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Young refugees as object of institutionalized exclusion
Individual and professional action strategies

Young refugees have to face more than the general challenges of migration. Due to the asylum
legislation acting as a deterrent, they have to live in Germany in a situation of extreme poverty,
exclusion and insecurity. This transitional phase at the beginning of their stay is of uncertain length,

it can last several years and end in societal inclusion or in deportation.

Younger unaccompanied minors are mostly housed and cared for in institutions of the youth
welfare service. Some of the 16 to 17 year-olds and all adults are housed in refugee camps or
homes for asylum seekers, which are often located in remote places, structurally unsound and with

critical hygienic conditions.

Refugees with uncertain residence status are threatened with punishment if they leave their
allocated place of residence (county or state). Owing to a ban on working they are obliged to live
on income support for asylum seekers (Asylbewerberleistungsgesetz), which is 35 % less than
social welfare / unemployment benefit (ALG Il), and for minors 30 % less. They sometimes receive
payment in kind, in the form of food packages or shopping coupons. They can be required to
perform work such as cleaning public places. Their access to medical and psychological treatment

is restricted.

The access to formal education for over 16-year-old depends on the goodwill of the local
authorities and can often only be achieved with a high degree of initiative on the part of the young
refugees and with professional support. The exclusion from the educational system impairs the

further professional development of the affected persons.

Social work is faced with the effects of these systematical practices of exclusion. On the individual
level, social workers play an important role in supporting young refugees in their efforts to cope
with and improve their living situation. On the societal level, the structural exclusion from
participation and citizenship, which contributes to the development of dependence on professional

support, should be critically analyzed.

The background to this lecture is a dissertation on former child soldiers. Based on biographical
interviews, the young refugees’ perception of living conditions in Germany, the resulting stresses
and their strategies for coping with them are described. This research interest developed during

professional activity as a social worker and trauma therapist in a psychosocial centre for refugees.
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