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10 Politics

A national breakthrough for undocumented immigrants

In February, the government in Geneva caused a stir by announcing a plan that paves the way for thousands of
undocumented immigrants to gain legal status. This policy, which has since been approved by Berne, is already

being considered by other cantons.

STEPHANE HERZO06
Pierre Maudet, the FDP cantonal
councillor for Geneva, announced the

surprise move to the media on 21 Feb-
ruary accompanied by a senior official
from the State Secretariat for Migra-
tion (SEM). The plan, dubbed Papyrus,
aims to tackle illegal employment by
giving legal status to thousands of un-
documented immigrants working in
the local economy. There are an esti-
mated 18,000 such people in the can-
ton and 76,000 nationwide. Zurich is
home to the highest number of them,
at 28,000.

Piloted for two years in strict con-
fidence, the initiative was negotiated
between Pierre Maudet and Federal
Councillor Simonetta Sommaruga,
who isresponsible for immigration is-
sues. During this time, Papyrus regu-
larised 590 people by granting them a
B permit on humanitarian grounds,
renewable annually.

Offices inundated

The news came as a bombshell to the
undocumented immigrants living in
Geneva, a canton which has some
30,000 domestic employees. Almost
2,000 people attended an information
meeting held by self-help organisa-
tions on 26 February. The branches of
this collective have opened informa-
tion offices — at a rate of six a week - to
support potential applicantsin compil-
ing the necessary paperwork. Accord-
ing to the Support Collective for
Undocumented Workers, more than
1,600 people flocked to these offices in
just two weeks. “Some of the applicants
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fail to meet the requirements, mainly
because they haven’t spent enough
time here or because of debts,” says
Alain Bolle, the Director of the Protes-
tant Social Centre (CSP). About 30 % of
requests meet the criteria, he added.
Applicants must prove that they are
financially independent,do notreceive
welfare benefits and have lived in Swit-
zerland for at least ten years (or five if

they have children). The CSP estimates
thatasingle person paying 1,500 Swiss
francs for health insurance and an
apartment would have to earn at least
2,500 francs.

Declaring workers

The applications for official status re-
quire the workers to name their em-

Hundreds of illegal
immigrants attended
an information meet-
ing in February about
the Papyrus initiative,
organised by trade
unions and the asso-
ciations affiliated
with the Support
Collective for Undoc-
umented Workers.
Phato: Keystone
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ployers. The government and trade
unions want companies and individ-
uals to put their affairs in order and
stop employing workers illegally.
This reflects one of the aims of the au-
thorities, namely to clean up the do-
mestic service sector, which is the
biggest employer of undocumented
workers on the labour market. The
unions say they will report to the au-
thorities any employer who sacks
workers for applying for regularisa-
tion. A study commissioned by the
SEM found that one in every two
undocumented immigrants in
French-speaking Switzerland has an
AHVnumber, compared to just onein
five in the German-speaking parts,
and almost none in the tourist can-
tons.

“The idea of granting permits on
humanitarian grounds comes in re-
sponse to a precarious, untenable sit-
uation,” says Rémy Kammermann, a
CSP lawyer. He says that some people

- especially women - are living with-
out any welfare protection and ex-
ploited by slum landlords who rent
mattresses out at 400 francs a month
or, worse still, sexually abuse people
who fear expulsion. “These arguments
have been met with concern by the
government, which does not want
lawless areas to develop, thus poten-
tially creating crime hot-beds.”

Former Liberal Cantonal Council-
lor Martine Brunschwig Graf was
present at the unveiling of the Papy-
rus initiative. In 2005, she proposed
aregularisation initiative based, like
today’s, on the system of hardship
cases as stipulated by the Federal Act
on Foreign Nationals. At the time,
Christophe Blocher headed the De-
partment of Justice and Police. He
chose not to pursue the proposal. “We
needed a partner in the federal gov-
ernment. This time it’s Simonetta
Sommaruga,” says Brunschwig Graf,
who now chairs the Federal Commit-
tee against Racism. It should be noted
that it is the SEM, not the cantons,
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which decides whether ornot to grant
B permits. “The difference with Papy-
rus is that Geneva has given itself
greater scope for agreeing acceptance
criteria,” she says.

The Genevan initiative has not
gone unnoticed in Switzerland. But
Martine Brunschwig Graf does not
draw any conclusions from that: “Not
allthe cantons are ready to introduce
such a system. Proper organisation is
required. It’snot enough to geta green
light from the federal government,”
says the former President of the Can-
tonal Council. In Geneva, Alain Bolle
is confident that “Papyrus will have a
knock-on effect.” Rémy Kammer-
mann believes German-speaking
parts of Switzerland are reluctant to
regularise undocumented immi-
grants because it is seen as somehow

“going against the law” in spite of'its le-
gality. “Last year, Zurich granted legal
status to only two undocumented
immigrants, while many Ger-
man-speaking cantons regularised
nobody,” the lawyer explains. The De-
partment of Security in Zurich refuses
to confirm estimates that there are
28,000 undocumented immigrants. It
explains its policy by referring to the
cantonal directive on hardship cases.

Having been approved by the SEM,
does Papyrus effectively create a new
law at the national level? That remains
tobeseen, says the Geneva-based law-
yer, who expects a great deal from the
analysis of the findings of this pilot
study in two years’ time. “If the out-
come is positive, it will be harder to
roll back,” he says.

The economic impact

The fact is that thousands of undocu-
mented immigrants from Africa,
Latin America and Asia are fulfilling
ademand for workers in Switzerland.
“If you really wanted to get rid of these
people, you would simply have to
post police officers at railway stations
in the morning and pick up the peo-

ple taking the bus to work as cleaners,
nannies and handymen in the towns
around Geneva,” Alain Bolle says.
Conservative politicians are not op-
posed to this process. FDP Cantonal
Councillor Pierre Maudet has “made
a name for himself at national level
through the Papyrus initiative, and
has done so on a potentially conten-
tious issue”, according to a source
close to the politician.

Papyrus has only provoked oppo-
sition from one corner: Geneva’s Swiss
People’s Party (SVP), which believes
the move “sends out a disastrous mes-
sage”. SVP National Councillors Yves
Nidegger and Céline Amaudruz have
submitted two motions to the Na-
tional Council. The first seeks to spec-
ify and therefore reduce the excep-
tions for hardship cases. The second
calls for Papyrus to be halted until
these specifications have been made.
Could these motions cast doubt over
the experiment in Geneva? “There is
no chance of that happening because
it would mean amending the law it-
self,” says Alain Bolle. He is pleased
that Papyrus was kept “under the ra-
dar because it might otherwise have
been undermined by the SVP”.

The Papyrus effect reverberates across Basel

and in the Jura

At the end of March, the far left in Basel called on the government to

define the regularisation criteria more objectively. “We were able to relax
these criteria in 2017 to allow them to be applied not only to the sick and

to families but also to unmarried individuals,” explains Fabrice Mangold
from the Basel office for undocumented immigrants. The collective

welcomes the Genevan decision, which is says “shows that the SEM can
help cantons seeking to establish a transparent procedure”. Basel-Stadt

regularises six or seven undocumented immigrants a year out of a total of

about 4,000.

In Jura, which has “only a few dozen illegal immigrants, or several
hundred at most”, according to a socialist politician, left-wing parties
have submitted a motion to the cantonal parliament calling on govern-
ment to follow the Papyrus initiative. In Vaud, SolidaritéS demanded that
the Cantonal Council contact the SEM to discuss the issue of regularisa-

tion. The proposal was rejected by 71 votes to 60.
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