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Background: Municipalities of South-East Europe are the first affected by the refugee influx   
 
The SEE Region is witnessing an unprecedented massive refugee influx, testing the capacities of 
national and local institutions throughout the transit and recipient countries to ensure wellbeing 
of the refugees, but also the local populations. 
 
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. Consequently, the situation on the field is changing rapidly, 
making planning and coordination exceptionally difficult. The local centres designated to receive 
refugees are insufficient in one moment, and deserted in another. 
 
Local governments, in many cases small bordering municipalities, were the first affected by the 
influx overstretching their limited resources for supporting the refugees, while in the same time 
maintaining regular municipal services. On daily basis, local governments are simultaneously 
confronted with several challenges: (1) providing in a very short period of time shelter, food and 
allocating significant resources for sanitation and other necessary municipal services to 
dramatically increased number of people, while (2) maintaining the regular level of public services 
for their citizens, (3) finding the necessary funds and means to perform all the above, and (4) 
communicating with both the refugees and the local population in a way to avoid tensions and 
promote solidarity.  
 
The overall support to local governments in facing these challenges proved to be inefficient and 
inadequate; in most cases national governments were slow to provide appropriate guidance and 
coordination, the communication and data exchange often failed, funding mechanisms were not 
appropriate or missing, centralized, slow and complicated. At the same time, the inter-municipal 
cross-border cooperation failed to provide information exchange among the local decision-makers 
and concrete assistance. 
 
As daily life actually happens in local communities, this situation has proved once again that local 
governments are key stakeholders and must be included, as such, in discussions on dealing with 
the refugee crisis in all levels, European, regional and national. To be able to deal with the crisis, 
the national governments and international community must ensure appropriate support for the 
affected municipalities.  



 
Immediate needs and challenges of individual local governments affected by the influx of 
refugees: 

 Needs related to the provision of the most urgent assistance: shelter, food, sanitation, health 
care, clothing, mediation with the refugees, professional assistance in dispute management, 
security. Support in upscaling municipal services: drain pumps, transport vehicles and trucks, 
waste management equipment (containers, bins, tractors) and equipment related to water 
supply infrastructure, mobile toilets, utility connections, gas amenities, wi-fi facilities, etc.); 

 Challenges related to the inappropriate information flow, planning and preparation: chaotic 
registration procedure, blocked traffic, refugees moving across the agricultural fields, using 
alternative roads, evident lack of coordination with national authorities, but also with 
neighbouring municipalities within the country and across borders; 

 Financial problems: funds from municipal budgets were urgently spent for assisting refugees, 
which created a deficit in the local budgets for regular services to citizens, while state 
authorities are slow in bridging the gap; 

 Consequences for the local communities: degradation of the environment, safety and health 
concerns, deterioration of the regular level of services provided to citizens.  
 

Proposed measures: Time for action by all 
 
Taking record of all the above, the Network of Associations of Local Authorities of South-East 
Europe (NALAS), consisting of 16 members, Local Government Associations, representing 9,000 
local governments with over 80 million citizens, appeals that the national governments, the 
European Union, the donors and other relevant actors take urgent measures to address the 
following immediate and long term priorities: 
 
National governments: 

 Provide strategic guidance to local governments. Assess the expected duration of the crisis, 
numbers of people to be expected, their movements and intentions. Based on this, adopt 
general rules, standards and guidelines that enable fast and flexible response to emergencies. 

 Establish a mechanism of multi-level governance, in which local authorities have a much 
stronger role. This includes and is not limited to:  
- Careful joint planning, locating hot-spots, anticipating potential changes and possible domino 

effects; 
- Data collection and exchange on daily basis; 
- Joint planning for securing the financing of all relevant needs in a timely manner (including 

earmarked grants for the affected municipalities); 
- Involving the LGs in programming of EU and other donor funds for addressing the refugee crisis, 

since only the national governments are eligible to mobilise and receive such funds.  

 
Local governments: 

 Regardless of the state borders, local governments need to cooperate with one another, 
especially in establishing mechanisms for mutual support in emergency situations, in which 
the exchange of information is of crucial importance; 



 NGOs are important actors in dealing with crisis – they are flexible, adaptable and capable of 
creating networks. Thus, in addressing the refugee crisis, local leaderships might find a 
partner in credible NGOs; 

 Local governments should play an important role in communicating the new situation to their 
citizens and making them part of the solution. The relationship with the media is important in 
supporting empathy and solidarity. 

 
The European Union: 

 Establishing a quick-response mechanism is necessary to help the local governments face the 
refugee influx. Therefore, the EU should consider simplifying the procedures for providing 
funds to national governments affected by the crisis.  

 The EU should consider opening some of the funding mechanisms in the area of refugees and 
migration that are currently available only to member states to the candidate countries as 
well. 

 The EU should improve the coordination between its instruments for EU and non EU-Member 
States.   

 The EU should use its mechanisms to make national authorities in non-EU countries 
understand and take into account the needs of the affected municipalities when applying for 
funds related to the refugee crisis. 

 
The donors: 

 The donors should provide urgent and substantial support to municipalities affected by the 
refugee crisis in addressing the immediate needs listed above; 

 The donors should support NALAS and the LGAs in their advocacy and coordination activities 
towards the EU and the national governments; in collecting, updating and managing data; in 
conducting needs assessments; in developing technical specifications for the needs of 
municipalities; in preparing applications for funding and organizing events to discuss possible 
solutions for the crisis; 

 The donor community should consider a more comprehensive approach if the crisis lasts 
longer and if part of the refugees will settle in the region for longer period. Such support 
could include thorough research of all relevant aspects related to the settling of refugees, 
integrating them into local communities, providing all necessary services in the longer run and 
building capacities of all relevant institutions.  
 

To assist its member LGAs and their members, the local governments, NALAS commits to: 

 Support its member LGAs in advocating national governments to activate the available EU 
funds for dealing with the refugee crisis; 

 Partner with CEMR and other relevant organisations to advocate for eliminating 
administrative obstacles to provide efficient utilization of EU funds for dealing with the 
refugee crisis; 

 Set-up coordination and cooperation instruments between the Southeast-European 
municipalities ;  

 Develop a good practice platform and guidelines, that will be based on the multi-annual 
experiences of LGs from the Region in dealing with crisis; 



 Work on codifying the current experience and drawing lessons learned that could improve 
response to future possible waves of refugees.  
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