcross.dk

FacTs:
combining ‘good will’ and 
solidarity

The word, ‘asylum centre’ is 
constantly in the media and 
thus on everybody’s mind. The 
media attention has provoked 
many Danes and artists to want 
to help the asylum seekers and 
to show solidarity with them. 
“foRum events” provide a plat-
form to realize this solidarity 
through contributions of music 
and performance. 
There have been theatre 
shows by professional theatre 
and music groups for instance, 
Teatret brændende kærlighed 
with their Kongens Have show 
G.A.S; the young, upcom-
ing bands Suna, Baxtalo and 
Gulliver Garden; the Spanish 
guitarist, Kasper Søeborg; 
the new-circus show by Dax; 
Månebarnet and interactive 
performances with clowns 
from Commedia School. All 
these artists enjoyed perform-
ing at Kongelunden, and liked 
the resonance and feedback 
from the residents.

FacTs:
Volunteers hold the key to the 
future of “forum”

Using the concept of “foRum 
events” has been a way to 
introduce volunteers to the 
centre. Since the summer, a 
number of volunteers have run 
a café on Sundays. Recently a 
group of musicians got in con-
tact with this initiative and now 
they want to give concerts in 
the café every Sunday. 

FacTs:

By Salim 

The Kongelunden centre is a place 
where things happen: once a month 
there is the lively and popular 
“foRum event” where people share 
food, enjoy performances by a wide 
range of artists, and get enjoyable 
memories. There are also activities 
in the music and art rooms and sum-
mer barbeques.  

Participation
The monthly “foRum events” are 
very popular, around 40 to 60 peo-
ple attend including people from 
other asylums centres. A lot of peo-
ple want to come to the parties. 
Residents and their families and 
single residents come. People from 
the local Danish community are 
also invited. Asylum seekers at the 
centre think it is important to have 
contact with Danish people and are 
very glad when they come to visit.

As well as having visiting art-
ists, the events include dance and 
music shows by asylum seekers 
and people get to sing along. People 
come to the event to see, enjoy and 
be with people and the artists who 
come to share their talent.    
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hOme sweeT hOme
Transforming the family rooms at kongelunden centre

By Annabel and Kim 

The Projekt Fokus Room Project 
has given families a chance to fur-
nish their own rooms according to 
their personal tastes and needs. 

The beginnings
Rolf, the Director of Building and 
Services (B&S), described how the 
room project started, “I thought 
about  how much my own fam-
ily enjoys doing things together in 
the home and realized that work-
ing together to refurnish the rooms 
could be a very rewarding experi-
ence for the families at Kongelun-
den Centre. The Room Project is a 
“metaphor for deciding to do some-
thing together and doing something 
for the family.” 

The guiding principle of the 
Room Project is that the project 
belongs to the families. Rolf empha-
sized, “it's not the staff's project, 
it's their [the residents] project. 
The staff’s task was to facilitate 
the project, which involved giving 
information and guidance and tak-
ing them shopping.” 

Planning and shopping
“We began a dialogue with the 
residents about what furniture and 
décor they would like to have in 
their rooms,” Marianne Moesby, 
a B&S staff member, told New 
Times. Marianne gave the families 
an inventory list of room furnish-
ings which they used as a basis 
for discussion about the family’s 

needs.  Families also talked among 
themselves, shared ideas and rec-
ommended things they liked. 

Then they consulted various 
store catalogues and once they had 
reached a final decision, Marianne 
and her colleague, Margit, took each 
family on a shopping trip, either to 
IKEA, JYSK or another store of 
their choice. The whole family got 
to explore the store, discuss what 
they liked and disliked, pick up 
their furniture in the warehouse, and 
even grab some lunch.  Shirin, one 
of people whose rooms were reno-
vated said, “I went to IKEA with the 
project staff to choose furniture, like 
beds, tables, chairs, wallpaper and I 
also choose curtains and helped to 
fix them on the windows.”

happier families
Margit and Marianne have noticed 
significant changes in the residents. 
Margit described how “one wom-
an who used to spend all day in 
bed, now spends time fixing up 
the apartment and even invited us 
over for dinner. The children are 
also very excited about their new 
rooms and tell us about how they 
organize their toys and keep their 
dirty clothes in their new hampers,” 
added Marianne. 

The Room Project has enabled 
the residents to be more involved 
in decisions that affect their lives. 
The residents have always had to 
contribute to the process of looking 
after the centres, but now there is 
much more involvement. "Now we 

see smiling faces and nice rooms. 
People keep their rooms beauti-
fully so the waiting time is spent 
in surroundings that are nice," said 
Marianne.

spin-offs
Projekt Fokus made it possible for 
the B&S department to see their 
work within a different framework. 
“We have always tried to involve 
the residents, so it’s not new think-
ing,” explained Rolf, “but Projekt 
Fokus has given us a clearer way 
to see it.” When working on the 

Room Project, the technical staff 
could not forget that this was not 
just another room in the centre that 
they had responsibility for main-
taining. “We were always entering 
a private home; their home – not 
ours,” Rolf continued, “it felt like 
we were coming to visit and it made 
a difference to how we felt about 
knocking on the door.”  

“We feel that Projekt Fokus 
has been very beneficial for the 
residents of Kongelunden and the 
staff involved, so we have invited 
our colleagues in Sandholm and 

Avnstrup to visit us to see for them-
selves what we have been doing. 
Thus we hope that there will be 
spin-offs in other asylum camps,” 
Marianne told New Times.
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VOX POP
New Times hit the streets to interview peo-

ple about the government’s initiative to allow 

long-term asylum families to live outside the 

centres. 

we asked:

“On October 23rd, the government announced 

that asylum seeker families could now live 

outside the asylum centres. what do you 

think about the possibility for families to 

move out of the centres and live on their 

own?”

ayhan (34) 

chairman of  
mangfoldigt.dk

It’s a half-baked idea, that is, it only 

solves half of the problem. Asylum 

seekers also need to be able to work 

because at the moment they have no 

money. I can’t imagine they’d feel 

very good about living in a block 

of flats unable to meet with their 

neighbours on equal terms.

Jonna (55)
home help
I don't know what's best. It can be 

very difficult for the kids, if they 

first to get into Danish society and 

then are sent back to their home 

country. The problem will always 

exist as long as the rejected asylum 

seekers refuse to leave the country.

Jan (52)
Postman
Actually, I think they should go home after being rejected by the refugee services and council. But okay, the kids can temporarily get a better life outside of the centers.

randi (26)unemployed - on maternity leave
If an asylum seeking family's case could be processed faster then it would be good for them to get into society and have a more human everyday life. But it is a pity if they get too integrated just to be ripped out of this life again if they are sent home.

heidi (46)bartender
I think it is a good idea, especially for those whose home countries won’t accept them and are faced with living endlessly in asylum cen-tres. This is a good chance for them to lead somewhat normal lives.

Lina (26)
student
I am not sure how it would work. 

You can’t just move people out 

into society. When immigrants 

come to Denmark they get offers 

to help them integrate for three 

years. Would they provide the 

same opportunities for asylum 

families moving into apartments? 

david (32)student
It's a well known phenomenon that when you partly lock in and pacify human beings you negatively affect both the physical and psychologi-cal side of the person. This con-fined group is already forced out of their usual conditions of living, both socially and culturally, so to support and help them in the best possible way is a good idea. I think it is good for them to go through this process as human beings and families and to have the opportunity to live outside of the centers. 


