
THE FUTURE

OF SYRIA

 CONFERENCE & SPEAKER SERIES

19-20 JUNE, 2017  @
KORZO THEATRE - PRINSESTRAAT 42, DEN HAAG  



TABLE OF 
CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION____3

DAY 1
PANEL DISCUSSION____6

WORKSHOPS____10

DAY 2
PANEL DISCUSSION 1____15

PANEL DISCUSSION 2____18

WORKSHOPS____20



3

On the occasion of the Oriental Landscapes (June 16-23, 2017), Global Week for Syria 

and the International Refugee Day (June 20, 2017), The Hague Peace Projects and 

Music and Beyond Foundation organized a two day conference on the Future of Syria. 

The first day of the conference consisted of a discussion surrounding the future 

of Syria; in the morning we had panel discussions with high level experts and the 

afternoon included various workshops related to different aspects of rebuilding Syria. 

The second day we focused on the integration of newcomers into Dutch society, with 

our two main topics consisting of economic integration and social/cultural integration. 

We brought together those organizations and institutions responsible for integration 

and the refugee community in order to promote better understanding and cooperation 

in the integration process.

This is a crucial moment in the history of Syria and in the lives of so many Syrian 

people inside and outside of Syria. The coming year will most likely be a decisive one 

for what Syria will look like for some decades to come. Therefore, it is necessary that 

the voices of Syrian citizens themselves are being heard and taken into account in 

the processes of reconstructing this war-torn nation. We believe that everyone can 

contribute to building a democratic and free Syria. With this conference we wanted 

to set a first step by bringing together Syrians in the diaspora to discuss among 

themselves and with others how to cooperate in this effort. Additionally, successful 

integration of refugees in host nations can create fruitful opportunities for them to 

become peace-builders in their countries of origin.

Thank you to all who attended!

JAKOB DE JONGE
Director of The Hague Peace Projects

INTRODUCTION
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ABOUT THE HAGUE PEACE PROJECTS

The Hague Peace Projects was founded in 2014 and has as its mission to 

contribute to peaceful solutions to conflicts by providing relevant information 

to policymakers and the wider public about the causes of these conflicts. By 

clarifying and analyzing the often complex reality of armed conflict, the Hague 

Peace Projects will encourage and support actors at all levels to undertake 

the necessary actions that lead to peace. In most projects, The Hague Peace 

Projects works specifically with the various diasporas in Europe coming from 

conflict areas.

ABOUT MUSIC AND BEYOND FOUNDATION

The Foundation is an initiative of Hannibal Saad, Syrian musician, manager 

and artistic director of Jazz Lives in Syria Festival (2005-2010), Oriental 

Landscapes festival (2009, 2011), Syrian Music Lives (2013–to date) and Global 

Week for Syria (2014–to date). His experience working with crossover music 

from the east and west reaches 18 years. The projects have been presented in 

major venues across Europe and the Middle East. In 2013, Music and Beyond 

started the Syrian Music Lives Project, a community, portal and social media 

network focused on preserving and reviving professional relationships among 

Syrian musicians and offering concrete ways to work for unification and 

reconciliation of Syrian people. 

The mission of Music and Beyond Foundation is to stimulate understanding, 

promote diversity and foster respect through open dialogue and the diffusion 

of knowledge for cultures in conflict.



DAY 1
The Future of Syria: 
Possible Scenarios

Since 2011, the Syrian war has 
forced half of the total Syrian 
population to leave their homes 
and more than half a million 
Syrians have lost their lives. This 
war has profoundly destabilized 
the entire region and created a 
geopolitical standoff between 
great regional and global powers. 
Although the development of 
the war in Syria is uncertain, it 
is crucial for Syrians as well as 
the international community to 
envision a future, which strives for 
security, justice and peace.
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After the introduction about the Hague Peace Projects by the Director, Jakob 
De Jonge, Esseline van de Sande started the panel discussion showing an 
image of the map of Syria in the form of a lamp and invited everyone to get to 
know each other. 

Bassam Alahmad, who is experienced in documentation and evidence 
collection in Syria, focused his talk on truth and justice. He highlighted the 
importance of examining and documenting all of the violations happening 
in Syria, not only the ones perpetrated by ISIS. As a conclusion, he brought 
attention to the goal of bringing justice to all Syrians, and not only to part of 
Syria.

Massa Mufti-Hamwi, the founder of Sonbola Group, explained how she joined 
the growing civil society movement in Syria. She explained that there is a 
vibrant new civil society movement flourishing thanks to Syrians. Talking about 
peace, according to her, is like having a “big elephant in the room”. Because 
peace is so important, and it is the only possible point of departure if one wants 
to talk about the future of Syria. Massa reminded how, in Arabic, people greet 
“peace” (“salam aleikum”) to each other every day. “Peace is not about a faith, 
or a value, it is an action”, she said. Every time peace is mentioned in the 
Quran, Massa highlighted, it talks about those who act upon peace. Therefore, 
peace is connected to taking action and also to accountability. For a process 
of transition for peace, Massa believes that the turning point is the change 
to a different mindset, where education plays a fundamental role. It involves 
being courageous, to hold parties accountable for their own deeds. Education, 
in this scenario, is the way to invest in the most important capital Syria has, 
which is its human capital. Educating should not only be about giving access to 
education, but about giving a relevant education, one that makes the learners 
believe that they have hope through learning, especially in times of conflict. 
Massa expressed her concern that we only provide the minimum education for 
refugees, while we should provide the maximum. She closed her talk citing 

PANEL 
DISCUSSION

What started six years ago as a revolution against the dictator Bashar Alassad 
and his regime, turned later into a civil war and the most serious international 
crisis in the world. The democratic revolution has been obscured by numerous 
external actors and their agendas; is a political settlement under the given 
circumstances still achievable? Will Assad remain in power? How can those who 
have committed war crimes be held accountable? Are the current peace talks 
still adaptable at the ground? What role does civil society play in settling the 
conflict? And should economic reconstruction be initiated before, during or after 
the political settlement in Syria? 

The Hague Peace Projects brought speakers from Syria and the Netherlands 
together to explore possible scenarios for the future of Syria.

FUTURE OF SYRIA - POSSIBLE SCENARIOS

DAY 1

RABIE 
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Moderator:
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VAN DE SANDE
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MARK 
ZELLENRATH

HALA 
ALHAMED



7

DAY 1

Paulo Freire: “we need to move from the pedagogy of the oppressed to the pedagogy 
of emancipation and empowerment”. 

Mark Zellenrath, from the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs, questioned the 
current international scenario in relation to the conflict in Syria. He posed some 
fundamental questions such as “who is in control of Syria?”, “who is responsible?”, 
“is there a real de-escalation of the conflict?”. He commented that there are at least 
two different conflicts in Syria, one is about Daesh, and another one that emerged 
with the 2011 uprisings. He said the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs believes in 
an international solution for Syria, based on international law, for a long-lasting, 
durable solution. 

In reply, Massa commented that Syrians are “sick and tired” of “being fooled”. She 
said Syrians want to be architects of their own future. In addition, that there is not 
a Syrian crisis, but a world crisis, and the question is who is accountable for this 
system breakdown? 

Bassam, after a question from the audience, explained in further detail the 
collection of evidence in Syria. He clarified that the purpose of doing it is to end the 
violence now, not only for trials in the long-term. In this aspect, he said, “we can 
be more practical”. Regarding possible actions to be taken now, he pointed out the 
need for a bigger commitment to international humanitarian law to protect civilians 
amid the conflict. In his view, “impunity” is a key word in Syria.

Mark commented again, in reply to the questions raised, and reminded that “we 
need justice now”. He argued that, unfortunately, the international system, for many 
political reasons, is retreating. This situation leads to distrust in the international 
community. Now what we see, accordingly, is a combination of factors that lead to a 
shifting tectonic, critical situation. 

One Syrian individual in the audience asked: “are the root causes of the conflict 
in Syria really being addressed?” That question was not directly answered and 
remained open in the conclusion of the first part of the panel.



Hala Alhamed, water management expert, commented that despite the difficulties in 
identifying a solution in the foreseeable future in Syria, there are some opportunities 
for mitigation. The first opportunity relates to dialogue for peace on an operational 
level. She cited one example of cooperation between Kurdish and Arabic groups for 
a water project in Afrin, Turkey. “How are these people cooperating?”, she raised 
the question and invited reflection on good examples of trust building. The second 
opportunity relies on education, particularly on strategic planning, because there 
is a window of opportunity for the Syrian labour force. There are a great number 
of Syrians of working age who fled the country. When it comes to operations in the 
water management sector, for example, there are not enough qualified workers. 
Now Syrian refugees in the Netherlands could be educated for filling those gaps in 
the labour market.  Water is one of the top sectors in the Netherlands and this could 
favor Dutch strategies for the attraction of highly-skilled migrants.

Massa, in reply to Hala, reinforced the need for education that is relevant, 
employable, and compatible with the transition of the global market.

Hala also talked about the need for institutional reform that will lead to a social 
market economy. One of the key players for this transition would be the local 
councils in Syria.

Rabie Nasser presented his ideas, as a policy research expert, and emphasized that 
at this point there are no facts about the situation in Syria. Rabie called to attention 
the need for Syrians in assuming the responsibility for Syria. “It is necessary to 
blame ourselves before we blame anyone else”, he said. The key is that Syrian 
society needs to react. He pointed out that political oppression is not a solution even 
if it brings economic stability and peace in the short or mid-term. According to him, 
there are some big contradictions in supporting human rights and fostering job 
opportunities, citing the example of the weapons industry and the conflict-related 
economy.  He highlighted the need to set priorities. Along with the years of conflict, 
the conflict-related economy grew, which brings new problems and behaviors that 
can last for a long time. Another example he gave is the relationships between Syria 
and Saudi Arabia and Turkey, because the latter two are not resistant to the conflict-
oriented economy. He also expressed his concern about the elite in Syria, the ones 
that have benefited from the conflict and have links to political parties. “If we want 
to dismantle the conflict economy, we have to bring opportunities for decent work”, 
Nasser said.  Finally, Nasser discussed that social capital is crucial for rebuilding 
Syria. As many Syrians are outside of the country, Syrians need to both integrate into 
the host community and rebuild Syria. We all need to collaborate, he said, so that 
“we do not become small dictators”. 

After another round of questions and comments from the audience, Rabie Nasser 
argued that many experts do not acknowledge the power of Syrian citizens as 
actors, and it is essential that Syrians be recognized as such.

One member of the audience raised the question about the funding of NGOs, 
asking, “where does the money come from and go to?” Massa replied that the 
NGO sector is new and challenging in Syria. She said that most NGOs started as 
grassroots movements, in a very chaotic way, without criteria or structure, without 
measurements. Only afterward, they institutionalized and started asking for funding, 
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which comes mainly from international sources. To her, it is a difficult task for local 
NGOs to do fundraising, especially in the area of education. She explained that 
according to UN categorization, education falls under the umbrella of humanitarian 
aid, not under development. However, Syrians are trying to change this, because 
the view of education as humanitarian aid hinders the implementation of high-
quality long-term education. Furthermore, there is a problem with the mechanisms 
of money transference between donors and local NGOs, which are extremely 
bureaucratic. Policy makers and even Prime Ministers acknowledge that local 
communities must be protagonists, but the system of implementation of this goal 
through channels like UN agencies, is full of bureaucratic hurdles. 

Esseline closed the panel asking the speakers to talk about what “keeps 
them going” in their projects as Syrians, despite so many difficulties. Bassam 
mentioned the hope of Syrians, who studied at university without any expectation 
of employment, many stateless… (In a way he meant that difficulties were always 
there for most Syrians). Hala emphasized the role of experts, not only in the water 
management sector, but in all others who can create an impact and invited them to 
make and accept concrete proposals. Massa talked about the pursuit of change from 
despair and subjugation towards emancipation. 

Esseline wrote a list of topics (“Future Potentials”) that resulted from the panel:

- Water as tool for peace;
- Scarcity as pre-requisite; 
- Scenarios can help to direct a future;
- Expand the role of Syrian society (empower!);
- NGOs as new form of movement and activism;
- Education should be listed under development;
- Liberation of donor rules;
- Create spaces (for discussion, like this congress).

She concluded the panel by showing the map of Syria in the form of butterfly wings.
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WORKSHOPS

WORKSHOP DESCRIPTION:
Peace negotiations and constitutional reform processes are 
critical junctures that provide windows of opportunity to contest 
and redefine the terms of the political system. 
In this session we presented concrete examples of the way 
women’s rights organizations have worked and are working to 
influence these processes to drive gender-responsive content 
in Syria; especially at the intra Syrian peace talks in relation to 
the work of women on the ground. 
The aim of this workshop was to gain inside views on the peace 
process and the role of women from Syrian refugees residing in 
the Netherlands.

2) Building Blocks for a Democratic & Peaceful Syria by PAX
WORKSHOP DESCRIPTION:
In this workshop, Syrian participants were asked to share and discuss their ideas 
about the future of Syria. They brainstormed about the building blocks required to 
achieve a peaceful and democratic Syria and then session experts assisted them in 
designing workable models to reach this goal.

1) Inclusive Peace-Building by Hivos

The workshops on the first day were given and organized by experts from PAX, 
Hivos, Youth Peace Initiative and Free Press Unlimited and discussed the future of 
Syria with Syrians and other interested participants. The aim of the workshops was 
to design possible scenarios for the future of the country.

WORKSHOP DESCRIPTION:
In an interactive manner, this workshop discussed with the 
participants the strategies that diaspora may use in peace-
building processes and examples from different diaspora 
groups of different nationalities. Two Syrians of the YPI Syria 
team were responsible for moderating the workshop, among 
them was Rajin Alqallih.
Rajin worked for UNHCR for 8 years in Syria, Sudan and The 
Netherlands in refugee protection. At the moment she works 
with Critical Mass raising awareness about the impact of war 
on individuals’ lives.

3) Role of Diaspora in Peace-Building by Youth Peace Initiative
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DAY 1

1) Inclusive Peace-Building by Hivos
The workshop focused on media inclusion and gender perspectives. 
The findings of the group can be summarized in the following topics: 

(1) females in parliaments, 
(2) need to re-evaluate and understand the meaning of masculinity, 
(3) active participation, feminism, 
(4) learn from best practices in Dutch society and democracy, 
(5) top-down and institutional approaches give way to bottom-up approaches. 

2) Building Blocks for a Democratic & Peaceful Syria by PAX
The participants found it challenging to dream about the future of Syria because 
there is too much tension, but they agreed that they cannot wait to dream. 
The group listed the following topics: 

(1) dreaming, 
(2) supporting Syrian initiatives, 
(3) political parties. 
They also recommended a book: “Killing identities” from Amin Marhouf. 

WORKSHOP FINDINGS & CONCLUSIONS

WORKSHOP DESCRIPTION:
Together with the audience, Free Press Unlimited discussed 
the role of media in conflict and peace-building. During this 
workshop we explored the different ways of how news from Syria 
can be conceived, and how we can be aware of our own news 
consumption. How do Syrians in the west see the news, which 
news outlets do they follow, and is this different from how the 
general audience sees it? How do you get facts into the open, in 
a situation where everything is biased?

4) Media in Peace-Building by Free Press Unlimited 
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3) Role of Diaspora in Peace-Building by Youth Peace Initiative
The concrete findings of the group related to the need of: 

(1) strengthening identity (saying to communities who we Syrians are, 
      explain where we come from), 
(2) empowerment of Syrian community, 
(3) connect to each other and to others, 
(4) participation/activism through grassroots movements. 

4) Media in Peace-Building by Free Press Unlimited
The discussion in the workshop emphasized the quest for media sources, trying to 
answer questions on “how do you get the news?”, “how this is related to Syria?”. 
The participants found a difference between Syrian men and woman on the subject, 
because while the first lack one-on-one sources of information from Syria, the latter 
have stronger social relationships and resilience after living through what they 
experienced (e.g. lacking electricity). The concrete topics for action brought as a 
result were: 

(1) (building strong) social relationships, 
(2) sharing news sources, 
(3) media sources of encouragement. 

Conclusions
The audience and workshop speakers compared the moments before and after the 
Arab spring in relation to the birth of a Syrian civil society. Assessing the credibility 
of media was also a topic of discussion, but the conclusion was that it is impossible 
not to follow the sources that we ideologically align with, hindering the examination 
of broader and opposing views of the conflict. Some media sources were cited: Inab 
Baladi, Syria Deeply, Syria Untold, Syria Direct, Sauriat, Suwar. When considering 
the Syrians in host societies, other points of action were highlighted: 

(1) that host-societies embrace the newcomers, 
(2) raise awareness (for example, Raijin talked about the development of a video   
      game that makes an individual “experience” the life of a Syrian before and   
      after the conflict), 
(3) that Syrians reunite for peace in order to build a diaspora community, 
(4) that integration policies give space for the diaspora community in the host-  
      society.
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DAY 2
Integration: Aspirations 
and Challenges

After the influx of large groups 
of refugees in the past few 
years, many have proposed 
various solutions for a smooth 
integration. Not all of them have 
shown clearly positive results and 
some policy measures even create 
great confusion and uncertainty 
among permit holders. Day 2  
brought together policy makers,  
integration specialists and permit 
holders to discuss the obstacles 
and solutions towards successful 
integration in the Netherlands.



Integrating into a new and unfamiliar labour market can be challenging and 
intimidating.  For many, labour market integration is considered an essential 
way for permit holders to integrate positively and rapidly into the receiving 
society. However, permit holders cannot do this alone. The Hague Peace Projects 
therefore brought together different stakeholders, including policy makers, 
activists and of course permit holders, to share best practices and find solutions 
for successful labour market integration. 

Main questions that we addressed were:  How can permit holders from non-
EU countries integrate into the Dutch labour system? Who is responsible for 
successful labour market integration? How do we measure successful labour 
market integration? How can qualifications and skills be harvested in a cost 
efficient yet effective manner? 

LABOUR MARKET INTEGRATION

PANEL 
DISCUSSION #1

The first panel discussion of the second day of the Future of Syria Conference 
explored the opportunities and challenges of labour market integration for 
refugees. The panel was moderated by Mohammed Taha of The Hague Peace 
Projects and featured Catrien Smit from The Municipality of Den Haag, 
Dr. Tesseltje de Lange from the University of Amsterdam, Paul Mbikayi from 
Refugee Talent Hub and George Kadr, who started his own business called 
PhotoSpeaking.

Mohammed opened the discussion and stated that refugees need to have input 
and help form the policies that make integration programs successful. He also 
opened with the questions: “How should labour market integration work?” and 
“Can refugees fit into the current Dutch labour market and still be able to work 
in their fields of expertise?” 

The first panel speakers were Catrien Smit and Dr. Tesseltje de Lange. 
Tesseltje is Assistant Professor of Administration and Migration Law at 
the University of Amsterdam and is also vice-chair of the Dutch Advisory 
Committee on Migration Affairs, advising the government on migration law and 
policy. She spoke on the study that she authored titled “Van azc naar een baan” 
(From reception centre to a job). She stated that three to four years ago there 
were no policies in place to tackle labour integration; so much has changed 
in the Netherlands in recent years. She advocated the need to provide tools to 
refugees during the asylum process and after they have received status and the 
dire need to provide opportunities in their respective fields. 
 
1) Work-First Approach – the immediate goal is to get people off of social    
    benefits and into any job as quickly as possible and then work on future   
    career prospects. This can be quite a demotivating and demoralizing   
    process.
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2) Tailor-Made Program – a two-year program that includes language training, 
    any re-training necessary to transfer job skills over to the Dutch market, social 
    supports. This is the approach that is preferable.
 
One major hurdle found in labour integration is the lack of employers willing to take 
a chance on employing refugees. Refugees gain status in the Netherlands for five 
years, but if their home country is stable before that period is up, they may be asked 
to return. Because of this and the extra work involved (sometimes language barriers 
and different work styles), it is difficult to find employers willing to invest in hiring 
refugees. Tesseltje emphasized that integration is a two-way street; refugees must 
put in the effort, but the Dutch need to invest as well to make it work.

Catrien Smit works in the Department of Social Affairs at the Municipality of 
Den Haag. Her department works with many other different departments in the 
municipality to try to make the integration process smooth for refugees. She stated 
that labour market integration really is a challenge and noted that from 2012-14, 
700 permits were granted and from 2015-17, 3000 were granted – over four times 
the previous amount. This massive jump in numbers meant that the old approach 
to integration from the municipalities’ view could not continue and had to be re-
vamped and Den Haag created a new system. This included language classes, 
connecting refugees with volunteer opportunities, helping them register children 
for school, finding a physician, support for them to enter the labour market and 
much more. The municipality works with outside agencies like VluchtelingenWerk 
Nederland to make this process easier. They also do a profile scan of skills, 
knowledge and competencies to help refugees find work in their field or to see if 
they are eligible to attend school (for those under the age of 27).

A major challenge comes when highly-skilled refugees try to find work, as many 
certifications are not recognized in the Netherlands. This is especially true for the 
medical field. Catrien mentioned that there are opportunities to work in clinics in 
a different capacity, but not really to work again as a medical expert without re-
training. Other professional fields may have an easier time – for example lawyers 
may be able to work in international companies, of which Den Haag has quite a few.
Tesseltje and Catrien emphasized that a very important way to dispel myths about 
refugees and encourage employers to invest in them is to create more networking 
and match-making opportunities. 
 
Audience members asked questions and explained some frustrations of trying to 
integrate into the Dutch labour market. Many find it unfair that only those under 27 
are able to have the chance to study and feel helpless in the integration process – 
they can’t choose where they live, they feel frustration in learning the language and 
the amount of time it takes to network and meet people and need more support in 
gaining a Dutch driving license (which is sometimes very necessary for a job).
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The second set of panel speakers for Labour Integration included George Kadr and 
Paul Mbikayi. George came to the Netherlands in 2013 and felt very disappointed 
with the integration process that he experienced. He felt that the municipality did 
not attempt to find him work in his field (journalism) and felt it was a one-size-fits-
all approach and not personalized. When he first came, he worked as a cleaner 
and now has his own company called PhotoSpeaking, which specializes in media 
productions and freelance journalism. He emphasized that the integration process 
needs to be longer, with more supports in place and feels that if refugees aren’t able 
to work in their field, that they will not be able to integrate successfully.

Paul is the Director of Refugee Talent Hub and came to the Netherlands as a 
refugee from Congo 25 years ago. He was trained as an engineer in Congo, but 
understood that his qualifications would not be recognized here. He stated that 
refugees need to accept that they are not at home anymore and have to find a way 
to fit in. He encouraged refugees to ask, “What can I give to the Netherlands?” and 
“How can I fit into the Dutch labour market puzzle?” 

Mohammed concluded the panel discussion by asking each participant, 

“Where do you hope to see the current refugees in the Netherlands in 10 years?”

Catrien: 
In a career where they are happy and feel fulfilled and if they are not employed, that 
they are still active in the community and giving their talents in volunteer work.

Tesseltje: 
On the legal side of things, she would like refugees to have dual status in that 
when refugees gain permits, they are no longer called refugees, but can identify 
themselves by their skills and abilities. She would also like the law to recognize this 
as well.

George:
Through his own experiences, he hopes that refugees have an easier time than he 
did and feels discouraged for them.

Paul: 
Hopes to see some in parliament and actively taking a role in forming policy. He also 
hopes that they can take in reality, tap into their adaptability and beat the system.

DAY 2
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SOCIAL & CULTURAL INTEGRATION

PANEL 
DISCUSSION #2

The second panel discussion of the second day of the Future of Syria 
Conference focused on social and cultural integration. The panel was 
moderated by Lisanne Boersma of The Hague Peace Projects and featured 
Quirine Veth from Global Workforce, Besan Zarzar from Net in Nederland and 
Mirjam Huisman from VluchtelingenWerk Nederland. 

Lisanne opened the discussion by asking the audience who felt integrated in 
the Netherlands and why. Various members felt integrated through learning 
the language, through their workplace, through the time that they’ve lived 
here and through social contact with neighbours. Mirjam commented that she 
knows many who are Dutch that don’t feel integrated and that it can be a hard 
place to fully feel accepted, but sharing and making volunteer connections can 
make a huge difference and make refugees feel part of society. Besan feels the 
integration process never truly ends, that learning happens every single day 
and Quirine thought that it can occur when people believe in their own person 
and their own leadership abilities and take initiative.

The discussion delved into current issues faced by refugees with socio-
cultural integration and advice was given on ways to feel more integrated into 
Dutch society. Besan has been in the Netherlands for three years. She was a 
journalist in Syria and then moved to Egypt before coming here. She felt that 
a major step in integrating was first to learn the Dutch language. She fought 
to take intensive Dutch courses so she could learn faster. She sees many who 
cannot pass the ‘’Inburgering ‘’examination and feels that the government 
should give more options to refugees to take whichever language course would 
suit them best instead of mandating certain ones.

Quirine created the Global Workforce database 15 years ago and is a trainer 
and coach to permit holders. Her goal is to match opportunities with permit 
holders. She sees challenges with where refugees are housed and the fact 
that they are moved around. So, refugees may start a language or other 

The increasingly multi-ethnic nature of EU countries has led to debates about 
national identity and raised questions about the degree to which people of different 
ethnic backgrounds should and can belong to a dominant political, cultural and social 
system.  Integration in the Netherlands is consequently part of a broader debate about 
the Dutch identity. This panel discussion addressed the following questions:  What 
does it mean to “be Dutch”? What are values and norms that everyone, including 
permit holders, need to respect and what are strategies to foster these values?  Who 
has to adjust to what? What roles do discrimination and racism play in the integration 
process? 

In this panel, The Hague Peace Projects invited experts to address and answer these 
questions.

DAY 2
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type of course and then have to move to a different housing location. She also 
emphasized the need for refugees to learn Dutch. In her work, she sees that 89% of 
job opportunities want Dutch speakers and she feels that it can definitely help with 
integration into neighbourhoods and communities. 

Mirjam has been the Director of VluchtelingenWerk Zuidwest Nederland (VWN) for 
a year and a half. She joined VWN because she was moved to help with the current 
refugee crisis and wanted to do what she could to help them successfully integrate. 
She mentioned that a recent change to legislation now allows refugees to start 
taking courses before receiving their permits. Her staff at VWN tries to make the 
wait time fruitful for refugees and she commented that many have recognized the 
problems with the integration programs and are attempting to fix them. She also 
emphasized that learning the Dutch language is essential for integration as it can 
help refugees connect with the Dutch and open more opportunities for employment.

An audience member brought up the emotional dimension of being a refugee – the 
effect of leaving behind family, starting again in a foreign country. Besan elaborated 
on her experience and shared that her work helps her get through these hardships 
and said that she feels that she doesn’t want to fully integrate as it may take away 
from her Syrian upbringing and she wants to hold on to that. She encouraged 
everyone to not forget who you are and to bring the best of your culture and combine 
it with the best of Dutch culture. Mirjam added that many refugees feel a lot of 
uncertainty, as if they are living in two worlds. The Dutch government expects them 
to integrate, but also will ask them to leave if their home country becomes stable.  
Besan added that she is proud to be a refugee and she aims to dispel the myth that 
refugees are uneducated and of a lower class or uncivilized.

The question, “What does it mean to be Dutch?” was asked. The panel agreed that 
there are no hard and fast measures to being Dutch, no way to quantify it. Mirjam 
suggested that Dutch society has many groups with different values, but common 
ones are democracy and treating everyone equally (regardless of race, gender, 
religion or sexual orientation). She added that what is important is that society is 
open enough to talk about these values and make sure that they are being upheld. 
There are some Dutch citizens who feel threatened by refugees and newcomers and 
these tend to be people on the edges of society who may be concerned that there 
will be competition for social services. This needs to be addressed in municipalities 
with housing solutions and adequate job opportunities.

The last question addressed how refugees are seen in the Netherlands and the 
recognition that some Dutch people feel that the native Dutch in need are ignored. 
Mirjiam commented that VWN aims to make refugees feel safe here and openly 
talks to refugees about this false narrative. She added that in her own family she 
saw a lot of resistance to welcoming refugees and all it took was a conversation over 
a cup of coffee with a refugee family for them to totally change their perspective.
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WORKSHOPS

1) Tertiary Education for Permit Holders

Three workshops were given and organized by VluchtelingenWerk Nederland, Unity 
in Diversity and The Hague Peace Projects. In the workshops participants developed 
solutions to some of the most pressing integration issues including social and  labour 
participation of permit holders in the Netherlands.

WORKSHOP DESCRIPTION:
In this workshop, university students Khaled and Heba presented the education 
system for permit holders in the Netherlands. They asked participants to share their 
ideas about the education obstacles they have faced in the Netherlands with the aim 
of designing recommendations and goals.

WORKSHOP DESCRIPTION:
VluchtelingenWerk works with employers, trainers and local 
government to prepare refugees for the Dutch labour market and 
to find a job. Among other things, they do this in the project called 
Refugees Investing in Participation (VIP). In the meantime, more 
than 50 municipalities are involved and more than 180 companies 
have opened their doors to 675 refugees, by working together with 
them on this VIP program. In this workshop, the moderators shared 
the success factors and issues of this project.

2) Labour Integration by VluchtelingenWerk Nederland
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WORKSHOP DESCRIPTION:
Our research has unearthed 3 major challenges in the socio-
cultural integration of refugees - lack of contact, mutual-fear, 
and low community involvement in refugee matters - which can 
be turned into great tools for better socio-cultural integration. 
When closely analyzed, these challenges are underpinned by 
stereotypes. 

This interactive workshop examined the role of stereotypes in 
forming the basis for the challenges to socio-cultural integration 
and proffered practical solutions on how stereotypes can be 
managed. It also addressed how to turn these challenges into 
positive building blocks for socio-cultural integration.

3)  Let’s Talk Stereotypes by Unity in Diversity

WORKSHOP FINDINGS & CONCLUSIONS
1) Tertiary Education for Permit Holders
The presenters and participants shared information and experiences on the 
refugee experience in the Dutch education system. They spoke about the barriers 
that refugees face in having their education from their home countries recognized 
and the challenges in attempting to continue or further their education here 
in the Netherlands. Many felt that not enough recognition is given to academic 
achievements and qualifications from their home countries and hoped that in the 
future the Dutch system would find a better way to fill any gaps instead of forcing 
students to retrain. All agreed that the process is very frustrating and disheartening 
and needs to change.

2) Labour Integration by VluchtelingenWerk Nederland
The findings from this workshop are similar to those talked about in the Labour 
Market Integration Panel Discussion. The participants felt that a major obstacle in 
this integration is matching the skills of refugees with local opportunities in the job 
market. They also felt that if those looking for work could have support in rethinking 
their talents and skills, it would open up more opportunities for employment.

New solutions must be implemented to encourage employers to take a chance on 
hiring refugee staff and the benefits of doing so communicated to them. Also, more 
mentoring opportunities must be available to refugee job-seekers to help them 
adapt to the working culture in the Netherlands.

3)  Let’s Talk Stereotypes by Unity in Diversity
The presenters reported that their group had a very lively discussion on refugee 
stereotypes and agreed that their biggest challenge is to find an effective solution in 
battling the negative ones. All participants felt that the majority of stereotypes about 
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refugees are negative and the group came up with the following possible solutions:

(1) create opportunities for people to meet refugees one-on-one and encourage   
      refugees to be honest in sharing their stories (if they are comfortable doing so)

(2) those who want to make a change can talk to policymakers and media and help 
      to correct the narrative - share positive stories

(3) create an education program for children in their schools that teaches them 
      about refugees and dispels myths

Even with the solutions presented, the group felt that it is not simple to change the 
narrative around refugees and that many want to continue to believe the negative 
stereotypes and see refugees as the “other.”
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