€

Voice in Bulgaria

Center for legal Aid “Voice in Bulgaria” is a grassroots nonprofit. For 15 years, “Voice in Bulgaria”
provides legal aid to asylum seekers and migrants including in immigration detention.

1. Pushbacks (Forceable and collective expelling of migrants) |Power Point Slide 2]

In the 3™ UPR cycle on Bulgaria, Brazil recommended investigating excessive use of force by law
enforcement officials including against migrants.

In 2024, NGOs recorded an alarming rise in the numbers of reports, where migrants faced violent
pushbacks by border officials, ended up in a critical health condition, disappeared, or died, including
children, during their attempts to enter Bulgaria. NGOs documented around 350 distress calls.

According to the Bulgarian Migration Office, over 90% of the people apprehended at the borders, quote
“voluntarily” leave upon their apprehension, mostly into Turkey. These so-called voluntary returns have
basically affected over 200,000 irregular migrants apprehended at the Bulgarian borders over the last
three years. No human rights monitoring could verify if these voluntary returns comply with human
rights standards. Until today, pushbacks have not reached judicial review of the Bulgarian courts as
pushback cases are usually dismissed by national prosecution offices.

Current policies of tightening the borders have worsened the humanitarian situation of people on the
move, highlighting the growing need for institutional search and rescue efforts, life-saving assistance,
and the recovery and identification of deceased individuals for repatriation. Last December, three
unaccompanied minors froze to death in the Bulgarian woods. No institution takes responsibility for the
humanitarian situation leaving NGOs, hospitals, policemen, working on the ground, to deal alone with
the crisis. The lack of institutional system for search and rescue operations exposes NGOs, assisting
migrants in distress, to an increasing risk of criminalization.

Civil Society Recommendations: [PowerPoint Slide 3]

» Effective investigation and judicial control of pushbacks.
» Independent human rights monitoring with legally binding effect and enforceability.

» Upholding legal obligations for search and rescue operations by establishing an institutional
search and rescue mechanism.

2. Misuse of National security and Immigration detention [PowerPoint Slide 4]

A source of concern is the rising trend of invoking national security considerations to justify detention
of asylum seekers. Authorities increasingly exercise nearly absolute and uncontrolled discretion in
determining third country nationals as a security risk. Asylum seekers considered a national security
threat have insufficient possibility to challenge the evidence and the grounds on which their threat to
national security is based. The risk of misusing the national security rationale do little to advance public
safety and basically increase detention of asylum seekers.

Immigration detention is used not as a measure of last resort but automatically. Despite NGOs calls for
more elaborated alternatives to detention, state authorities are not responsive to introducing community
placement as alternative to detention centers. Even long-term undocumented migrants, who are de facto
integrated into a community, are often affected by immigration detention.



Civil Society Recommendations: [ PowerPoint Slide 5]

» Procedural safeguards for asylum seekers determined as a national security threat.

» Introducing community-based alternatives to immigration detention.

3. “Zero integration policy” [PowerPoint Slide 6]
Bulgaria previously received recommendations on ensuring integration of asylum seekers.

National policies of “zero integration” persist. The complete lack of national integration programs
exposes even people with granted international protection to a risk of homelessness and hinders their
access to healthcare and basic social services. Cases have been documented of people with asylum, who
ended up on the streets and were left without state support to meet their basic needs. This July, the ECHR
issued interim measures against Bulgaria on the grave humanitarian situation of a single mother and her
children, having lived in a legal limbo for two years.

National legislation and state practice completely lack mechanisms for regularizing long-term
undocumented migrants. There is no process or procedure even for people, who grew up in Bulgaria
undocumented, to obtain a residence permit.

Civil Society Recommendations: [ PowerPoint Slide 7]

» Introducing state integration policies facilitating the access of international protection holders
to essential services.

» Introducing mechanisms into law to regularize the status of long-term undocumented migrants.



