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1. Introduction 

Canada is in competition with other 

major countries of immigration, not only 

for labour migrants, but also for 

permanent residents. Creating more 

‘user-friendly’ services for immigrants 

requires reflection on the standards 

behind these concepts and their 

application in immigration and 

citizenship procedures. The Migration 

Policy Group will provide an overview 

and identify best practices in terms of 

client-service policies in immigration, 

residence, and citizenship procedures. 

This research brief provides an overview 

and selection of best practices of policies 

in developed countries of immigration 

that provide high standards of service for 

immigrant clients. This brief draws on 

MPG’s extensive datasets that allow for a 

systemic comparison of various policy 

elements related to service standards. 

These research results were presented in 

a full power-point presentation on the 6th 

of November at the 2014 International 

Metropolis conference in CIC-organised 

workshop 313, entitled “Opening the 

processing black-box: from Migrant to 

Client.”  

MPG’s ‘Migrant Integration Policy Index’ 

(www.mipex.eu) analyses and compares 

over 140 indicators on national policies 

on labour market mobility, family 

reunification, education, political 

participation, permanent residence, 

access to nationality, and anti-

discrimination. This mapping includes all 

EU Member States, Norway, Switzerland, 

new countries of immigration such as 

Korea and Japan, as well as all the major 

settlement countries, namely Australia, 

Canada, New Zealand, and the United 

States. The information has been 

provided by independent national 

experts and recently updated over the 

summer of 2014 (for publication in 2015).  

 

Similarly, MPG piloted data collection on 

the opportunities for general and highly-

skilled labour migration (known 

informally as IMMEX). This database on 

EU Member States analyses and 

compares labour migration channels’ 

needs identification mechanisms, 

conditions for acquisition, security of 

status, and rights associated. The 2012 

data on all EU Member States covered 60 

work migration schemes, including the 

general temporary worker scheme, 

highly-skilled workers, EU Blue Cards (an 

optional parallel highly-skilled worker 

scheme based on EU law).  

 

In terms of client-friendly policies, MIPEX 

and IMMEX allow for a more in-depth 

analysis of the availability of the following 

policies: 

 

Y Information provision on 

general/high-skilled work 

migration, labour migrants’ 

http://www.mipex.eu/
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rights, political participation 

policies, and anti-discrimination 

laws 

Y Reasoned decisions and judicial 

review of general/high-skilled 

work migration, family 

reunification, permanent 

residence, and naturalisation 

procedures 

Y Legal time limits and targets for 

general/high-skilled work 

migration, family reunification, 

permanent residence, and 

naturalisation procedures 

Y Provision of support services for 

language and citizenship 

requirements (e.g. courses, 

questions and study guides) 

Y Use of non-discrimination 

provisions and standards across 

government 

The use of information and promotional 

materials has also been thoroughly 

investigated by MPG through two recent 

projects on immigration and citizenship 

procedures in the EU Member States. 

MPG has provided the content for the 

development of the European 

Commission’s ‘Immigration Portal’ 

(http://ec.europa.eu/immigration). The 

EU’s Immigration Portal intends to serve 

as the first point of access to easy-to-

understand and comparable information 

on work migration, family reunification, 

and study opportunities.  

                                                   
1 The naturalisation procedures and informational 

measures are discussed extensively in the CITIMP in-

It provides a gateway linking to the 

external existing websites of all Member 

States. During this process in 2009, MPG 

reviewed these websites for the 

collection of the Portal’s data. Since then, 

updating of this information has been 

delegated to the European Migration 

Network, as national policies are 

changed and websites updated. 

The ‘Access to Citizenship and its Impact 

on Immigrant Integration’ (ACIT, 

http://eudo-citizenship.eu/) project 

collected procedural indicators on the 

administrative opportunities and 

obstacles for naturalisation applicants in 

EU Member States (known as CITIMP).1 

These projects enable MPG to analyse 

and compare: 

 

Y Quality of Immigration websites 

and e-assessment tools 

Y Quality of Naturalisation 

websites, e-assessment tools, 

and printed materials 

Y Quality of naturalisation 

information and counselling 

services   

Y Level of bureaucracy and 

discretion in naturalisation 

procedures 

Y Availability of information 

throughout the naturalisation 

procedure 

depth narrative reports, which can be found on the 

EUDO-Citizenship page for each country.  

http://ec.europa.eu/immigration
http://eudo-citizenship.eu/
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Y Quality of judicial review and 

complaints mechanisms in 

naturalisation 

 

2. Promotion and support 

services 
 

State-run promotional measures help 

eligible clients to apply. When 

immigration, secure residence, and 

naturalisation is seen as only in the 

interest of immigrants, information and 

support have traditionally been the 

responsibility of immigrants themselves 

or civil society, but not the role for the 

state. As states recognise themselves as 

countries of immigration, countries have 

considered improvements to their 

informational and promotional policies. 

A lack of information and public 

encouragement are two reasons why 

eligible clients do not apply. Strong 

informational and promotional 

measures may raise application rates 

and lower rejection rates, depending on 

the restrictiveness of the legal 

requirements. 

 

                                                   
2 See IOM (2013), Recognition of Qualifications and 

Competences of Migrants, European Commission, 

Brussels, 

a) Labour market integration 

services 
 

Labour market integration – often seen 

as the most important area of integration 

– reveals a trend towards one-stop-shop 

services for immigrant clients. Bringing 

all parts of the procedure under one 

structure should create more efficient 

and transparent services. Based on a 

comprehensive assessment of clients’ 

needs, these services are designed to 

provide individualised information and 

advice as well as facilitated procedures. 

One-stop-shop employees who become 

specialised in foreign-trained workers’ 

specific needs can better serve them and 

act as mediators or trainers for 

mainstream government services, such 

as the public employment service and 

adult education system.  

A few countries of immigration have 

developed one-stop-shops for the 

recognition of foreign qualifications. 

While most countries have single 

information points, a one-stop-shop 

model means that one service is also 

responsible for receiving applications 

and making decisions on all academic, 

vocational and professional 

qualifications, including in regulated 

professions.2 Examples include: 

http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=993

3&langId=en  

 
 

http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=9933&langId=en
http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=9933&langId=en
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Y Australia’s AEI-NOOSR and OQUs 

Y Estonia’s Eesti ENIC/NARIC 

Y National ministries and agencies 

responsible for education in 

Poland, Portugal, Sweden 

Y New Zealand’s Qualifications 

Authority (NZQA) 

Y United Kingdom’s UK NARIC 

  

The one-stop-shop service model is also 

increasingly adopted by public 

employment services (PES) when they 

are put in charge of the labour market 

orientation of newcomers. Specialised 

services are developed within the PES to 

assess newcomers’ education, skills, 

work experience and language needs. 

The data collected during this needs 

assessment allows the PES and other 

stakeholders to provide individualised 

advice and study programmes for each 

newcomer. For example, Finland, 

Sweden, and the Flemish region of 

Belgium provide skills assessments 

through integration coaches and 

individualised orientations to the PES. 

Norway’s PES (NAV) has developed its 

own specialised orientation centre for 

newcomers, entitled ‘NAV Intro.’ The 

most famous example of a one-stop-

shop in employment and other areas of 

integration is Portugal’s National 

Immigrant Support Centre (CNAI) and 

                                                   
3 On the One-Stop-Shop model, see Oliviera, C. et al 

(2009), Handbook on how to implement a one-stop-

shop for immigrant integration, ACIDI, Lisbon, Portugal. 
4 For more on citizenship promotion best practices in 

Europe, see Degler, E. (2014), Citizenship campaigns and 

Local Support Centres (CLAI).3 This model 

has recently been replicated across 

Europe from Germany’s Migrant Advice 

Centres (MBEs) to Austria’s Welcome 

Desks and the Czech Republic’s Regional 

Integration Centres.  

 

b) Naturalisation 

 

Unlike the major traditional countries of 

settlement, most European countries 

provide limited informational and 

promotional materials for naturalisation.  

The exceptions are the websites, courses 

and one-stop-services in the Baltic States, 

Luxembourg and Sweden. Smaller-scale 

best practices4 can also be identified in a 

few cities or regions in Germany, such as 

Berlin’s ‘Passt mir!’, “Hamburg, My 

Harbour; Germany, My Home” and 

naturalisation pilots in several cities, 

Einbürgerungslotsen. Italian cities have 

organised information sessions and 

ceremonies as part of the nationwide 

campaign ‘L’Italia Sono Anch’Io’. Few 

European governments support 

dedicated counseling or application-

checking:  

 

Y Estonia (Integration and 

Migration Foundation ‘Our 

People’) 

voter mobilisation in Europe: Five case studies, Migration 

Policy Group, Brussels. 

http://www.migpolgroup.com/wp_mpg/wp-

content/uploads/2014/10/Citizenship-campaigns-and-

voter-mobilization_Five-case-studies.pdf  

http://www.migpolgroup.com/wp_mpg/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Citizenship-campaigns-and-voter-mobilization_Five-case-studies.pdf
http://www.migpolgroup.com/wp_mpg/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Citizenship-campaigns-and-voter-mobilization_Five-case-studies.pdf
http://www.migpolgroup.com/wp_mpg/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Citizenship-campaigns-and-voter-mobilization_Five-case-studies.pdf


 
 

 
7 

Y Germany (depending on the 

region) 

Y Ireland (New Communities 

Partnership) 

Y Latvia (Office of Citizenship and 

Migration Affairs) 

Y Portugal (One Stop Shops and 

Nationality Desks) 

Y Sweden (Swedish Migration 

Board) 

Y United Kingdom (fee-based 

Nationality Checking Service) 

 

Citizenship ceremonies have now 

proliferated across 22 of the 35 countries 

studied, but few of these would qualify as 

‘promotional activities’. Public dignitaries 

and media are involved heavily in 

Denmark, Hungary, Ireland, Lithuania, 

Norway, and the UK, but rarely in Austria, 

Germany, and Latvia. Best practices on 

informational, promotional, and civically-

oriented citizenship ceremonies can be 

found across the United States at federal, 

state, and NGO level.5 

 

 

 

                                                   
5 For more on citizenship promotion best practices in 

the United States, see National Partnership for New 

Americans (2014), Naturalization campaign overview, 

Migration Policy Group, Brussels. 

3. Accessible and easy-to-

understand 

information 

a) Websites on immigration 

 

National immigration websites in the EU 

Member States and traditional 

settlement countries differ considerably 

in the amount and presentation of 

information, although MPG has observed 

significant improvement and 

convergence since its 2009 website 

review. The challenge for these websites 

is to provide practical, accessible, 

complete, reliable, and up-to-date 

information to potential applicants 

around the world. Nearly all traditional 

settlement countries, Western European 

countries, and Baltic States provide 

information on all legal immigration 

channels and news/changes in easy-to-

understand language. This review 

identified highly practical and accessible 

immigration websites in the traditional 

settlement countries and European 

countries, such as Australia, Germany, 

the Netherlands, the Nordic countries, 

Portugal, and the UK. Various categories 

of immigrants are well identified and 

defined and tailored information 

according to the migrant’s profile is 

http://www.migpolgroup.com/wp_mpg/wp-

content/uploads/2014/05/Naturalization-Campaign-

Overview-FINAL-90-pages.pdf  

http://www.migpolgroup.com/wp_mpg/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/Naturalization-Campaign-Overview-FINAL-90-pages.pdf
http://www.migpolgroup.com/wp_mpg/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/Naturalization-Campaign-Overview-FINAL-90-pages.pdf
http://www.migpolgroup.com/wp_mpg/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/Naturalization-Campaign-Overview-FINAL-90-pages.pdf
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displayed. Several of these websites 

provide clear links to application forms, 

online application and payment facilities 

and even online appointment booking.  

The language facilities on most national 

immigration websites are limited to the 

official language(s) and English. The 

facilities are greater in the traditional 

countries of settlement and the Nordic 

countries. Certainly, multilingual content 

is time-consuming to keep up-to-date 

and less necessary for immigrant 

channels requiring basic knowledge of 

one of the country’s official language. 

Translation is nevertheless useful for 

basic information and FAQs, so that 

potential applicants to assess their 

eligibility and also to check 

comprehension of complex texts on 

immigration procedures. The language 

available can be limited to international 

languages such as English and specific 

language groups based on a needs 

assessment.  

 

Interactive self-assessment tools or 

‘simulation wizards’, such as in the 

Netherlands, allow users to informally 

assess their eligibility for different 

migration channels and receive 

information on the most appropriate 

channel for them. Self-assessment tools 

are most useful when countries have a 

wide range of work migration channels, 

especially when channels or procedures 

differ for specific nationalities. While it 

must be clear that the results of this tool 

in no way constitute a decision or legal 

advice, this type of inter-face can help 

users to avoid information over-load and 

better understand their chances and the 

steps to follow for various immigration 

channels.    

 

The most attractive websites for 

potential applicants provide 

comprehensive information, not only 

immigration procedures but also on their 

reasons for migration and related 

support services. For example, tourists 

are interested in not only visa application 

procedures, but also the country’s 

general tourist information. Potential 

workers need to know about the work 

permit systems as well as information on 

potential employers and available 

services for job-seekers. Several national 

immigration websites provide links or 

major sections with job vacancies/offers 

databases (e.g. Germany and Ireland) or 

the public employment service (e.g. 

Denmark). The more comprehensive 

websites also provide easy-to-find links 

to the main national website(s) on 

available settlement services (e.g. 

Australia, Germany, and New Zealand). 

Locator tools, used for example in 

Canada and Germany, allow users to 

search for local service-providers and 

migrant support organisations by topic in 

their specific area (either in the country 

of residence or abroad).  

This comprehensive information needs 

to be presented in an intuitive manner 
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with the user in mind for easy navigation, 

as pictured below. Norway and Sweden’s 

main homepage provides different 

information depending on where the 

applicant is in the procedure (i.e. want to 

apply, have applied, received an answer, 

want to renew). The Dutch self-

assessment tool follows up its 

information on a user’s eligibility for a 

specific immigration channel with more 

practical information about the next 

steps for applicants to prepare their 

immigration (i.e. country of origin 

documents to bring, administrative steps 

to take, country of residence 

actors/service-providers to contact).  
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Figure 1: Examples of comprehensive national immigration websites 
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b) Information on naturalisation 

 

MPG’s CITIMP data from the ACIT project 

provide a complementary assessment of 

national citizenship website in European 

countries. According to this 2012 

assessment, most countries provided a 

website with one or a few page(s) on the 

naturalisation law and requirements. 

These summaries are not clear or 

intuitive taking the applicant’s profile into 

account. A user-centred approach is 

important for such websites as countries 

usually provide several procedures and 

exemptions for acquisition of nationality 

based on a variety of potential effective 

links with the country. Only a handful of 

European countries had a 

comprehensive information policy with 

both easy-to-read written materials and 

interactive websites: Estonia, Latvia, 

Germany, Luxembourg, Netherlands, 

Portugal, and Sweden. The websites in 

the Baltic States, Luxembourg, the 

Netherlands, and Sweden present not 

only the requirements for, but also the 

benefits of naturalisation in terms of 

greater rights and responsibilities and 

more equal treatment and recognition in 

the public sphere. A few countries allow 

e-applications for naturalisation (Estonia, 

Hamburg, Norway, Sweden, and several 

German federal states) and collaborate 

with NGOs to distribute the application 

form widely across the territory (Finland, 

Ireland, and Portugal). Other best 

practice elements include promotional 

materials (i.e. testimonials from former 

applicants and public figures), online 

support to pass any language or 

citizenship test (e.g. the list of test 

questions, study/practice materials and 

e-courses) and locators of local support 

services/courses. These elements are 

well captured by official and NGO 

websites in the United States and in the 

German federal state of Hamburg, which 

are pictured below. 
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Figure 2: Examples of comprehensive national citizenship websites 
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4. Facilitating 

documentation: case 

study on naturalisation 
 

The required documentation for a 

procedure translates the conditions in 

the law into practice. The requirements 

(skills, language, criminal record, etc.) 

must be proven by applicants in one way 

or another through documentation or 

assessment. The legal condition and the 

documentation required should not be 

confused because the type of 

documentation required can lead to 

specific administrative obstacles 

unrelated to legal condition. The type of 

documentation required may make it 

harder or easier for applicants to prove 

that they meet the legal conditions. 

Facilitating documentation will likely 

raise the application rate and may 

depress the rejection rate. The existence 

and extent of exemptions from these 

requirements make it important to 

measure the ‘exemption rate’ – how 

many successful applicants are annually 

exempt from specific requirements. The 

presence or absence of exemptions may 

also affect the ‘pass rate’ for assessments 

within the procedure (e.g. language or 

citizenship tests). The complexity of the 

documentation could lead to incomplete 

or inaccurate applications or high failure 

rates on assessments. 

 

MPG’s ACIT CITIMP data on ordinary 

naturalisation provides an in-depth case 

study of the difficulties created by 

documentation requirements within the 

procedure. Documentation required for 

ordinary naturalisation was found to be 

slightly complicated in most countries of 

immigration in Europe. Most countries 

studied have few exemptions from the 

required documentation, complicated 

requirements for country of origin 

documentation, and few alternatives to 

prove identity. In Europe, the 

documentation was most facilitated in 

the Baltics, Nordics, and Northwest 

Europe, specifically Finland and the 

Netherlands.  

 

The identity documentation from the 

country of residence is usually relatively 

straightforward compared to 

documentation from the country of 

origin. A copy of the national ID or permit 

is included in the naturalisation 

application in all countries. Nothing more 

is required for the residence 

requirement in 15 countries surveyed, 

such as Denmark, Estonia, Finland, 

France, Latvia, Netherlands, Norway, 
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Portugal, Spain, or UK. Additional 

documentation from the country of 

origin can be complicated, expensive, 

and missing. For these reasons, 

documentation from the country of 

origin can be a significant obstacle for 

applicants in vulnerable circumstances. 

Documentation from the country of 

origin is required in most ordinary 

naturalisation procedures, with just a few 

exceptions (i.e. Denmark, Estonia, 

Finland, Latvia, Lithuania and the UK). 

Only in Sweden can applicants submit 

documents without translation or 

legislation. For applicants unable to 

obtain documents from their country of 

origin, alternative means to prove their 

identity exist in naturalisation 

procedures in around half of the 

European countries. In Germany, 

affidavits are accepted in very 

exceptional humanitarian circumstances 

from countries of origin on the so-called 

‘Cologne List.’ In Belgium, a local Justice of 

the Peace can issue a replacement 

document if an applicant can prove that 

it is impossible to obtain a birth 

certificate from their country of origin. In 

Finland and Sweden, long-settled 

residents have special entitlements to 

verify their identity. 

 

                                                   
6 For an overview of exemptions for refugees from the 

ordinary naturalisation procedure, see EUDO-

Citizenship’s modes of acquisition database (A22 for 

refugees and A23 for stateless persons). For a brief 

overview on exemptions for persons with a disability, 

see Abbadessa, I. “No citizenship for immigrants with 

disabilities: What is the situation across Europe?” West-

Countries are slightly more flexible with 

the documentation for language 

assessments than for the other 

requirements. Applicants can use several 

legal means to prove their language 

knowledge (e.g. test, course, or diploma) 

in 12 countries, including Austria, 

Denmark, France, Germany, 

Netherlands, Norway, and Portugal. In 

contrast to the language requirement, 

applicants can use several legal means to 

prove their integration in only Germany 

and the Netherlands (integration test or 

school diploma. The documentation of 

the criminal record requirement is not 

significant in most countries. In around 

half of the European countries, 

authorities obtain the information 

themselves from their own data sources. 

 

Few clear legal exemptions from 

humanitarian or vulnerability grounds 

during ordinary naturalisation 

procedures, which are presented in 

Figure 3. 

 

Legal exemptions from the language and 

integration assessment are usually made 

on one ground, such as age or disability.6 

Of the 29 countries with language 

assessments, 14 have legal exemptions 

on vulnerability grounds, mostly for 

Info. February 19, 2013. www.west-info.eu/no-

citizenship-for-immigrants-with-disabilities-what-is-the-

situation-across-europe/. For more on these and other 

exemptions, please read the CITIMP in-depth narrative 

reports, which can be found on the EUDO-Citizenship 

page for each country. 

http://www.west-info.eu/no-citizenship-for-immigrants-with-disabilities-what-is-the-situation-across-europe/
http://www.west-info.eu/no-citizenship-for-immigrants-with-disabilities-what-is-the-situation-across-europe/
http://www.west-info.eu/no-citizenship-for-immigrants-with-disabilities-what-is-the-situation-across-europe/
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minors, the elderly, or persons with 

severe mental or physical disabilities. 

Legal exemptions are only made on 

humanitarian grounds in France and 

Montenegro for refugees and stateless 

persons and in Finland for beneficiaries 

of international protection. Generally, 

these same legal exemptions apply for 

any integration or civic knowledge 

assessment. 
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Country Language Integration/Civics Criminal record 

Austria V V (same) H (discretion) 

Belgium    

Bulgaria    

Croatia    

Cyprus    

Czech Rep. discretion   

Denmark discretion discretion (same)  

Estonia V V (same)  

Finland H,V   

France H,V H,V (same)  

Germany V V (same)  

Greece V (discretion)   

Hungary V V (same) H,V 

Iceland discretion   

Ireland    

Italy    

Latvia V V (same)  

Lithuania V V (same)  

Luxembourg V (discretion)  H 

Malta    

Macedonia   H 

Montenegro H   

Netherlands V V (same)  

Norway V   

Poland    

Portugal V   

Romania    

Serbia    

Slovakia    

Slovenia    

Spain   H 

Sweden   discretion 

Switzerland V   

Turkey    

UK V V (same)  

Figure 3: Exemptions to ordinary naturalisation requirements 

Shaded cells = No requirement in ordinary naturalisation law;  

H = Exemptions on humanitarian grounds (e.g. refugees); 

V = Exemptions on vulnerability grounds (e.g. cost/distance/impossibility for renunciation, age, illiteracy, disability) 
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5. Processing: Limiting 

delays 
 

a) Work migration, family 

reunification, and 

permanent residence 
 

EU legal time limits require that a 

decision must be reached and, if 

successful, the permit delivered within a 

certain number of months. The EU family 

reunification and long-term residence 

directives impose time limits for 

procedures of six months in most cases 

and nine months in exceptional 

circumstances. As a result, the legal time 

limit in most countries is set at six 

months, or, in Estonia, Germany, 

Portugal, and Spain, at a shorter period. 

EU law also imposes legal time limits for 

processing EU Blue Cards. The use of 

time limits is however less common for 

work migration than for family 

reunification and permanent residence.  

Only half of the work migration schemes 

in EU countries impose a time limit of 

four months or less for a first decision 

and of two months or less for a renewal. 

Relatively short time limits are imposed 

for work migration schemes in Estonia, 

Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Poland, 

Portugal and Romania. However, as will 

be demonstrated later in the case study 

on naturalisation, these legal time limits 

may be ineffective without the use of 

internal targets with adjustable 

resources to keep down processing 

times, which appear in only a few 

developed countries of immigration, 

such as Australia, Canada, New Zealand, 

and the Nordic countries. 

 

b) Case study: Naturalisation 

Legal time limits are imposed on the 

ordinary naturalisation procedure in half 

of the European countries but none of 

the traditional countries of settlement. 

For example, Greece’s 2010 Nationality 

reform instituted legal times to ‘stop 

unacceptable sources of continuous and 

systematic maladministration.’ In a few 

countries without legal time limits, 

voluntary targets are set within the 

administration in a few others (e.g. 

Nordic countries).  Recently in response 

to external pressure, the Irish Justice 

Minister adopted new measures to 

process all new standard i.e. non-

complex cases within six months and 

significantly increased the number of 

decisions in 2012. Similarly in Spain, huge 

backlogs in excess of two years (and 

400,000 unresolved cases by 2012) 

caused the Justice Minister as of June 

2012 to increase budget for processing 

and sign agreements with more than 
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1,000 commercial and property 

registrars.7 

 

Where legal time limits do exist, they are 

usually too long and ineffectual. The 

required time-limit is six months or less 

in only five countries: Austria, Croatia, 

Czech Republic, Portugal, and Slovenia. 

Regardless of the length, most time limits 

are not backed up with measures or 

sanctions that would make them 

effective. Few countries have set internal 

time limits for potentially time-

consuming steps in the procedure, such 

as the identity check (Hungary, Latvia, 

and Portugal) or the security check 

(Belgium, Hungary, Greece, Latvia, and 

Slovenia). Only France, Hungary, Latvia 

and the Netherlands specify that any 

extension of the time limit must be 

shorter than the initial time limit. Across 

Europe, there are no automatic effective 

sanctions or actions if authorities do not 

respect the legal time limit. The only 

option for applicants awaiting an 

overdue decision is to initiate a separate 

administrative procedure under general 

administrative law for non-respect of the 

legal time limit (e.g. Austria). Without 

effective enforcement measures, 

authorities across Europe regularly 

exceed the legal time limit, create 

backlogs, and create delays and 

uncertainty for applicants.

Figure 4: Legally required time limits for procedures 

 AT AU BE BG CA CY CZ DK EE FI FR DE GR 

Most work permit schemes ≤4m X X ≤4m X X ≤4m X ≤4m X ≤4m X ≤4m 

Work permit renewal >2m X X X X X ≤2m X ≤2m X >2m X ≤2m 

Family reunification >6m X >6m ≤6m X >6m >6m X ≤6m >6m >6m ≤6m >6m 

Permanent residence ≤6m X ≤6m ≤6m X >6m ≤6m X ≤6m X >6m X >6m 

Naturalisation >6m ≤6m X >6m X X ≤6m X X X >6m X >6m 

                           

  HU IE IT JP LV LT LU MT NL NO NZ PL PT 

Most work permit schemes ≤4m X X X X ≤4m ≤4m X >4m X X ≤4m ≤4m 

Work permit renewal ≤2m X X X X ≤2m ≤2m X >2m X X ≤2m ≤2m 

Family reunification ≤6m X >6m X ≤6m >6m X X >6m X X X ≤6m 

Permanent residence ≤6m X ≤6m X ≤6m >6m ≤6m >6m >6m X X ≤6m >6m 

Naturalisation X X >6m X >6m X >6m X >6m X X X ≤6m 

                        

  RO KR SK SI ES SE CH UK US     

Most work permit schemes ≤4m X ≤4m ≤4m ≤4m X X X X     

Work permit renewal ≤2m X >2m ≤2m >2m X X X X     

Family reunification ≤6m X ≤6m ≤6m ≤6m X X X X     

Permanent residence >6m X ≤6m ≤6m ≤6m X X X X     

Naturalisation X X >6m ≤6m X X X ≤6m X     

                                                   
7 See Pérez, A.M. “Spain: Ministry of Justice adopts 

exceptional measures to accelerate naturalisation 

procedures,” EUDO-Citizenship News, 15 July 2013 

http://eudo-citizenship.eu/news/citizenship-news/924-

spain-ministry-of-justice-adopts-exceptional-measures-

to-accelerate-naturalisation-procedures 

http://eudo-citizenship.eu/news/citizenship-news/924-spain-ministry-of-justice-adopts-exceptional-measures-to-accelerate-naturalisation-procedures
http://eudo-citizenship.eu/news/citizenship-news/924-spain-ministry-of-justice-adopts-exceptional-measures-to-accelerate-naturalisation-procedures
http://eudo-citizenship.eu/news/citizenship-news/924-spain-ministry-of-justice-adopts-exceptional-measures-to-accelerate-naturalisation-procedures


 
 

 
22 

6. Processing: Limiting 

discretion 
 

State discretion significantly affects the 

interpretation of the legal requirements 

and structures the procedure itself. 

Whether an ordinary client should 

become a legal immigrant, permanent 

resident, or citizen is a traditionally 

discretionary question. States usually 

establish these conditions in law and 

mandate a state authority to assess 

whether applicants meets these 

conditions. In some countries, the state 

may leave authorities absolute discretion 

to accept applicants, whether or not they 

meet the legal conditions. In this case, 

the state has the power to reject 

applicants who meet all the legal 

conditions or even accept applicants who 

do not. In other countries, authorities 

may have conditional discretion, in that 

they only have limited grounds to reject 

applicants who meet the legal conditions. 

A very discretionary procedure may lead 

to low application and naturalisation 

rates or, alternatively, to a wide variation 

in rates. Over time, rates could vary 

depending on the bureaucratic or 

political position of the deciding 

authority.   

 

Bureaucracy is another key element in 

the implementation of any law or policy 

involving the public service. Across the 

public sector, dedicated public 

administrations with professional service 

standards are established for important 

routine services for the public. Every 

year, thousands of people apply for 

immigration, permanent residence, and 

naturalisation. In countries of 

immigration, immigration qualifies as a 

regular important service that deserves a 

dedicated and professional public 

administration. Indeed, immigration and 

citizenship reform often transforms 

naturalisation from a legislative or 

executive act into an administrative or, in 

a few cases, a judicial act by a single 

specialised decision-making body, such 

as an immigration unit, commission, or 

judge. The decision-making structures 

within the bureaucracy mean that some 

authorities have a much harder time 

than others to make correct, consistent, 

and quick decisions. The amount of 

bureaucracy within procedure may 

influence the length of the procedure, 

application rate, rejection rate, and 

grounds for rejection. The bureaucratic 

structure may also explain variations 

across the territory and over time, 

depending on changes in political 

leadership, the responsible ministry, and 

its financial and personnel resources.  

 

Lastly, the norms of judicial review are 

increasingly applied to national and 

European immigration law, including 

nationality law. These norms guarantee 

the right to a reasoned written decision 
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and the right to review immigration 

decisions. Strong judicial oversight would 

grant rejected applicants the right to a 

reasoned decision and appeal of both the 

procedure and the results of any related 

assessment. Any negative decision would 

have a written justification. Rejected 

applicants would have the right to appeal 

within a reasonable delay to an 

independent ombudsman or judicial 

authority, up to the highest instance. 

Applicants would be able to challenge a 

decision as well as a specific aspect of the 

procedure such as the results of an 

assessment. Courts would have the 

capacity to overturn the decision and 

grant nationality themselves, instead of 

simply referring the case back to 

authorities. In addition, ethnic, racial, 

religious, or nationality discrimination 

would be explicitly prohibited in the 

procedure under national law and within 

the mandate of Ombudsman or Equality 

body.  

 

a) Work migration, family 

reunification and 

permanent residence  
 

Judicial oversight is the rule for work 

migration, family reunification and 

permanent/long-term residence 

procedures in most settlement and 

                                                   
8 In other words, this Directive does not apply to 

Denmark, Ireland, and the United Kingdom. 

major European countries of 

immigration. According to MIPEX data, 

most developed countries of 

immigration provide the right to a written 

reasoned decision and the right to an 

appeal in case of rejection or withdrawal. 

Most major countries of immigration 

allow for this appeal to go before an 

independent court or authority. Strong 

judicial review mechanisms emerge as a 

basic building block for limiting discretion 

in residence procedures. IMMEX data 

from EU countries suggests that a similar 

pattern emerges for work migration 

schemes. The right to a written reasoned 

decision and the right to an appeal exist 

for nearly all general and highly-skilled 

work migration schemes in the EU, with 

the exception of the Czech Green card 

and the Irish work migration schemes.  

The creation of an entitlement to long-

term residence and a right to family 

reunification is one innovation to the 

benefit of immigrant clients in EU 

Member States party to the EU’s common 

immigration policy.8 Work migration, 

family migration and permanent 

residence are traditionally based on a 

generally discretionary policy framework, 

as remains the case in the traditional 

countries of settlement as well as Ireland 

and the United Kingdom. EU law has 

taken an innovative approach since the 

2003’s EU Directives on family 
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reunification (2003/86/EC) and EU long-

term residence (2003/109/EC). The legal 

requirements prove an applicant’s 

sufficient links to the country, meaning 

that states are obligated to grant family 

reunification and long-term residence to 

all applicants who meet all of the legal 

requirements. This entitlement was even 

extended to the EU’s ‘Blue Card’ scheme 

for highly-skilled workers (2009/50/EC). 

An explicit entitlement to a work permit 

exists for all applicants meeting the legal 

requirements for most national ‘EU Blue 

Card’ schemes and even a few national 

non-harmonised general work migration 

schemes, as in Belgium, Luxembourg, 

and most Southern European countries. 

These ‘client-friendly’ elements represent 

one of the major advantages of the EU’s 

harmonised schemes for the 

immigration of non-EU citizens and, not 

to forget, the right to free movement of 

EU citizens and their family members.  

 

b) Naturalisation  

 

Naturalisation procedures are more 

rights-based and clear in most Northwest 

European countries. Ordinary 

naturalisation is a conditional right for 

applicants who meet the legal 

requirements in only thirteen of the 35 

European countries studied: Belgium, 

Denmark, Finland, Germany, 

Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, 

Poland, Portugal, Spain, Sweden and 

even Macedonia and Romania. For 

instance, Portugal in 2006 reversed the 

burden of proof and the logic underlying 

ordinary naturalisation through the 

creation of a clear conditional right. 

Before, anyone who meets the legal 

requirements still had to prove his or her 

links with the Portuguese community. 

Afterwards, anyone who meets the legal 

requirements has proven their links to 

the Portuguese community. In cases of 

rejection, the burden of proof is upon the 

authorities to prove the absence of these 

effective links. The existence of a rights-

based ordinary naturalisation procedure 

is mostly due to recent liberalisations: 

Germany (1999), Belgium (2000), Sweden 

(2001), Norway (2005), Portugal (2006), 

Luxembourg (2008), and Poland (2012).  

 

Discretion can also exist within specific 

naturalisation requirements. Most 

countries tend to have more clear and 

objective requirements on residence 

and, to a lesser extent, on the criminal 

record. In the best of cases, legally-

binding guidelines instruct deciding 

authorities about how to interpret the 

requirement and what documents to 

take into account. Both aspects are 

covered for residence requirements in a 

majority of countries, mostly in Western 

and Southern Europe. Binding guidelines 

on the criminal record documentation 

and legal interpretation exist in only 13 

European countries, such as the Czech 

Republic, Estonia, France, Luxembourg, 

Netherlands, and Portugal. Among these, 
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all Nordic countries have clear criminal 

record requirements due to the use of 

‘waiting periods.’9  The length of a waiting 

period is calculated based on the severity 

of the crime and sentence. Counting 

begins from the date of the crime or, in 

cases of lengthy sentencing, from the 

date of release. This period allows 

authorities to consider an individual 

applicant’s present conduct. Language 

and integration assessments are also 

often the most discretionary 

requirements in the ordinary 

naturalisation procedure. Greater 

regulation occurs in Germany, Denmark, 

Luxembourg, Estonia, and Latvia. Fewer 

procedural obstacles tend to appear on 

language than integration assessments 

because countries tend to offer more 

ways for applicants to prove their 

language knowledge and more support 

to learn the language. Whereas 

applicants can often use professional 

language courses and various certificates 

to prove their language knowledge, they 

often can only use study guides and one 

state-approved test or interview to prove 

their integration or civic knowledge.  

 

Most ordinary naturalisation procedures 

across Europe include the right to a 

reasoned decision and the right of appeal 

before national courts. Most countries 

give rejected applicants the right to 

appeal at several levels, including the 

                                                   
9 For more information on the calculation of waiting 

periods, see the detailed explanation in English on the 

court of last instance (e.g. Supreme 

Court). Appeal decisions can cover 

substantive aspects as well as procedural 

aspects in nearly all countries with the 

right to appeal. This scope means that 

judges guarantee that the authorities 

followed the correct procedures and 

correctly interpreted the legal 

requirements. In terms of powers, appeal 

courts rarely have the power to change 

the decision in merit (e.g. granting of 

nationality). Judges do have the power to 

modify the decision in merit in ten 

countries: Finland, France, Greece, 

Lithuania, Luxembourg, Macedonia, 

Norway, Romania, Slovenia, Spain, and 

Latvia (depending on the ground of 

rejection). In Finland, the court’s decision 

to grant nationality can also be appealed 

by the Finnish Immigration Services. The 

judicial review provisions are rarely as 

strong for the language or integration 

assessment. For example, in France, 

applicants can first ask the prefecture for 

a second instruction of the application 

(‘recours gracieux’) and then appeal to the 

Administrative Court and then the State 

Council, both of which have the power to 

overturn the ministerial decision. 

Similarly in Spain, review first consists of 

an appeal for reversal (Recurso de 

reposición) before the deciding authority 

(Dirección General de Registros y del 

Notariado), and later the option of appeal 

before the National Court (Audiencia 

website of the Swedish Migration Board, 

www.migrationsverket.se/info/500_en.html. 

http://www.migrationsverket.se/info/500_en.html
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Nacional) and then the Supreme Court 

(Recurso de casación). Each instance has 

the power to modify the decision in merit 

based on procedural and substantive 

aspects, including the language and 

integration assessment. The National 

Court makes frequent judgments about 

refusal due to insufficient integration or 

knowledge of Spanish.  

 

One practical obstacle to access judicial 

review across Europe is the short time 

limit for naturalisation applicants to 

lodge an appeal after notification of the 

rejection. The time limits are favourably a 

month or longer in Austria, France, 

Greece, Italy, Latvia, Luxembourg, 

Netherlands, Sweden, Turkey, and the 

UK. Portugal is the only country without 

time limits for lodging an appeal. Other 

practical obstacles listed by national 

experts were the long duration of the 

appeal process, the costs associated, and 

the lack of legal aid.  

 

Discrimination is one aspect of the 

procedure overlooked in the legal 

guarantees and review mechanisms for 

ordinary naturalisation. The nationality 

law refers to the non-discrimination acts 

in only Finland, Hungary, and Slovakia. 

For example, the Hungarian Act on 

Hungarian and the Fundamental Law of 

Hungary prohibit discrimination against 

applicants who meet the legal 

requirements. Similarly, Slovakia’s Act on 

Nationality states in Article 19a that 

“Rights in exercising this Act shall be 

guaranteed equally to all persons 

irrespective of their gender, race, skin color, 

language, faith and belief, political and/or 

other thinking, national or social origin, 

membership in national minority or ethnic 

group according to the equal treatment rule 

regulated by a special Act.” Equality Body 

or Ombudsman have the power to 

investigate complaints of discrimination 

submitted by naturalisation applicants in 

Croatia, France (Défenseur des droits), 

Hungary, Macedonia, Romania (National 

Council for Combating Discrimination), 

Slovakia (Ombudsman or National 

Center for Human Rights), Sweden, and 

the UK. Interestingly, the countries with 

these explicit prohibitions of 

discrimination also often have the 

strongest overall anti-discrimination 

legal frameworks, according to the MIPEX 

study. 
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