
Re fle c t ions  from  the  fie ld :  
Moving  b e yond  vu lne ra b ilit y in  Be lg iu m ’s  re ce p t ion  p olic ie s

Nicolas Van Puymbroeck – Fedasil (Research and Policy Unit)

30/09 EMN Luxembourg Conference – ‘Detecting and protecting vulnerable migrants’



Ove rvie w
1)Historical m ile stone s: targe ting vulne rab le pe rsons

2)Re se arch find ings: inflation of vulne rab ility

3)At the crossroads: p rom oting  we ll-be ing



His toric a l m ile s tone s
Targeting vulnerable persons
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Mile s tone s

1986
Opening of the first reception
centre ‘Petit Chateau’. Only
short stay in transition to
financial benefits. Medical
examination. All applicants
treated equally . 

2000
Opening of specific reception
facilities for unaccompanied
minors and persons with
medical needs requiring
specific reception
accommodation

2003-2007 
Transposition EU Directive 
2003/9/EC. Legal framework
reference to vulnerable
categories – obligatory
identification

2010
Opening of ‘Les logis de 
Louvranges ’ (Caritas 
International) for vulnerable
women

2014-2015
First conventions for specific
medical and psychological
accommodation by NGO’s

2018
Opening of arrival centre : 
systematic medical and social
screening to early identify
vulnerable persons 



Ta rg e t ing  vu lne ra b le  p e rs ons
- De fining vulne rab le targe t g roups:  unaccom panie d m inors, 

vulne rab le (sing le ) wom e n, pe rsons with spe cific m e dical or 
psycholog ical prob le m s

- Mostly in spe cific accom m odation ce ntre s

- In strong  collaboration with spe cialise d NGO-partne rs

- Proce dure s for e arly ide ntification

What future for vulnerability within reception ? 



Re s e a rc h  find ing s
Inflation of vulnerability
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Vu lne ra b ilit y in  p ra c t ic e
Experiences of daily life for residents

- 106 in-depth interviews in four reception centres

● Residents do not self- identify as vulnerable and
often have to creatively adapt their lives to meet 
reception conditions

● A range of factors related to reception facilities
and the asylum procedure are considered by
residents as harmfull to their well -being, such as 
shared rooms, waiting , uncertainty , isolation

● There is very little sense of community amongst
residents with similar profiles

● Residents often feel worse after a while in 
reception in contrast to their situation at first 
arrival

Experiences by reception workers

- 17 focus groups – 111 participants

● Vulnerability is seldom used as a category in 
daily practice as it is stigmatizing and of little
analytical use

● Vulnerability is associated to many more 
factors than those mentioned in the reception
law. For instance factors such as family 
composition , literacy , sexual orientation , 
young age, … play an equally important role

● Residents classified as belonging to the same
vulnerable category can still be extremely
different

● Vulnerability is dynamic and early
identification is often impossible



Infla t ion  of vu lne ra b ilit y 
- Vulne rab le pe rsons are  wide ly d ive rse  and group-de finitions do 

not m atch actual com ple xity

- All re side nts face  thre ats to we ll-be ing , although the de gre e m ay
vary

- Re ce p tion worke rs ne e d to re m ain atte ntive to changing ne e ds
and difficultie s ove r tim e



At  the  c ros s roa d s  
Promoting we ll-be ing
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Prom ot ing  w e ll-b e ing
- Lim itations of the targe te d approach: no furthe r e xte nsion of 

vulne rab le cate gorie s

- Ne e d for continuous m onitoring  of we ll-be ing and pre ve ntive
stre ng the ning of supportive factors and re silie nce

- Ge ne ral se nsitivity am ongst all re ce p tion worke rs, not only
spe cialise d NGO’s

- Adre ssing ne gle cte d d im e nsions of we ll-be ing , such as 
m ultilingual com m unication, accom panie d m inors and fam ily life , 
re cre ational activitie s, se nse  of be longing , partic ipation, …



Tha nk you !

Questions?
Nicolas.vanpuymbroeck@fedasil.be
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