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AbOUT KOMPASSET 
KIRKENS KORSHæR

Kompasset Kirkens Korshær is an independent advisory ser-
vice for homeless migrants without registration in Denmark. 
Kompasset was established by Kirkens Korshær (Dan Church 
Social) in 2012 to help relieve and support Copenhagen’s ex-
isting shelters, which have experienced a growing demand 
from an increasing number of homeless migrants. Kompas-
set opened in January 2013 and focuses on counseling and 
helping unregistered homeless migrants in being able to 
navigate the social services in Denmark, thereby reducing 
social destitution. Kompasset has three employees and 21 
multi-lingual volunteer advisors (e.g. lawyers, law students 
and social workers). Nearly 800 homeless migrants have used 
Kompasset’s services.

SUMMARy

Kirkens Korshær has been following the impact of existing 
policies and practices for homeless migrants in Denmark for 
many years. Since opening in 2013, Kompasset has collec-
ted data and documented the experiences of unregistered 
homeless migrants seeking help and support. Based on this 
monitoring and documentation, Kompasset reports that 
despite various efforts by a number of private humanitarian 
organizations trying to make the government take responsi-
bility for the structural problems, no significant improvements 
have been made. NGOs have needed to stretch the capa-
city of their services and are under increasing pressure, often 
uncertain of the future due to limited funding possibilities and 
lack of governmental support. The present position paper is 
aimed at raising awareness about homeless migrants’ rights 
and living conditions in Denmark by providing facts, rather 
than myths. The paper presents an overview of the current 
situation for homeless unregistered migrants in Denmark, an 
analysis of how current policies and practices impact the 
group and finally it provides recommendations for future ac-
tion addressed to decision makers at national and European 
level.  
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LEGAL RIGHTS AND PRAcTIcES: AccESS TO 
INFORMATION, HEALTH cARE AND SHELTER 

The group of homeless migrants in Denmark is very diverse 
but a common denominator is seeking and reaching a bet-
ter life than the one they left behind. Most homeless migrants 
are unskilled, job-seeking males who have not been home-
less in their home country. Many start out healthy, eager 
to work and with no knowledge of the Scandinavian wel-
fare system. At the moment this group of people is prima-
rily made up of EU/EEA citizens, in particular Europeans from 
Central and Eastern Europe, who by virtue of the freedom of 
movement in EU have the right to be and seek employment 
in Denmark. Another group is people from West Africa (third 
country nationals) who have achieved temporary or perma-
nent residency in one of the Southern European EU countries 
and who therefore are legally mobile in the EU for a limited 
period of time. 

Homeless migrants without a CPR number or Alien Identifica-
tion number do not have access to assistance by the gov-
ernment. There are some basic rights, but the extent of these 
rights depends on the person’s citizenship.  
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Residency and tourism
EU-citizens have the right of free movement within the EU, 
which means that they can stay in Denmark for three months 
provided that they carry a valid national ID card or pass-
port. Hereafter EU-citizens are allowed to stay in Denmark 
for more than six months if they actively seek and have a 
realistic chance of employment. During this period they are 
not allowed to become an “unreasonable burden” to the 
social welfare system. The State Administration has the au-
thority to evaluate when an EU-citizen has become an “un-
reasonable burden” to the host state’s social welfare system. 
In such cases a citizen must have received some kind of so-
cial benefit. According to the EU legislation a person cannot 
be characterized as an “unreasonable burden” merely by 
having sought shelter at a publicly funded shelter1).

Third country nationals with a residence permit in another 
EU-country are allowed to stay in Denmark for three months 
as tourists provided they have the means to support them-
selves whilst in the country. Unlike many other EU-countries, 
third country nationals with a residence permit in another EU-
country are not allowed to work in Denmark without a work 
permit, which few homeless migrants are eligible to obtain. 
Current work permit schemes have been established mainly 
to assure highly qualified professionals in getting a residency 
and work permit in Denmark. These include the Green Card 
scheme, the Positive List and the Pay Limit scheme which 
very few homeless third country nationals qualify for.  Many 
have permanent residency permits in other EU-countries 
(mainly Spain or Italy) which they hope will access the labor 
market in Denmark. They are unaware of the impossibility of 
getting a work permit.

Third country nationals without a residence permit in ano-
ther EU-country need a visa to visit and a work permit to work 
in Denmark. With a tourist visa they can stay in the country as 
tourists for up to three months.

1) As stated in the EU Directive 2004/38/EC preamble, The European Court of Justice Case 
C-184/99 Grzelczyk and in a note by the former Danish Ministry for Refugees, Immigrants 
and Integration.
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Health care
Every person, independent of legal status and citizenship, 
has the right to access acute health care in case of emer-
gencies. However, the extent of such help is limited leaving 
homeless migrants without sufficient access to the needed 
medical care. Currently there is only one health clinic (Red 
Cross clinic in Copenhagen and Aarhus) available to undoc-
umented and unregistered migrants in Denmark. It is entirely 
privately funded. However, necessary operations that need 
to take place in a hospital and that are not life-threatening 
or acute, remain inaccessible for unregistered and undocu-
mented homeless migrants. Whilst some homeless migrants 
may be covered by national or private health insurance, the 
vast majority are not.
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Access to shelter
Homeless migrants without registration in Denmark are cur-
rently not given access to publicly funded shelters2) in most 
Danish municipalities. The state has granted funding for emer-
gency shelters during the coldest winter months through the 
so-called “Nødherbergspulje”. However this funding is far 
from sufficient as it doesn’t respond to the urgent need for 
help and support many homeless migrants face year-round. 

Due to a change in practice, homeless EU-citizens have 
been, since 2007, denied access to publicly funded shel-
ters in Denmark as the former Minister of Welfare Karen Jes-
persen (V) argued that Denmark would otherwise be at risk 
of becoming EU’s shelter for homeless migrants. 

The Danish Service Act, under which publicly funded shelters 
adhere, states that as long as a person’s stay in the country 
is legal and a person is within the target group of the Service 
Act (by being socially marginalized and in need of help and 
support), they must be granted access to temporary shelter. 
However, the practice remains that homeless EU-migrants 
are denied access to most publicly funded shelters (§110 
shelters) across the country. 

The common practice is that homeless migrants are de-
nied access when they are not able to show a Danish CPR-
number, assuming that their stay in Denmark is illegal. The 
vast majority of homeless EU-citizens initially come to Den-
mark in the search of a job and better living conditions exer-
cising their legal right of free movement within the EU.

This practice has been subject to criticism by a juridical work-
ing group in Kompasset and a range of legal experts stating 
its illegality. After much public debate and media cover-
age the current Minister of Social Affairs Manu Sareen (R) 
has agreed to issue a new orientation on the matter (to be 
released autumn 2014). 

Only privately funded humanitarian organizations give shel-
ter to homeless migrants without registration in Denmark, 
which currently means one in Copenhagen: Kirkens Kors-

2) The so-called § 110-services referring to the Danish Consolidation Act on Social Services.
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hær’s night café “Stengade 40” (33 persons/night) is open 
year-round. However, the need is much greater and many 
are left to sleep rough. Despite various efforts no changes 
have been made.

Assistance with job search, registration and other  
types of support
Homeless EU-citizens who are actively seeking a job in Den-
mark have the right to receive the same kind of assistance 
from the authorities as financially self-supporting Danish citi-
zens. This includes guidance and support on expanding their 
skills and qualifications, job training and salary subsidiaries 
for relevant jobs that will improve employment opportuni-
ties. However, Kompasset’s users have consistently reported 
that when they ask for help at the Job Center or Citizens 
Service centers they are often given incomplete or incor-
rect information about their rights as EU-citizens in Denmark. 
Also, when asking for help during the registration process, 
the information and support were insufficient, leaving users 
confused and often unable to register without Kompasset’s 
assistance. A small sample survey conducted by Kompasset 
during winter 2013 -spring 2014 confirms these reports. 

The municipality of Copenhagen states that unemployed 
migrants have access to job support at the Job Centers by, 
for instance, uploading their CV on their electronic job da-
tabases. However, homeless migrants without registration 
in Denmark do not have a CPR-number and are hereby 
denied access to the Job Center’s services. According to 
the municipality, job-seeking migrants can receive sup-
port and advice from the other existing job-seeking service  
Workindenmark (WiD). However Kompasset’s users are  
repeatedly turned away at WiD since their services are 
mainly aimed at highly skilled migrants.  
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MULTIPLE ExcLUSIONS: NEGATIVE IMPAcTS 
OF cURRENT POLIcIES AND PRAcTIcES 

The current policies and practices for homeless migrants 
without registration in Denmark have a range of negative 
side effects for the target group. Whilst other European coun-
tries3) give access to basic homeless services, such as shelter, 
health care, information and food, indiscriminate of nation-
ality, Denmark has chosen a rather restrictive approach. The 
most prominent problems are:

1. Lack of access to sufficient health care: 
 results in rapid deterioration of the target group’s health. 

Bad conditions may rapidly worsen and become more 
costly for the state supplying healthcare in acute or life 
threatening situations.    

2. Lack of access to publicly funded shelters and  
homeless services: 

 homeless migrants are left to sleep rough when shelters 
and homeless services have reached their capacity. This 
results in deterioration in health due to humid and cold 
sleeping conditions, increased vulnerability as rough 
sleepers are more prone to violent attacks whilst sleep-
ing and alarming living conditions in general. Private 
humanitarian organizations often find that their services 
are under increasing pressure, due to both lack of pub-
lic funding possibilities and support by the government in  
addressing these issues.

3. Lack of sufficient advice and guidance in relation to job 
search, registration and information about rights and 
(im-)possibilities: 

 has the consequences that the target group is not receiv-
ing the adequate assistance they are entitled to in relation 
to their job search. People often end up confused about 
the registration process once having obtained a job and 
the most vulnerable may give up if not given adequate 
support or advice. The clarification needed in order for 
the individual to make a sustainable decision about their 

3) Crossroads, Sweden; Akutovernatning for fattige tilrejsende, Oslo; union assistance, 
Germany
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future may be lacking when information is inadequate or 
in some cases incorrect. Kompasset Kirkens Korshær cur-
rently offers this guidance and support, but it is a service 
which should be undertaken by public authorities and not 
a private humanitarian organization.

SOLUTIONS TO PREVENTING DESTITUTION OF 
HOMELESS MIGRANTS

Within recent years the situation for homeless migrants in Co-
penhagen has become increasingly difficult. Since the gov-
ernment in 2007 denied homeless migrants access to public-
ly funded shelters and services, destitute homeless migrants 
have been left with the very limited help. Denmark is facing 
a new reality since the expansion of the EU in 2004 and 2007 
with 12 new member states4) resulting in higher rates of intra-
European poverty migration.

4) In 2004 the expansion included Cypress, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Slovakia, 
Slovenia, Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland and in 2007 Bulgaria and Romania.
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The diverse group of homeless, mobile migrants continues to 
seek a better life in Denmark but the government has failed 
to address the structural problems concerning destitute mi-
grants living in the streets of Denmark. Kompasset Kirkens 
Korshær believes that there is an urgent need for the gov-
ernment to take action and address the current problems in 
order to improve the living conditions for homeless migrants 
through a range of initiatives. We believe that by implement-
ing the following initiatives the government will resume its re-
sponsibility by facing the current challenges met by home-
less migrants in Denmark. These initiatives will help alleviate 
the desperate situation of many homeless migrants: 

1. Reducing the risk and/or effect of social destitution setting 
in amongst the target group.

2. Reducing the negative impact of long-term homeless-
ness through targeted support and assistance to the small 
group of very vulnerable homeless migrants.

Basing the following recommendations on Kirkens Korshær’s 
as well as fellow partner organizations’ experience Kompas-
set argues that decision makers at national and European 
level must:

1. Adopt a long term strategy: Assure access to a minimum 
of social protection schemes. To improve the situation for 
destitute homeless migrants living on the streets in the EU poli-
ticians must adopt a range of minimum standards and assure 
access to shelter, food, medical care and independent guid-
ance. Early intervention reduces medical costs of treatment 
and prevents further humanitarian and financially costly so-
cial destitution setting in. Member states progress towards im-
plementation must be monitored and evaluated.

 
2. Recognize and support the role of private humanitarian 

organizations in improving the conditions for homeless mi-
grants, both politically and financially. Assure access to 
public funding for organizations working with homeless mi-
grants. Make sure that national strategies towards home-
less migrants build on existing knowledge and lessons 
learned gathered by organizations working in the field. 
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3. Assure permanent solutions. Abolish the state funded 
“Nødherbergspuljen” since this only provides temporary 
shelter for a small group of migrants. There is an urgent 
need of sheltering for the target group throughout the 
year. Kompasset recommends a permanent solution as a 
sustainable solution needs to be addressed by allowing 
the target group access to existing shelters year-round. 
Also permanent access to health care, counselling and 
support need to be put into effect in order to prevent fur-
ther destitution.   

 Estimated budget: DKK 9 million towards opening a pub-
licly funded facility specifically aimed towards homeless 
migrants’ basic needs. The facility should have the ca-
pacity of shelter space to 150 individuals year round, a 
health care clinic, food, access to laundry facilities, show-
ers, rest during the day and a support and advice facili-
ty with qualified staff and volunteers. An outreach facility 
staffed by professional multi-lingual outreach workers who 
can approach the most vulnerable homeless migrants on 
street-level should be included. 

4. capacity building at municipal level. Too often homeless 
migrants are given lacking or incorrect information at mu-
nicipalities throughout the country. Hence, training of staff 
needs to take place at the job centers and citizen service 
centers in the main municipalities of Denmark. These initia-
tives must assure that municipalities assume their responsi-
bility according to EU- and national legislation by support-
ing and giving guidance to homeless EU-citizens who are 
actively seeking a job in the country.

5. Stop criminalization of homeless rough sleepers. Home-
lessness is not a crime and should not be treated as such. 
End current practices by the police of giving fines to 
homeless rough sleepers for sleeping outside. Such prac-
tices criminalize the individual, who most often has no 
other alternatives, and reduce trust in public authorities. 
Also thorough knowledge and information exchange with 
police officers must take place in order to reduce cases 
of homeless migrants experiencing police violence and/
or harassment and threats.
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FOR MORE INFORMATION, cONTAcT:

Susannah L. Sønderlund   
Project manager
susannah@kirkenskorshaer.dk
tel. +45 2335 6281 

benedicte Ohrt Fehler/Maj Kastanje
Project officer
maj@kirkenskorshaer.dk 
Tel. +45 2335 6037

www.kompasset.kirkenskorshaer.dk


