
 

Meeting Report 

 Panel “Challenges and impacts of refugee crisis for Local Governments 

in South East Europe”, Zagreb, Croatia on 2 October 2015 

The Panel “Challenges and impacts of refugee crisis for Local Governments in South East 

Europe”, organized by NALAS in Zagreb, Croatia on 2 October 2015, with the support of 

GIZ/BMZ and the SDC / Swiss Government, was a first structured attempt to respond in 

an organized way to the challenges that a number of local governments in the region of 

SEE are facing as the result of the current refugee crisis. The Panel brought together: 

mayors of the municipalities most affected by the refugee crisis, but also the 

representatives of those local governments that have passed through similar emergency 

situations and/or have provided shelter and support to refugees and migrants through a 

longer period of time. Representatives from the CEMR (Council of European 

Municipalities and Regions), from Austrian Association of Cities, from local government 

associations in the region – members of NALAS, as well as the representatives of the donor 

organizations – GIZ and SDC and experts were also participating in the Panel.1The event 

was open to the media2; a special media event was organized during the first break, with 

statements provided by NALAS Vice president (Mr. Fras) and the mayors of Kanjiza, 

Nijemci and Kutina. 

Background 

Europe and the region of SEE are facing an unprecedented wave of refugees, mostly from 

the war –stricken countries of Middle East, in particular – from Syria. The bordering towns 

on the migration routes are facing an enormous influx of refugees that in many cases daily 

exceeds their population numbers. This has created plenty of new challenges for the local 

governments: they are expected to provide urgent help, treatment and support to the 

refugees and, in the same time, to maintain the standard level of services to their regular 

citizens in a situation of dramatically increased number of people. The Panel “Challenges 

and Impacts of Refugee Crisis for Local Governments in SEE” was organized as the 

response of NALAS and its members to their concerns related to the refugee crisis and its 

impact to the local governments in the region, with an aim to assist those local 

governments that are currently coping with the crisis, but also to pave the ground for the 

support to any other municipality that would in the future be exposed to such or similar 

emergency situation and thus to: (1)show the potential of NALAS as a viable and active 
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network to promote solidarity and cooperation among local governments and their 

associations throughout the SEE and (2) to synchronize the efforts of NALAS members 

with those of different other actors (international and national, regional, humanitarian 

and other) in order to reach synergies and provide maximum effectiveness of any future 

actions. 

The structure of the Panel3 

The Panel was structured in a way to: (1) Set the frame for defining future actions by 

providing a broader picture of the situation caused by the refugee crisis, with special 

focus on its effects to the affected local governments – part One in the Agenda; (2) 

identify the main needs and challenges faced by individual local governments affected 

by the influx of refugees as a basis for planning future assistance - Part Two in the 

Agenda and (3) identify ways and means for providing assistance to local governments 

in managing the emergency situations – through inter-municipal cooperation, by LGAs 

and NALAS – Part Three in the Agenda 

 

Part one: Setting the frame for defining policies and 

future actions 

A short video related to migrant crisis was shown as an introduction to the introductory 

and expert addresses. 

The opening session started with the introductory remarks provided by the 

moderator, Mrs. Zorica Vukelic, referring to the wave after wave of refugees that have 

been passing through the Region of South Eastern Europe on their road to Western 

Europe and to the consequences of the refugee crisis to the municipalities on the track of 

refugees. These municipalities are in a position to cope  with various problems related to 

the hugely increased numbers of people that need shelter, food, health care, clothing, but 

also different other services that only municipalities can provide. Community safety, clean 

environment, provision of drinking water, solid waste collection, sewage water treatment, 

public transport, etc. become the key issues for the municipal leaderships, to be tackled 

on a daily basis. Local governments in the Region have inherited poor public 

infrastructure with limited capacity to fulfill even the regular needs of local population; 

therefore, in the situation of abruptly increased demand for municipal public services, 

exercising LGs' competences becomes a real challenge and the overall quality of services 

may decrease.  Local governments should not be alone in this crisis and a coordinated 
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approach by all stakeholders at the international, national and local level becomes a must. 

This new challenge calls for coordination, solidarity and support. NALAS, and the 9000 

local governments within its network, are invited to start a joint action and assist, through 

a coordinated effort, those municipalities in the Region that are, or will soon become, 

directly affected by this crisis. This includes facilitating the cross-border city to city 

support, but also the policy and advocacy action – via national associations of local 

governments and through NALAS, directed towards national governments, the EU and 

international organizations and bodies. 

The addresses in the first part of the Panel were envisaged to set the frame for further 

discussions by providing a broader picture of the situation caused by the refugee crisis, 

with special focus on its effects to local governments on the routes of refugees. The issue 

was addressed from regional (SEE) perspective, from the European perspective,  and from 

an expert analysis based on a field visit to the affected municipalities. These addresses 

were complemented by the data acquired through a survey among the municipalities on 

the refugee route, performed by NALAS.  

The address of Mr. Draghici, NALAS president, opened the issues of the role of national 

governments, of the EU and of the necessity to establish and maintain regional trans-

border cooperation in addressing the problem of refugees.  It is the obligation of national 

governments to adequately address the problem of refugees and to instruct and support 

local governments to deal with it. It is also their obligation to tackle the problem as a 

regional one and thus intensify regional cooperation. This crisis provides yet another 

opportunity for local governments to prove how resilient they are, but also shows the 

necessity of the cross-border solidarity and the importance of the decentralized regional 

cooperation is in SEE. In this respect, NALAS can play an important role; in order to tackle 

this problem in a structured way, NALAS should bring together experts to discuss the 

actual crisis and propose necessary emergency measures.  Mr. Carlos Mascarell Vilar, 

Council of European Municipalities and Regions (CEMR), Brussels presented the 

plans and activities of the CEMR focusing on the refugee crisis: a survey was organized to 

get the overview on the refugee crisis in different countries and municipalities; a task 

force – an expert group will be formed to discuss the complex issues of different situations 

individual local governments are facing and to propose policies and concrete forms of 

support to affected municipalities (a guidebook etc.). At the EU level, CEMR is in contact 

with DG Home, trying to establish  what funding mechanisms are available, to inform 

member LGs on how to make the use of them and to influence the EC to allocate more 

funds for the purpose of solving the refugee crisis at local level. For the time being, the 

bulk of funds for this purpose come from the Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund, as 

well as from the Internal Security fund. Attempts are also made for the remaining funds 

in the European Social Fund and in the structural funds to be reallocated for this purpose. 



However, all these funds are only available to member states, and only to national 

governments. It is therefore necessary that an attempt is made to include local 

governments in the programs that national governments are planning to implement 

based on these funds. For NALAS, the issue of the EU funding is complex, since some 

NALAS members are still not in the EU. For the non-EU countries, there is a possibility 

that the EU Emergency System Mechanism is used (in 2015 it has been raised by 100 

million Euros, in 2016 it will be raised by 600 m). Also the process is underway that the 

funds are raised within the EU Neighborhood Instrument (already + 300 million Euros in 

2015, including 70m for Serbia and Turkey) and the Pre-accession instrument, so as to 

assist the national authorities in the non – EU countries that are faced with huge numbers 

of refugees.  Therefore, there is a strong need for the dialogue with the national authorities 

in non-EU countries with the purpose of having them to take into account local 

government needs related to facing the refugee crisis when applying for these funds. The 

EU member states have also created support teams in the hot-spot areas, including liaison 

officers for civil society and local governments. It would be of great value for the local 

governments to be included in these networks and make the best use of the role these 

liaison officers can take in terms of unblocking the resources necessary for facing the 

refugee crisis at local level.  Mr. Berndt Burwitz, having been assigned by GIZ with a task 

to visit and assess the hot-spots in Macedonia and Serbia, provided a ‘field perspective’: 

in the bordering municipalities that he visited the situation is changing in any moment of 

time, making planning and coordination exceptionally difficult. The constantly changing 

environment (building fences, stopping the border traffic etc.) is resulting in changing 

routes of refugees. Another feature of importance is that the numbers of refugees are 

higher than the capacities of the centers that receive them, and sometimes higher even of 

the numbers of municipal population. This asks for an organized attempt to provide to 

LGs all relevant data, so that they can plan and organize themselves for the impact of each 

wave of refugees. In this, and in many other aspects, coordination with national 

authorities is the issue of paramount importance - in planning and applying for funding 

and in communicating over the borders. In facing the crisis, municipal leaderships need 

to have supportive constituencies; this can only be achieved if the regular level of services 

provided to citizens is maintained. Many donors (international, local and individual) are 

willing to help, but they need to be adequately informed about the exact needs, therefore 

planning and data – keeping is of much importance for this purpose too. Therefore, the 

main aspects to be taken into account are: coordination – both horizontal (between 

municipalities within a country and over the borders) and vertical – with national 

authorities, data collecting and using on a daily basis, as well as careful (and flexible) 

planning, including the aspects of potential changes and possible domino effects (if the 

next stop for the refugees is blocked or if the capacities of final recipients are limited). 

Presenting the results of the questionnaire sent out to NALAS members regarding the 

refugee crisis (to which 5 responses were received, which is  30-50% of municipalities 



affected) Mr. Kelmend Zajazi provided some figures (72,000 residing in a Turkish town 

of Kahramanmaras, 3,000 recorded daily in both Gevgelija and Kanjiza, 1,500 in Subotica). 

These numbers are changing; great majority of refugees are only in transit, but there are 

signs of some of them seeking asylum in Serbia and Croatia. The municipalities are 

reacting to this not only because they are legally bound to do so, but also from the 

humanitarian reasons and in order to provide security to their citizens. The municipal 

response consists mainly of: providing food and non-food items, water, shelter, sanitation, 

but also dispute mediation, security, child protection and health care. For these purposes, 

the most needed equipment is related to waste management (trucks, containers, bins, 

tractors) and to reconstruction of water supply infrastructure. The municipalities have 

stressed the need that their national LGAs provide them with legal and professional 

advice, with expert support in the international arena and in the relations with the donors, 

and most importantly - in terms of coordination with the national authorities. They are 

expecting much more substantial donor support, especially for the purpose of providing 

infrastructure and supplies for refugee camps (water and sanitation facilities, health and 

social care, food, tents, furniture etc.). 

PART TWO: PANEL DISCUSSION WITH MAYORS 

-Identifying needs and challenges faced by LGs affected by refugee 

crisis as a basis for planning future assistance- 

Session 2 of the Panel was divided in two rounds, with an aim to provide inputs from a 

group of mayors directly affected by the refugee crisis – in Round One and then to enable 

observing and analyzing the situation by providing the experience of municipal leaders 

that have faced similar type of emergency situation or have been hosting refugees for a 

longer period of time – In Round Two. 

First round: PANEL WITH MAYORS OF AFFECTED 

MUNICIPALITIES4 

Participants: Mr. Ilir Sadriu, Presevo, Mr. Mihalj Bimbo and Mr. Robert Lacko, Kanjiza,  

(Serbia), Mrs. Ruža Veselčić Šijaković, Tovarnik (Croatia), Mr. Milimir Vujadinovic, 

Subotica, Serbia 

In Presevo, the Serbian municipality on the border with Macedonia, a camp was built for 

500 refugees, and their registering was organized. However, the numbers arriving daily 

are much bigger, so the surrounding streets are full of refugees, and the situation is made 

worse by many (over 60) transport companies seeking illicit profit and being aggressive 
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to the citizens. Municipal public companies are fully engaged in providing services to 

refugees, together with the Center for social care, Office for Youth, the volunteers and the 

national Red Cross. The municipal companies lack the needed capacity, so the situation 

related to waste collection has deteriorated, causing problems for the citizens of the 

municipality.  Support is needed from the national level, as well as from the donors, in 

order to help the local government to strengthen its capacities for adequately responding 

to the crisis (Ilir Sadriu). In Kanjiza, a small town on the Serbian-Hungarian border, the 

numbers of refugees arriving daily to Kanjiza (and moving directly towards Hungary, 

within the next 12-15 hours) fortunately increased gradually – from around 150 a day to 

1,500 a day. The refugees occupied the whole center of the municipality, leaving tons of 

garbage and additional sanitation problems due to the lack of toilets. Only after moving 

the center for refugees outside the central area the situation became less complex. For 

this purpose, additional works regarding infrastructure were needed (road, toilets etc.), 

causing additional costs. Technical problems the municipality was facing were related to 

municipal hygiene, communal infrastructure, waste management, providing wi-fi 

facilities. There was a permanent need for technical maintenance/ repair interventions of 

different kinds. Drain pumps, transport vehicles and trucks were the most needed 

equipment. Human resources were scarce, not sufficient to cater to the enlarged numbers 

of people. The municipality soon faced the financial problems, due to the fact that the 

money was needed quickly in order to avoid the humanitarian crisis. As regards the 

reaction of citizens, the feelings were mixed:  their normal daily routine in a small, slow 

town was disturbed, people with cultural habits different from theirs came in huge 

numbers, the problems with waste and hygiene were apparent, as well as the issues of 

safety; all this created tensions and shock. Distribution of food and water also proved to 

be challenging tasks, due to different habits and suspicious attitude of the refugees. Once 

when the interpreters were introduced, this kind of tensions stopped. The citizens and 

the NGOs were ready to help, and an efficient system of cooperation was established. The 

LG leadership continuously communicated with citizens through the media, providing 

exact information on a daily basis, which resulted in citizens staying calm and no incidents 

occurred (Mihalj Bimbo and Robert Lacko). A dramatic situation occurred in the small 

community of Tovarnik, with only 1,500 permanent inhabitants, when faced with the 

influx of 5,000 refugees: the chaotic registration procedure, blocked traffic, refugees 

moving across the fields, using alternative roads, people without shelter in the heat (there 

was no camp prepared), problems with funding, much real suffering…There were also 

serious consequences for the local population: farmers couldn’t enter their fields, citizens 

couldn’t engage in their regular activities, there were issues of security; roads were 

ruined… Luckily, there were no major incidents, and the citizens were ready to offer 

assistance. The police did a great job, but the central authorities were not enough present 

in the area and there was an evident lack of coordination within the country, but also with 

the neighbors (Ruza Veselčić Šijaković). The issue of coordination between levels of 



government is an important prerequisite for solving the problems in an organized and 

efficient way. The specific feature of the municipalities in the Region of SEE is that 

refugees are staying only for a couple of days at the most, even only for hours. Therefore 

the requirements of such municipalities are indeed very specific - mostly in the domain of 

urgent help - ambulances, food delivery vehicles and similar equipment to serve the daily 

needs of transiting refugees (Milimir Vujadinovic).  

Second round: PANEL WITH MAYORS OF MUNICIPALITIES 

WITH LONG TERM REFUGEE ISSUES/EMERENCY SITUATIONS 

Participants: Dr. Abdulkadir Yeler, Istanbul, Mr. Andrija Rudić, Kutina, Mr. Ivan Hanžek, 

Zabok and Mr. Ivica Klem, Nijemci (Croatia), Ms. Emanuela Hanes, Mr. Zuver Cetinkaya, 

Kahramanmaras (Turkey), Mr. Saša Paunović, Mayor of Paraćin (Serbia) 

The refugee crisis is one of the most prominent problems of Turkey: the total number of 

Syrian refugees is around 2,260,000; they are spread in 81 different places all over the 

country. Temporary shelters have been provided to them (60,000 containers in 10 cities), 

and all levels of government, including local governments, as well as 42 NGOs from other 

countries are providing the necessary assistance. Istanbul is one of the three most affected 

cities, hosting refugees that can roughly be grouped as (1) families, living in rented or 

bought flats and houses (increasing enormously the prices of rent or sale); (2) groups of 

refugees living together in low – level housing conditions and working in cafés and 

restaurants as unregistered workers and (3) refugees squatting in numbers in  the 

historic City center and earning their living by begging, which creates lots of social 

problems and spoils the image of the City. Youth centers in Istanbul provide shelter for 

the children, and 46 education centers, with 1,100 Syrian teachers, provide temporary 

education for 16,000 children, while 5,000 Syrian students attend Turkish schools. The 

main message is that all levels of government have responsibilities and are bound to work 

jointly and in co-ordinated way in managing the refugee crisis (Dr. Abdulkadir Yeler).  

Already for nine years, the municipality of Kutina has been hosting a center for asylum 

seekers. The inhabitants of Kutina (14,000) were at the beginning somewhat afraid, 

having been confronted with people of different culture, different habits, but after some 

years they got used to the situation. Coping with the increased numbers of refugees asks 

for good communication between local and national level and appropriate mechanisms of 

information sharing on what is going on, what will happen, what are the plans…This is 

especially important in terms of stopping rumors, creating uncertainty and thus 

additionally lowering the levels of acceptance for the refugees. Also at local level, regular 

communication channels need to be established between LGs and the local population. 

The costs of providing assistance and services to refugees shouldn’t be covered from the 

local budgets; the mechanisms need to be devised to allow for timely funding of all 



relevant needs (Andrija Rudić). The experience of the Municipality of Nijemci in 

providing shelter to people fleeing from the last year’s floods shows that the first days are 

marked with chaos; nobody knew when the people will come, and how many of them. 

After some time the situation stabilizes, the national government resumes its 

responsibility and things get better. Such experiences are valuable since this type of 

emergencies, with people moving and need shelter, share similar patterns. In this refugee 

crisis there was time to prepare and there is still time to organize all structures - local, 

regional, national, EU and to get prepared. In all this, the role of the NGOs is very important 

– they are flexible, adaptable, capable of creating networks. (Ivica Klem). The high level 

of centralization in the countries of SEE creates negative effects which are clearly seen in 

emergency situations such as the one with the refugees. The state cannot ‘cover all the 

bases’, while the local governments do not possess the authority to take all necessary 

measures, nor the resources to cope with the situation. On the other hand, national 

authorities, while not being aware of all relevant features of local situations, are not ready 

to listen to municipal representatives. Therefore NALAS should resume the role of the 

loudspeaker, and also the EU should start listening. Regardless of the state borders, local 

governments need to cooperate between themselves, and especially in establishing 

mechanisms for mutual support in emergency situations, in which the exchange of 

information is of crucial importance. The role of the media is also very important: they 

have done a great job in lowering tensions and promoting solidarity and empathy;  this 

very much helped the local governments in doing their part of the job, therefore the 

relationships between the LGs and the media need to be very much taken into account 

(Ivan Hanžek). Ms. Emanuela Hanes provided an overview of the situation in Austria, 

which is a peculiar one, since they have been facing both features of the refugee crisis: at 

the moment some 90 – 100,000 refugees are moving through Austria and in the same time 

around 50,000 have applied for the asylum. Even in this difficult framework, with 

different government entities having to deal with the situation, there were no problems 

with the moving refugees. One important message: the NGOs are the most important 

mechanism in confronting the crisis – they were the ones that did all the work. The 

military and the local governments are taking over the coordination, but in this regard 

things need to be improved. The situation is rather unclear with the asylum seekers that 

have filed their applications in Austria. Being a mountainous country, Austria has limited 

potential regarding the housing, while the laws and housing standards of the provincial 

governments are so high that providing housing for refugees becomes quite difficult, 

threatening to raise tensions among local population. Another message is that we all knew 

that this situation was coming, but the overall coordination and information sharing 

between central and local governments proved to be a very problematic issue; it is of 

crucial importance that it is established very soon. Mr. Zuver Cetinkaya provided a 

detailed account on the situation in Turkey, and especially in the Kahramanmaras 

municipality: out of the overall number of 2.2 million Syrian refugees in Turkey, 



Kahramanmaras is hosting some 70,000 – 18,000 in the ‘tent city’ and above 50,000 in the 

city center .The refugees are catered for in an organized way, which is the result of good 

coordination between the national government, the municipality and the NGOs. Refugees 

living in the city are provided with the same services that are provided to the citizens of 

the municipality, while the food and clothing are provided based on solidarity of the 

citizens. However, incidents occur, mostly as the result of the fact that many refugees are 

very poor and are begging in the streets. The ‘tent city’, with 18,000 refugees, is divided 

into 12 neighborhoods, each with an appointed head of the neighborhood, as a main focal 

point for coordinating activities. Each neighborhood is equipped with toilets, showers, a 

playroom and small schools for children. The previous system of providing prepared food 

to the refugees has been abandoned and replaced with the system of tickets for food, used 

as currency in the food market organized within the ‘tent city’. A hospital with 24 hours 

service is available, and the education is organized for refugee children. There is 430 staff 

providing assistance to the inhabitants of the ‘tent city’ (catering, cleaning to security and 

social services). 

Session 3: Inputs from LGAs - Proposals for Future 

Action 

The third part – Session 3 of the Panel provided an open discussion among the 

representatives of local government associations from the region and all other present 

actors – experts, donor representatives and guests, with an aim to (1) formulate the ways 

and means for providing assistance to local governments in managing the emergency 

situations; (2) identify the policy issues the LGAs and NALAS need to address and pursue 

in order to provide a better general framework for local governments in situations of 

emergency; (3) identify concrete ways of assisting affected municipalities and of creating 

the ground for better emergency management in the future and (4) to examine possible 

ways of donor support – through LGAs and NALAS - to local governments in the area of 

emergency management. 

 

Opening the discussion, Mr. Sasa Paunovic, the mayor of Paracin, Serbia, summarized 

the main points discussed in the panel with the mayors: The role of national governments 

in confronting the refugee crisis is to provide strategic guidance - in terms of assessing 

the duration of the crisis, the numbers of people to be expected, their movements and 

intentions (will they just pass or are they planning a longer stay…) Based on this, the 

states should adopt standards and guidelines for dealing with the situation, as well as the 

necessary amendments of the respective regulations, regarding the structures, 

institutions, decision-making processes, speeding up the procedures (especially 

regarding the procurement) and thus establishing all necessary mechanisms and systems 



for fast and flexible response to the emergency situation, but also for preparing the 

citizens for potential future situations. In case the crisis lasts longer and the integration 

processes need to take place, the problems for the SEE region will become even more 

pronounced and again the municipalities, especially the small ones, would need support 

both from the state and from the local government associations.  The issue of financing is 

indeed very important; this is linked with the need to keep with the achieved standards 

of service provision, standards related to housing, equipment, hygiene, maintenance,  of 

providing workers, interpreters etc., but also regarding the respect of human rights etc. 

The matter of politics is also to be taken into account: local needs, local elections, in the 

context of the obligations of local authorities to respect regulations related to their 

competences and provide all regular services, plus the services to refugees. The LG role 

regarding the reaction of citizens is of much importance, as well as the relationships 

between the LGs and the media in supporting empathy and solidarity. However, we 

cannot count too long on empathy and solidarity, but a system has to be established, 

through the negotiations between the central and the local level of government (here is 

the role of LG associations) resulting in central governments fully assuming their strategic 

responsibility in this matter. National governments need to be active, to communicate and 

connect internationally, to prepare assessments of the situations and of the trends and 

react accordingly. Entering into the discussion, the representatives of LG associations 

raised the issues of security and safety of citizens along the route of refugees. Mladen 

Ivanovic, the Association of Croatian Municipalities, stated that even the perception of 

endangered safety among the local population may lead to xenophobia, instability, and it 

would be wise to start thinking about preventing such development. Emanuela Hanes 

raised the issue of health: hundreds of thousands are travelling and the fact that their 

health statuses haven’t been properly controlled may bring another threat (or again a 

perception of threat) for the health of citizens on the route. Milimir Vujadinovic argued 

that the bureaucratic procedures in the EU are too complex, and the situation dictates 

instant assistance. Nives Kopajtich Škrlec from the Association of Croatian Cities stated 

that the local governments, although closest to the citizens, are underestimated and 

devaluated systematically: national governments just impose obligations that LGs have to 

fulfill, in the situation when we are all victims of the games of the superpowers. She 

expressed the opinion that the LGs will continue to lack support from national, but also 

from international level in fulfilling their responsibilities related to the refugee crisis. Mr. 

Vilar confirmed that the slow procedures of the EU are indeed one of the problems; there 

are ways to overcome this problem, by identifying in time the municipalities that will have 

to face the refugee influx tomorrow, so that the funding is secured in time. It is important 

to already start the preparations for using the funding mechanisms that the EU is 

preparing for 2016. He drew attention to the European Migration Network, a Brussels – 

based organization that has national focal points; in all EU countries local and regional 

governments are parts of these national focal points. Zorica Vukelic invited Mr. Vilar to 



convey the message to the CEMR that the LGAs from SEE region expect CEMR to lobby for 

their specific interests before the relevant bodies in Brussels, in order to have them 

provided with more substantial support from the EU, since they are expected to play a 

role in addressing the refugee crisis. Mr. Burwitz expressed his doubts regarding the 

capability of the EU to efficiently manage the crisis, since the heads of the states can’t even 

agree on the refugee quotas. On the other hand, the basic problem is the communication 

– first between the local and the national governments, and then also between the national 

governments and Brussels, when things cannot be resolved within individual states. He 

also drew the attention to ECHO5 – the biggest program for managing crises, structured 

in a way that they have intervention teams, ready to assist where necessary. Z. Vukelic 

reminded that some of the funding mechanisms are open only to EU member states and 

that a lobbying effort need to be made so that for this particular issue some funds are open 

also to candidate countries in SEE region. Mrs. Veselčić Šijaković again reminded of the 

costs that the LGs need to spend in the acute refugee crisis – for transportation (busses), 

road damage, investing in camps, providing utility connections, gas works etc., leaving no 

money in local budgets for regular services to citizens. Mr. Michael Samec, GIZ, 

expressed his satisfaction with the input provided by municipal representatives present 

in the Panel, to be used as a basis for the development of a small Action plan, with an aim 

to assist the municipalities affected by the refugee crisis to maintain the necessary level 

of municipal services and utilities. Regretting the fact that the project activity can’t be 

extended to Croatia, he stated that the NALAS and the LGAs can be supported in making 

the assessments, developing technical specifications for the works that municipalities 

need and in preparing the applications for funding. In all this, coordination is of utmost 

importance, since many actors in the EU are tackling these or similar issues. He also 

stressed the importance of working in coordination with the NIPAC offices in SEE 

countries. Kelmend Zajazi opened the issue of the expectations of municipal 

representatives towards NALAS: the next steps the organization should make (opening of 

the discussion by introducing also other stakeholders, including the EU and searching for 

the solutions together with them; asking the CEMR to provide an exchange platform, 

producing  a manual, a handbook etc. The participants of the subsequent discussion 

stressed the importance of advocating the interests of LGs before the national 

governments and the EU, especially regarding the LGs in not-EU states. A clear message 

needs to be conveyed to the EU that a quick-response mechanism is needed to help the 

LGs facing the influx of refugees. Negotiations with national governments are always a 

central task of LG associations. For this purpose, in assisting its members, NALAS should 

create an exchange mechanism, a network to collect and distribute all relevant data to be 

used as arguments in discussions with national governments and the EU. As regards the 

                                                           
5 The European Commission's Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection department (ECHO); ECHO's mandate is to 
provide emergency assistance and relief (in the form of goods and services) to victims of conflict and natural or man-
made disasters outside the EU. Its mandate also extends to disaster prevention and post-crisis operations 



future steps, a conference should be organized to provide a platform for the exchange with 

LGs that are facing problems right now, to base future plans and concrete actions upon 

their experiences. If the crisis is to last for many years, a guide, a handbook, would indeed 

be a good idea, although a reserve was also heard that such a manual would not be easy 

to produce, since the situation in one municipality might substantially differ from the 

situation in another. On the other hand, an opinion was expressed that certainly some 

features of the situation will be the same or very similar in every affected municipality 

and thus a ‘common denominator’ might be found, offering through a guidebook the 

solutions for common problems. An expectation related to the continuation of the 

discussion and follow up of this panel was repeated by a number of participants. Mr. 

Draghici referred to the role of the states in setting the general rules; they states should 

take care to disperse, distribute equally the longer – staying refugees across the territory, 

not to have them concentrated, separated in camps, and thus isolated, without the chance 

to integrate in a proper way. Mr. Klem sees the role of NALAS in coordination, in collecting 

the data on the movement of the refugees and appropriately sharing the data among 

NALAS members – the LGAs, and then down to the municipalities, so that they know what 

to expect and thus respond in a better way. However, we shall soon have to think about 

the issues of integration, of inclusion; we are still only the countries of transit, but real 

problems will emerge once the refugees stay also in our countries! An expectation was 

also expressed t that the LGAs start thinking in a structured way regarding the issues of 

fiscal autonomy and fiscal capacities of the LGs – the situations such as the one with the 

refugees are draining the municipal budgets, so they soon lack the funds to support their 

regular functions. Therefore the negotiations with the central governments should start 

soon aimed at introducing earmarked grants for the affected municipalities. In this 

respect, NALAS should organize a joint action of the LGAs’ policy committees for local 

finances, in an attempt to come to a more sustainable solution for this important issue. 

Recalling the emergency situation from the summer of 2014, when the region was hit by 

the floods, Mr. Christof de Marco, SDC, stressed crucial importance of possessing, 

exchanging and using accurate and reliable data (How many refugees? Where are they? 

What destinations are they aiming for?). The lack of adequate support from the central 

level is apparent, as well as their slow reaction to the crisis. So, the LGAs need to be much 

more proactive in negotiating with the central governments these important issues 

related to the crises, they should press national authorities to react. This should be done 

now, and it is unacceptable to wait for the next such situation. The donors can provide 

help in this respect. The associations should also establish mechanisms for coordinating 

inter-municipal cooperation and solidarity, with the aim of providing ground for prompt 

and efficient assistance to each other in the crisis.  

Kelmend Zajazi, NALAS Director: Concluding remarks and further steps 



In wrapping – up the discussions, Kelmend Zajazi pointed out to the following main 

points/ tasks for NALAS and its members that the Panel and the discussions have made 

clear: 

 One of the first actions to take is a joint statement on behalf of the affected 

municipalities, but also of NALAS and its member associations directed towards 

the national governments and the EU; 

 In short term, NALAS should take the role of connecting the affected 

municipalities on the refugee route, collecting and providing the data of the 

movements of refugees, so that they can be prepared in time; 

 Concentrated efforts should be made to mobilize cross – border, city-to-city 

solidarity and support, since out of 9000 LGs in SEE only some 15 are directly 

affected; the others should not just stand and watch, but offer a hand; 

 Particular attention shall be paid to advocating (actually pressing for) quick 

response funding mechanisms, in order to secure funds for those municipalities 

that are expected to take the burden of hosting the refugees; 

 If the crisis is to last and grow, local governments need to be assisted in a more 

systematic way, to be provided with guidance, training etc. 

 The crisis has again proved that the need for multi-level governance and fiscal 

decentralization should be high on the agenda in each and every country in SEE. 

They are still very much decentralized, and the fact that the multilevel governance 

and fiscal decentralization are not completed create the situation in which local 

governments haven’t had the contingencies to cope with the crisis. 

MAIN FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Main findings: 

1. Related to the situation caused by the migrant crisis and its effects to 

the affected local governments: 

 The situation caused within the SEE region due to the massive movements of 

refugees from Middle East should be seen (and treated) as an integral part of the 

overall refugee crisis in Europe. It needs to be tackled in a holistic way, with all 

relevant stakeholders (the EU and its mechanisms, national states, local 

governments and their associations, international organizations, NGOs and the 

donors) playing their parts in a well - planned and fully coordinated manner. 

However, even if it was evident that the crisis was coming, the overall 

coordination and information sharing proved to be rather inconsistent, resulting 

in chaotic and often poorly organized reception and treatment of the refugees in 

local communities on their track to the EU.   



 A specific feature of the refugee crisis in SEE is that this region is a transit zone 

for the refugees aiming for the Western EU countries. As a consequence, the 

situation in hot – spot municipalities down the track is changing in any moment 

of time, making planning and coordination exceptionally difficult. The established 

centers organized to receive refugees are insufficient in one moment, and 

deserted in another. 

 The unprecedented influx of refugees to small  bordering municipalities in SEE 

caused huge problems to local governments, who were confronted, 

simultaneously,  with several main challenges: (1) providing shelter, food, 

sanitation and other necessary municipal services to multiply enlarged number 

of people, while (2) maintaining the regular level of services for their citizens and 

(3) communicating with both the refugees and the local population in a way to 

avoid tensions and promote solidarity, while (4) lacking necessary funds and 

means to perform all the above in a smooth manner.  

 The overall support to local governments in facing these challenges proved to be 

inefficient and inadequate; in some cases national governments were slow to 

provide appropriate guidance and coordination, the communication and data – 

exchange often failed, funding mechanisms are not appropriate (the high level of 

fiscal centralization leaving very limited funds to LGs – for contingencies, while 

the EU funding mechanisms are slow and complicated); the intermunicipal cross 

– border cooperation failed to produce effects in terms of information exchange 

and concrete assistance. 

 General forecasts regarding the future trends point out that the crisis will last for 

several years; it might be expected that the recipient countries of the Western 

Europe will not be able to accept all refugees, and that the spill-over effect might 

happen also in the SEE region. This would mean a completely new set of 

challenges for local governments in the region, and the preparations for such 

scenario should start soon enough, in order to prevent even a bigger crisis. 

 Funding mechanisms for the support to local governments in addressing the 

refugee crisis exist at EU level, but also with bi-lateral donors.  However, some of 

the most important funding mechanisms are only available to EU member states, 

while the efforts are under way in the EU to re-allocate the remaining funds and 

to raise the amounts within the funding mechanisms available also to non-EU 

countries (the EU Neighborhood instrument and the Pre-accession Instrument). 

At any case, these funds can be accessed by local governments only through their 

national mechanisms; therefore, the coordination with national governments is 

of utmost importance. 

 



2. Related to the needs and challenges faced by individual local 

governments affected by the influx of migrants: 

 Needs related to the provision of most urgent assistance (shelter, food and 

non-food items, health care,  clothing, professional assistance regarding dispute 

resolving, child protection, security. Regarding municipal services: permanent 

need for technical maintenance/repair interventions of different kinds. Necessary 

equipment: drain pumps, transport vehicles and trucks, waste management 

equipment (containers, bins, tractors) and equipment related to water supply 

infrastructure, mobile toilets, utility connections, gas works, wi-fi facilities etc.)  

 Challenges related to the inappropriate information flow, weaknesses in 

terms of planning and preparation (chaotic registration procedure, blocked 

traffic, refugees moving across the fields, using alternative roads, people without 

shelter in the heat (or cold, or rain) 

 Financial problems: funds from municipal budgets were urgently spent for the 

purpose of assistance to refugees, no money was left in local budgets for regular 

services to citizens, while the state authorities were slow to replace the missing 

funds 

 Evident lack of coordination with national authorities, but also with the 

neighboring municipalities within the country and across borders 

 Consequences for local population: the reaction of citizens was mostly positive, 

solidarity was shown; however, the normal daily routine was disturbed, 

environmental issues apparent (refugees leaving tons of waste behind), safety and 

health concerns, the regular level of services provided to citizens deteriorated. The 

NGOs and the media played an important role and assisted local governments in 

performing their multiple tasks. 

In case the crisis lasts longer and the integration processes need to take place, the 

problems for the SEE region will become even more pronounced and a different set of 

issues will become apparent, some of them listed below: 

 Integration: Confronted with people of different culture and different habits, local 

population might show resentment; tensions and segregation, even hostilities 

might occur. The issue of distribution of refugees across a country might become 

very relevant. Coping with the increased numbers of refugees asks for good 

communication between local and national level and appropriate mechanisms of 

information sharing on what is going on, what will happen, what are the 

plans…This is especially important in terms of stopping rumors that create 

uncertainty and thus additionally lower the levels of acceptance for the refugees. 

At local level, regular communication related to addressing these issues need to be 

established between LGs and the local population. 



 Issues regarding housing and housing standards, as well as the effects on the 

neighborhoods, may become important;  

 difficult economic situation of the refugees (especially when the national 

economy is bad, with high unemployment rates among the population) may 

cause additional problems, even the security issues 

 Education, social and health care issues related to refugees need also to be 

taken into account  

 The issue of financing will again be very important; this is linked with the 

need to keep with the achieved standards of service provision, standards related 

to housing, equipment, hygiene, maintenance,  of providing workers, interpreters 

etc., but also regarding the respect of human rights of the refugees 

 

Policy messages and issues to be addressed by national 

LGAs and by NALAS: 

Towards national governments: 

The role of national governments in confronting the refugee crisis is to provide strategic 

guidance (in terms of assessing the duration of the crisis, the numbers of people to be 

expected, their movements and intentions) .Based on this, national states should adopt 

general rules, standards and guidelines for dealing with the situation, as well as the 

necessary amendments of the respective regulations, regarding the structures, 

institutions, decision-making processes, speeding up the procedures (especially 

regarding the procurement) and thus establishing all necessary mechanisms and systems 

for fast and flexible response to the emergency situation, but also for preparing the 

citizens for potential future situations. National governments need to be active, to 

communicate and connect internationally, to take steps aimed at establishing and 

maintaining regional trans-border cooperation in addressing the problem of refugees. 

The current relationships between the national and the local level of government present 

an obstacle in providing an efficient and adequate response to the crisis.  National and 

local level of governance should cooperate in the processes of planning and allocating the 

resources for the activities performed at local level. In short - it is necessary to establish 

a mechanism of multi – level governance partnership, in which local authorities need 

to take a much stronger role. This includes, but is not limited to:  

 careful (and flexible) joint planning, including the aspects of the location of hot-

spots, of potential changes and possible domino effects (if the next stop for the 

refugees is blocked or if the capacities of final recipients are limited), 

 data collecting and exchange on a daily basis, 



 joint planning for timely securing the financing of all relevant needs (including 

earmarked grants for the affected municipalities etc.) 

 involving the LGs in programing of EU and other donor funds for addressing the 

refugee crisis, since only the national governments are eligible to receive such 

funds.  

Towards local governments: 

Regardless of the state borders, local governments need to cooperate with one another, 

and especially in establishing mechanisms for mutual support in emergency situations, in 

which the exchange of information is of crucial importance.  

NGOs are one of the most important mechanisms in confronting the crisis – they are 

flexible, adaptable, capable of creating networks; in addressing the refugee crisis, local 

leaderships should work closely together with NGOs 

The LG role regarding the reaction of citizens is of much importance, as well as the 

relationships between the LGs and the media in supporting empathy and solidarity. 

Towards the EU: 

A quick-response mechanism is needed to help the LGs facing the influx of refugees. 

Therefore the EU should consider simplifying the procedures for providing funds to 

national governments affected by the refugee crisis, since the procedures are too complex, 

and the situation regarding the provision of funds needed for managing the refugee crisis 

dictates instant assistance.  

The EU should consider opening some of the funding mechanisms that are currently 

available only to member states – also to the candidate countries. 

The EU should start a dialogue with national authorities in non-EU countries with the 

purpose of having them understand the necessity to take into account the needs of the 

affected municipalities when applying for funds related to the refugee crisis. 

Recommendations:  

To NALAS 

For the purpose of opening of the discussion by introducing all relevant stakeholders, 

NALAS should start planning and organizing a regional conference at which, together 

with mayors and the LGAs,  high level representatives of national governments, EU 

representatives, international and donor organizations will exchange views regarding 

the refugee crisis, take relevant positions towards assisting local governments facing the 



crisis and paving the ground for cross-border solidarity and the decentralized regional 

cooperation is in SEE . 

In terms of advocating the interests of LGs before the national governments and the 

EU, especially regarding the LGs in not-EU states, NALAS should use its established 

relationships with other networks and organizations(the CEMR, the CLRAE), but also its 

regular mechanisms of sending policy messages (NALAS General Assembly). Moreover, 

NALAS could assist its member LGAs in their advocacy and lobbying activities by 

organizing joint addresses (statements) of NALAS members towards national 

authorities and towards the EU. A regional media campaign could be one of the ways to 

raise the awareness of the difficulties local governments are facing in the refugee crisis.  

A joint action of the LGAs’ policy committees could be organized by NALAS to convince 

national governments of the need to allocate appropriate (earmarked) funds to local 

governments confronting the crisis. NALAS should work closely with the CEMR and 

national LGAs to influence the EC to allocate more funds for the purpose of solving the 

refugee crisis at local level in SEE.  

In assisting its members in planning and reacting to the crisis, NALAS should create an 

exchange mechanism, a network, to collect and distribute all relevant information and 

data regarding the refugee crisis. 

If the crisis with the refugees is expected to last longer (all relevant information point at 

that), NALAS should consider producing a manual, a guide for local governments that 

would be receiving and settling the refugees, Such a manual should be devised upon a 

serious analysis of potential needs of affected municipalities (specific for the SEE region) 

and relevant expertise and experience. 

To local government associations: 

Local government associations in the SEE region should upgrade their existing 

mechanisms of coordination – both horizontal (between municipalities within a country 

and over the borders) and vertical – with national authorities, as well as with the NGOs 

and the media, in order to connect and involve all stakeholders in a coordinated effort 

aimed at addressing the refugee crisis. 

Through their advocacy and lobbying activities, LGAs should insist on making central 

governments fully aware of all aspects of the situation faced by local governments 

(including the financing issues), with an aim of establishing a necessary coordination 

mechanism. 

LGAs should provide their members faced with the refugee crisis the necessary legal and 

professional advice,  together with expert support in the international arena and in the 



relations with the donors, and most importantly - in terms of coordination with  national 

authorities.  

To the donors: 

Municipalities affected by the refugee crisis are expecting a much more substantial 

donor support. The bulk of it should be as concrete as possible –providing equipment, 

funding the necessary infrastructure, maintenance etc. 

Municipalities affected by the refugee crisis are expecting the help to be provided as 

quickly as possible. 

NALAS and the LGAs can be supported in their advocacy activities towards the EU and the 

national governments, in organizing events related to the issue of refugees, in organizing 

surveys, in collecting, updating and managing the data (including their provision to all 

relevant stakeholders), in organizing expert inputs for making the assessments, in 

developing technical specifications for the works that municipalities need and in 

preparing the applications for funding. 

A more comprehensive approach to the donor assistance might be considered if the crisis 

lasts longer and if the region is expected to provide for longer – term stay of the refugees. 

Plans for such support should be based on a thorough analysis (a research) of all relevant 

aspects related to the settling of the refugees, integrating them into local communities and 

providing all necessary services to them in the long run. This might also include capacity 

building support to LGAs in the region, as well as to NALAS, in order to strengthen them 

to adequately respond to the respective needs of their members. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Title Name Surname Function Organization

1 Mr Emil Draghici NALAS  President,  Mayor of Vulcana-Bai Association of Communes of Romania

2 Mr Naim Ismajli NALAS First Vice President, Mayor of Shtime Association of Kosovo Municipalities

3 Mr Darko Fras NALAS Third Vice President, Mayor of Sv. Trojica Slovenian Association of Towns and Municipallities

4 Mr Ivica Klem Mayor of Njemci UORH - Association of Municipalities of the Republic of Croatia

5 Mrs Ruža Veselčić Šijaković Mayor of Tovarnik UORH - Association of Municipalities of the Republic of Croatia

6 Mr Ivan Hanžek Mayor of Zabok UGRH, Association of Cities of the Republic of Croatia

7 Mr Andrija Rudic Mayor of Kutina UGRH, Association of Cities of the Republic of Croatia

8 Mr Sasa Paunovic Mayor of Parachin Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities 

9 Mr Dr.Mihalj Bimbo Mayor od Kanjiza Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities 

10 Mr Robert Lacko Chairperson of Kanjiza Municipal Assembly Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities 

11 Mr Zuver Cetinkaya Deputy Secretary General Kahramanmaras Metropolitan Municipality

12 Dr Abdulkadir Yeler Expert Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality

13 Mr Ilir Sadriu Head of LED office Presevo Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities 

14 Mr Milimir Vujadinovic Member of Novi Sad Municipal Assembly Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities 

15 Ms Zorica Vukelic Deputy Secretary General Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities 

16 Ms Nives Kopajtich-Skrlec Coordinator Association of Cities of Croatia

17 Ms Mladen Ivanovic Deputy Secretary General Association of Municipalities of Croatia

18 Mr Sazan Ibrahimi Executive Director Association of Kosovo Municipalities

19 Mr Vesna Travljanin General Secretary Association of Municipalities and cities of the Federation of Bosnia Herzegovina

20 Mr Agron Haxhimali Executive Director Albanian Association of Communes

21 Mr Sergiu Tara Secretary General Association of Communes of Romania

22 Mr Mustafa Ozkul International Cooperation Director Union of Municipalities of Marmara

23 Ms Veselka Ivanova NALAS Knowledge Management Assistant National Association of Municipalities in the Republic of Bulgaria

24 Mr Branislav Misovic NALAS Knowledge Management Assistant Association of Towns and Municipalities of Republic of Srpska

25 Ms Irena Nikolov Program Officer Association of the Units of Local Self-government of Republic of Macedonia

26 Mr Adrian Miroiu Lamba Project Officer Association of Communes of Romania

27 Mr Darko Drndic Advisory Center Manager Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities 

28 Mr Adrian Stefancu Liaison Officer Romanian Federation of Local Authorities

29 Ms Vesna Fabris NALAS Knowledge Management Assistant Association of Municipalities of Croatia

30 Mr Kelmend Zajazi Executive Director NALAS Secretariat

31 Mr Boran Ivansoki Program Officer NALAS Secretariat

32 Ms Milena Garthley Program Officer NALAS Secretariat

33 Ms Jelena Janevska Knowledge and Communications Manager NALAS Secretariat

34 Ms Natasha Ilijeva Acevska Program Officer NALAS Secretariat

35 Mr Joachim Roth Eu Project Officer, CIM expert NALAS Secretariat

36 Mr Michael Samec Project Manager GIZ Instritutional Strengthenning Project to NALAS

37 Mr Christophe di Marco Fund Manager GIZ Open Regional Fund MMS

38 Mr Pavle Donev Component Manager & Country Coordinator GIZ Open Regional Fund MMS

39 Ms Regula Babler Local Governance and Migration Advisor FDFA - Swiss Embassy in Bosnia and Herzegovina

40 Ms Svetlana Zdravkovska Program Officer GIZ Instritutional Strengthenning Project to NALAS

41 Ms Regula Babler Local Governance and Migration Advisor FDFA - Swiss Embassy in Bosnia and Herzegovina

42 Mr Carlos Mascarell Villar Policy Officer on Governance and Citizenship CEMR - Council of European Municipalities and Regions

43 Ms Emanuela Hanes Office on Social Cohesion / Demographic Changes The Austrian Association of Cities and Towns

44 Ms Alexandra Schantl Project Officer KDZ - Centre for Public Administration Research/ AACT

45 Ms Alexandra Pres Expert GIZ Open Regional Fund MMS

46 Mr Bernd Burwitz Expert GIZ Instritutional Strengthenning Project to NALAS

Appendix 1. List of Participants 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix 2. List of media present 

 

Croatia: 
Vecernji List 

HINA News Agency  

Anadolu Agency  

Croatian Radio  

Croatian Radio 1 

Radio 101 

Pixsell 

Macedonia: 

TV Sitel-national TV 

TV Iris-regional TV 

 

Media reports: 

http://dnevnik.hr/vijesti/svijet/komunikacija-i-koordinacija-lokalne-i-drzavne-vlasti-nuzna-za-

rjesavanje-izbjeglicke-krize---410854.html 

http://www.vecernji.hr/hrvatska/novac-nam-treba-odmah-inace-cemo-pasti-na-prosjacki-stap-

1028431 

http://hrvzz.hr/novosti/hrvatska_zajednica_zupanija/izazovi_i_utjecaj_imigrantske_krize_na_l

okalnu_samoupravu_u_jugoistocnoj_europi-1442/ 

http://iris.mk/index.php/vesti/lokalnivesti/13381-2015-10-02-14-47-00 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://dnevnik.hr/vijesti/svijet/komunikacija-i-koordinacija-lokalne-i-drzavne-vlasti-nuzna-za-rjesavanje-izbjeglicke-krize---410854.html
http://dnevnik.hr/vijesti/svijet/komunikacija-i-koordinacija-lokalne-i-drzavne-vlasti-nuzna-za-rjesavanje-izbjeglicke-krize---410854.html
http://www.vecernji.hr/hrvatska/novac-nam-treba-odmah-inace-cemo-pasti-na-prosjacki-stap-1028431
http://www.vecernji.hr/hrvatska/novac-nam-treba-odmah-inace-cemo-pasti-na-prosjacki-stap-1028431
http://hrvzz.hr/novosti/hrvatska_zajednica_zupanija/izazovi_i_utjecaj_imigrantske_krize_na_lokalnu_samoupravu_u_jugoistocnoj_europi-1442/
http://hrvzz.hr/novosti/hrvatska_zajednica_zupanija/izazovi_i_utjecaj_imigrantske_krize_na_lokalnu_samoupravu_u_jugoistocnoj_europi-1442/
http://iris.mk/index.php/vesti/lokalnivesti/13381-2015-10-02-14-47-00
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