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Field team of Refugee Aid Serbia (RAS), a partner 
of Oxfam, has been on exploratory mission to Bosnia 
and Herzegovina (BiH) during the period of March 27th - 
March 30th in order to verify obtained information about 
the emerging migration routes through BiH.

Since the team’s planned visit coincided with 
carrying out of the Multi-cluster/sector Initial Rapid As-
sessment (MIRA) coordinated in Sarajevo by UNHCR, 
RAS has, together with other organizations, participat-
ed in the assessment with the approval of the UNHCR 
in BiH.

This report is not supposed to replace MIRA and 
no information obtained during the collection of data in 
MIRA was used in compiling of this report.

The aim of this report is to help the improvement 
of the migration-related situation in BiH by informing all 
interested parties and stakeholders about the current 
developments, issues and gaps in provision of services 
along the newly-emerged migration route trough BiH, 
and thereby call for the increase of support directed to-
wards all actors in the field.

1	 In Bosnian migration context, prolonged stay refers to the period of few weeks, less than 2 months
2	 Near the city of Trnovo, some 40 km southeast of Sarajevo

1. General migration context

Due to the fact that refugees and migrants ar-
rive in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) via two different 
routes - one going through Turkey, Greece, Albania 
and Montenegro, the other through Turkey, Greece, 
Macedonia/Bulgaria and Serbia - their presence is 
recorded in urban areas along the eastern border, 
from Bijeljina, Višegrad, Goražde, Foča to Trebinje. 
Since the route from BiH towards EU countries leads 
through Croatia, presence of migrants attempting to 
leave BiH is documented mainly in the western ar-
eas, around Bihać and Velika Kladuša.

Urban areas where presence of migrants is 
noted serve as transit areas in which migrants rarely 
spend more than 24 hours, except in Velika Kladuša, 
which serves both as transit area and a place of pro-
longed stay1.

However, most of refugees and migrants take 
residence in the capital of Sarajevo, which serves as 
a congregation point for significant majority of new-
ly arrived persons who are entering BiH from neigh-
boring countries, Serbia and Montenegro.

1.1 Sarajevo

Besides Velika Kladuša, where migrants man-
age to find shelter with the support of the local com-
munity, all locations in which migrants spend more 
than 24 hours are in Sarajevo or in its close proxim-
ity.

In Sarajevo accommodation is provided 
through several different sources - by the govern-
ment, international organizations (which are active 
in Bosnia in cooperation with their local partners), 
volunteer groups, and local citizens.

Government runs two facilities in which mi-
grants reside - Asylum center in Delijaš2, and Immi-
gration center in Sarajevo suburb of Lukavica, which 
represents a detention center.

UNHCR provides accommodation in 10 hos-
tels across Sarajevo for those refugees and migrants 
who got registered but were not able to obtain ac-
cess to government-run Asylum center - mainly due 
to the lack of capacities.

Volunteer groups provide accommodation in 
one house in Ilidža, while a local citizen provides 
accommodation for migrants in two houses in the 

REFUGEE AID SERBIA

FIELD



2 village of Semizovac.

UNHCR field office, located in Sarajevo 
city center, is a gathering spot for newly arrived 

persons and those trying to obtain either the regis-
tration documents or accommodation.

2. Estimation of the size of 
migrant population in BiH 

On March 30th, the estimated number of ref-
ugees and migrants residing on the territory of BiH 
was slightly below 1.000.

In all mentioned locations number of accom-
modated migrants varies daily, as the number of 
refugees and migrants entering BiH is exponentially 
increasing over the last four months - at the present  
reaching over 100 on the weekly basis.

According to the information provided by the 
Ministry of Security of BiH, 115 persons were re-
siding in Asylum center in Delijaš (capacity 154) on 
March 303. However, the exact number of persons 
residing in Immigration center in Lukavica is not 
publically disclosed (capacity of the centre is for 
over 100 migrants).

With the support of UNHCR, hostels in Sara-
jevo are accommodating close to 200 refugees and 
migrants, while around 120 are residing in objects 
run by volunteer groups and local citizens in Sara-
jevo.

Over the last couple of weeks the representa-
tives of various international organizations have vis-
ited Velika Kladuša on several occasions and came 
out with estimated number of migrants ranging from 
80 to 250.

3. Migration routes

Migrants are arriving in BiH traveling along two 
separate routes (one going through Turkey, Greece, 
Albania and Montenegro, the other through Turkey, 
Greece, Macedonia/Bulgaria and Serbia) leading to-
wards the towns in the eastern BiH - from Bijeljina 
to Trebinje. However, there is a general distinction 
between those arriving from Serbia - who usually 
have some experience with asylum systems in the 

3	 Information provided at the coordination meeting at UNHCR headquarters in Sarajevo, on March 30th

4	 Ibid.

region and are familiar with the migration context 
in the Western Balkans - and those arriving from 
Montenegro, who have no knowledge about the le-
gal framework nor the current migration related de-
velopments. Additionally, among those individuals 
arriving via Montenegro, a high level of fatigue and 
exhaustion is reported, as they cover long distances 
through extremely rough terrain.

The entry routes connect in Sarajevo (except 
for the small number of people heading directly 
towards Velika Kladuša from Bijeljina) and lead to-
wards Croatian border in three general directions - 
the main one towards Velika Kladuša and the other 
two towards Banja Luka in the north, and Croatian 
southern region of Dalmatia.

4. Legal framework

According to the law, a person can ask for asy-
lum immediately, at the first contact with the Border 
Police or the Service for Foreigners’ Affairs. Most 
migrants arriving in BiH get registered in the police 
station in Goražde, where they are being issued an 
attestation of the expressed intention to seek asy-
lum, which provides 14-days timeframe to reach asy-
lum center and get registered as an asylum seeker, 
thereby getting a “white card” (asylum seeker card).

However, obtaining residence in the only Asy-
lum center, located in Deliaš, is currently practically 
impossible because of the center’s nearly full capac-
ity, which forces migrants to take residence outside 
the facilities of the asylum system and thereby be-
ing unable to maintain legal residence in BiH after 
the expiration of the 14-day timeframe.

Position of the government of BiH, conveyed 
by the representative of the Ministry of Security4, 
is that persons who have lost the right to legal res-
idence in BiH are not anymore under the internation-
al protection which makes it unclear if the growing 
number of those residing outside the asylum system 
would have any access to basic services.



35. Available services and 
service providers

5.1 Shelter and accommodation

Asylum center in Delijaš
Asylum center in Delijaš is the only facility in 

BiH dedicated for accommodation of people in need 
of international protection. It currently provides shel-
ter for 115 people. Despite the efforts of camp man-
agement to separately accommodate families,  they 
often share rooms with “single men”, which causes 
security concerns, and often results in families leav-
ing the center5.

Hostels in Sarajevo
In order to fill the gap created by a greater in-

flux of people and inability of the government to pro-
vide adequate accommodation, UNHCR is currently 
renting several hostels in Sarajevo, thus meeting the 
needs for shelter for 150 to 200 refugees/migrants. 
This has to be seen as a temporary response to the 
emerging migration related situation, but not a long 
term sustainable solution. On March 27 and 28, UN-
HCR in collaboration with partner organisations con-
ducted Multi-cluster/sector initial rapid assessment 
(MIRA) with an aim to make the national migration 
response strategy and support the government.

Accommodation provided in hostels which are 
hosting migrants is not any different than in other 
commercial residences in Sarajevo, and persons re-
siding there are generally satisfied with the condi-
tions, despite the fact that some migrants are forced 
to sleep on the floor due to the lack of capacities. In 
general, refugees and migrants reported that staff in 
the hostels is supportive and polite.

Alternative accommodation
Apart from the accommodation being provid-

ed by the government and UNHCR, volunteer groups 
are offering accommodation in a hotel-like facility 
in Ilidža, which is available exclusively for families, 
mainly those with expired registration documents. 

5	 Information provided at the coordination meeting at UNHCR headquarters in Sarajevo, on March 30th

6	 Male migrants traveling without members of immediate family
7	 According to the current legal framework in BiH, those individuals whose intent to seek asylum has been registered by 
the police, have legal timeframe of 14 days to obtain residence in the asylum center, or take residence which offers all the ser-
vices available within the asylum center. Since hostels and local citizens are not able/willing to meet these requirements, those 
accommodated in commercial and private residences lose the legal status in BiH after the 14-day timeframe has expired.

Houses in Semizovac 
An Egyptian landlord gave access to ref-

ugees in two houses located in the village of Sem-
izovac, around 20 km Sarajevo. Within the residenc-
es, water and electricity are available. One house is 
hosting 35 people coming from different countries 
of origin (Afghanistan, Pakistan, Sri Lanka), while 
in the other 25 Arabic-speakers, mainly originating 
from North African countries, took residence. Cur-
rent separation between the ethnicities residing in 
the two houses is a consequence of previous dis-
putes and conflicts between Arabs and non-Arabs.

RAS Field Team have been confirmed from 
several sources that dozens of migrants live on the 
streets or occupy public places, i.e. sleep inside uni-
versity campuses, with some support of local co-
munity and volunteer groups. Migrants mentioned 
receiving a lot of support from local population in 
Sarajevo, offering them food and money.

Velika Kladuša
In Velika Kladuša, there is no official system 

for the support to the refugees and migrants, includ-
ing the provision of shelter. Therefore, migrant pop-
ulation present in this area is completely dependent 
on the support from the local community. 

5.1.1. Identified gaps
Current capacities in state-run facilities and in 

accommodation provided by UNHCR and volunteer 
groups are not sufficient for the number of new ar-
rivals. Due to such circumstances, dozens of people, 
“single men”6 in particular, are forced to sleep rough, 
without reliable access to most basic services such 
as food, water, hygiene and sanitation.

The problem is compounded by the fact that 
those migrants who obtained registration docu-
ment, but were not able to be accommodated in 
Asylum center are in serious risk of losing the legal 
status in BiH7, which further hinders their access to 
basic services.

Those who have lost the right to legal resi-
dence in BiH are oriented towards volunteer groups 
which are able to offer accommodation in very limit-
ed capacities and rely on unstable systems of fund-



O
RG

AN
IZ

AT
IO

N
S

SE
RV

IC
ES

AR
EA

S 
O

F 
AC

TI
VI

TY
Sh

el
te

r
Fo

od
N

FI
1

Pr
ot

ec
tio

n
Le

ga
l a

id
M

ed
ic

al
 

ca
re

M
H

PS
S2

Tr
an

sp
or

t

G
ov

er
nm

en
t o

f B
iH








3

Sa
ra

je
vo

, D
el

ija
š

U
N

H
CR





Sa

ra
je

vo

IO
M







Bi
H

6

M
SF

4





Bi
H

7

Va
ša

 p
ra

va
 B

iH


Sa
ra

je
vo

Bi
H

 W
om

en
’s

 
In

iti
at

iv
e




Sa
ra

je
vo

Vo
lu

nt
ee

r g
ro

up
s






5

Sa
ra

je
vo

Lo
ca

l c
om

m
un

ity






5

Sa
ra

je
vo

, V
el

ik
a 

Kl
ad

uš
a8

1	
N

on
-fo

od
 it

em
s

2	
M

en
ta

l h
ea

lth
 a

nd
 p

sy
ch

os
oc

ia
l s

up
po

rt
3	

M
ed

ic
al

 s
er

vi
ce

s 
in

 a
sy

lu
m

 a
nd

 im
m

ig
ra

tio
n 

ce
nt

er
 in

 B
iH

 a
re

 b
ei

ng
 p

ro
vi

de
d 

in
 th

e 
pr

im
ar

y 
he

al
th

 c
ar

e 
ce

nt
er

s
4	

M
SF

 is
 c

ur
re

nt
ly

 b
as

ed
 in

 S
er

bi
a,

 h
ow

ev
er

 M
SF

 is
 s

po
ra

di
ca

lly
 p

ro
vi

di
ng

 m
ed

ic
al

 s
er

vi
ce

s 
in

 B
iH

5	
Pr

im
ar

ily
 re

la
te

d 
to

 m
ed

ic
al

 re
fe

rr
al

s 
w

ith
in

 th
e 

si
ng

le
 u

rb
an

 a
re

a
6	

Tw
o 

m
ob

ile
 te

am
s

7	
M

ob
ile

 te
am

s
8	

Al
so

, i
n 

sm
al

le
r m

ea
su

re
, t

hr
ou

gh
ou

t B
iH



5ing and support.

Lack of available accommodation provided 
by all actors is often the cause for increased risk 
towards the members of vulnerable groups, as they 
are sometimes forced to share rooms with groups of 
“single men”.

5.2 Food provision

At the moment, the amount and quality of food 
that one person is able to get is directly correlated to 
the place of her/his residence. Those living in state 
facilities and accommodation provided/supported 
by volunteers having meals three times per day. On 
the other hand, refugees/migrants residing in hos-
tels are receiving only one dry meal per day. This 
assistance is sponsored by UNHCR, while distribu-
tion is carried out by their partner organisation BH 
Women’s Initiative. Groups of “single males” who are 
forced to spend several days on the streets of Sa-
rajevo due to the lack of available accommodation, 
are usually getting one meal a day from volunteers 
which they, as those residing in hostels, consider not 
enough. As previously mentioned for the situation 
in Velika Kladusa, the only food providers are local 
citizens.

5.2.1. Identified gaps
All people residing outside official centers (De-

liaš and immigration center in Lukavica) must rely 
on temporary and unsustainable food assistance. 
As it was the case with accommodation, UNHCR 
has taken provisional measures for food provision 
that in the future have to be replaced with systems 
providing stable and long-term support. Some mi-
grants residing in hostels have complained that the 
only daily meal is being distributed at different times 
at different days, compounding to overall sense of 
insecurity.

Current supplies of food do not seem to be 
sufficient since many people in hostels and those 
staying outdoors are not able to afford to purchase 
meals. It is especially worrying that currently hun-
dreds of people depend on the assistance received 
by volunteers and citizens, which is not carried out 
through any reliable and sustainable framework.

8	 Information provided at the coordination meeting at UNHCR headquarters in Sarajevo, on March 30th

5.3 Non-food items distribution

Non-food items (NFI) are being primarily 
distributed by informal volunteer groups and local 
community. So far, no reliable system of detection 
of needs and distribution was established.

5.4 Protection

Protection-related services are being offered 
by UNHCR, on the territory of Sarajevo, and IOM 
across BiH through the presence of its two mobile 
teams.

5.4.1 Identified gaps
Although there is a clearly stated openness 

towards the establishment of cooperation and coor-
dination between the different actors in the field, no 
coherent and reliable systems of referrals and pro-
tection monitoring are in place. Reasons behind this 
are primarily the fact that actors’ current capacities 
are not sufficient to meet the emerging increasing 
needs, passive response of the state institutions, 
but also the fact that, in absence of reliable system 
of shelter provision, majority of migrants in BiH re-
side in small groups, scattered throughout the urban 
areas.

One of the major gaps is the complete lack 
of involvement of Centers for Social Work in mi-
gration-related issues, including those involving 
unaccompanied minors and potential victims of 
gender-based violence8. Highest need for the in-
volvement of Centers for Social work is detected in 
Velika Kladuša.

Based on the situation in the field, most mi-
grants residing in small groups in commercial or 
private accommodation, or those sleeping rough in 
Sarajevo, have no contact with the teams providing 
protection-related services. Dynamics of the current 
situation, together with the lack of cooperation, pri-
marilly between the official organizations and volun-
teer groups, makes it essentially impossible to even 
map the areas in which persons of concern reside 
and frequent, which would be the first logical step in 
establishing the effective protection monitoring and 
intorducing related services.



6 5.5 Legal aid

Free legal aid is being provided by Vaša 
Prava, an UNHCR partner NGO - which has provided 
legal counseling to 417 persons just in March 20189 
- and Free Legal Aid Office of the BiH Ministry of Jus-
tice, although their involvement in migration-related 
issues is not clear, as their presence was not detect-
ed in the field.

5.5.1 Identified gaps
It is clear that, despite the committed ap-

proach, capacities of the only NGO providing free 
legal aid would not be enough, because of the grow-
ing number of registrations, but also the current cir-
cumstances in which vast majority of registered mi-
grants lose the legal residence in 14 days upon their 
arrival, without any deliberate breach of procedures.

Despite frequent and numerous request com-
ing from those with expired registration documents 
to find a way regulate their residence in BiH, the 
government is currently unresponsive and sticking 
firmly to the narrow framework of the official asylum 
procedures.

5.6 Access to medical care

5.6.1 Primary health care
Current legislative framework in BiH guaran-

tees access to primary health care for all asylum 
seekers. In practice, this is applicable only to per-
sons accommodated in asylum center while vast 
majority of refugees/migrants who live outside of 
this facility have not been properly informed about 
of either the possibility or available options of ac-
cessing the primary health care services.

Vast majority of persons arriving in Sarajevo is 
in poor condition - mainly those  seriously exhausted 
after a long travel through extremely rough terrain - 
have no opportunity to go through proper medical 
examination. Additionally, both NGOs and volunteers 
periodically identify persons suffering from chronic 
conditions and pregnant women in need of frequent 
and intensive medical attention. Occasional visits of 
MSF mobile teams have recorded increasing need of 
various specialised medical services, including psy-
chological counselling.

Especially concerning is the position of the 

9	 Information provided at the coordination meeting at UNHCR headquarters in Sarajevo, on March 30th

10	 Ibid.

government, conveyed by the representative of the 
Ministry of Security, that it does not regard those 
with expired registration documents as persons un-
der the international protection, thereby preventing 
them from having access to primary health care ser-
vices.

5.6.2 Mental health and psychoso-
cial support

According to the current circumstances, and 
noted absence of reliable and sustainable systems 
of provision of basic services, provision of special-
ised services such as mental health and psychoso-
cial support remains one of the main challenges for 
the actors in the field.

5.6.3. Identified gaps
Adequate and timely access to primary health 

care is currently available only to those individuals 
residing in Asylum center in Delijaš, which is about 
12% of total migrant population in BiH at the mo-
ment. This issue is compounded by the fact that 
members of the most vulnerable groups often leave 
center because of inadequate living conditions and 
potential safety risks, and choose to reside outside 
the BiH asylum system.

Access to primary health care for all others re-
siding in commercial or private accommodation or 
sleeping rough in Sarajevo and other areas is com-
pletely dependent on those actors providing basic 
services and support in these locations, level of their 
familiarity with the migration-related context and le-
gal framewrok, and logistical capabilities.

There is no proper provision of access to sec-
ondary and terciary health care and specialized ser-
vices10, even in the asylum center, as the system of 
referrals and scope of jurisdiction of different med-
ical centers is still being established and currently 
fully dependent on negotiation between the actors 
in the field and institutions of the health care system 
in BiH on a case-by-case basis.

5.7. Transportation

Transportation services are being provided by 
IOM mobile teams throughout BiH, and volunteers 
and members of the local community mainly within 
the scope of single urban area.



75.7.1. Identified gaps
Considering the fact that the only way to se-

cure legal residence for more than 14 days is obtain-
ing accommodation in the Asylum Center in Delijaš, 
and the fact that certain number of individuals en-
tering BiH travel directly towards areas of Bihać and 
Velika Kladuša, bypassing Sarajevo, it is clear that 
limited capacities of teams able to provide transpor-
tation, particularly in western parts of BiH will con-
tribute to worsening of the migration-related situa-
tion in these areas, when it comes to legal aspects, 
but also when it comes to the access to specialized 
health care services, available only in larger cities.

6. Projections

Based on the position taken by all organiza-
tions involved with the migration-related issues in 
BiH, but also statements provided by migrants pres-
ent in BiH, it is certain that number of persons of 
concern in BiH would not decline, but will continue 
to gradually increase. This can be further confirmed 
by interviews conducted with migrants in Serbia, 
according to which the route leading to BiH is be-
coming one of the main options of consideration for 
those willing to leave Serbia.

The government of BiH has made it clear that 
they perceive BiH as a “transit country”, basing this 
on the fact that overwhelming majority of benefi-
ciaries of asylum system declare no intention of re-
maining in BiH11. In accordance to that, it is expect-
ed that the state institutions would remain passive 
when it comes to the issues emerging from the cur-
rent legal framework and the needs of those persons 
who have lost legal residence and reliable access to 
basic services. Government representatives have, 
however, declared strong focus on the increase of 
the capacities within the asylum system, namely 
through renovation of abandoned army facilities or 
establishment of provisional reception facilities (de-
claring a price of 31 EUR per beneficiary per day)12. 
These measures need to be seen primarily as the 
means to lower security risks and increase control 
of the migration flows through BiH.

None of the actors present in the field expect 
further increase of daily new arrivals, above the cur-
rent one of approximately 100 a week. It is expected 
for the situation in Velika Kladuša and Bihać to grad-

11	 Information provided at the coordination meeting at UNHCR headquarters in Sarajevo, on March 30th

12	 Ibid.

ually deteriorate, if no adequate and reliable 
systems of support are being introduced.

Additionally, it has to be taken into con-
sideration that majority of migrants arriving from 
Serbia already have experience of prolonged stay 
in countries in the region and have spent several 
months and up to a year within the asylum systems 
of neighboring states. Considering the known psy-
chological impact of being exposed to specific living 
conditions inside camps and informal settlements 
for long periods of time, it is important to note the 
need for enhanced and informed approach towards 
these individuals in order to prevent further negative 
effects and avoid security risks, especially consider-
ing the previously mentioned issues with the access 
to basic services and accommodation.

7. Recommendations 

Detailed recommendations for the improvement 
of the current migration-related situation in BiH are ex-
pected to be provided by UNHCR based on the findings 
of MIRA. Recommendations given below are aimed at 
state institutions, international organizations, local 
NGOs and donors in accordance to their respective 
spheres of influence and/or activities, and are based 
on information obtained during RAS Field team’s 4-day 
fact-finding mission to BiH.

It is obvious that the crucial precondition 
for the improvement of both the detection of the 
needs and establishment of reliable and sustain-
able systems of provision of services and support 
is increased transparency, cooperation and coordi-
nation between all actors. Current state of separate 
“spheres of activities” between the official organiza-
tions and state institutions on one side and volun-
teer groups and local community on the other con-
tributes to further deterioration of the situation.

The most urgent concerns are focused around 
provision of shelter and related legal issues. With-
out the possibility of rapid increase of capacities 
within the BiH asylum system that is in proportion 
to the current migration flows, it is clear that in or-
der to avoid increasing numbers of persons residing 
outside the asylum system and without the right of 
legal residence, it is detrimental to either introduce 
the possibility of privately-run reception facilities, 
change the legal framework, or introduce informal 



8 policies that would tolerate certain deficiencies 
of currently available systems of accommoda-
tion provision in commercial and private resi-

dences throughout BiH.

Distribution of food poses another critical 
challenge as it is impossible to imagine any effec-
tive system of food distribution in current condi-
tions13 without the establishment of fixed distribu-
tion point in the accessible, public spots within the 
areas of prolonged stay. Current system of door-to-
door distribution is not sustainable and would de-
teriorate in quality as the number of migrants and 
locations of their residence increases. From the nu-
tritional standpoint, preparation and distribution of 
cooked meals is essential, but possible only within a 
system that involves fixed place of food preparation 
and fixed spot of its distribution.

13	 With several hundred persons residing in groups of 15-60, residing in places of accommodation scattered throughout the 
wider Sarajevo area

Provision of information, protection-related 
services and legal aid is another gap that is mostly 
related to insufficient capacities at the disposal of 
international organizations and their local partners 
in BiH. This challenge can be overcome through 
closer cooperation, transparency and gradual in-
crease of capacities. However, it has to be noted 
that working with persons with previous experience 
of prolonged stay in the neighboring countries re-
quires additionally enhanced and informed type of 
approach, especially considering the specific migra-
tion-related legal circumstances in BiH. Input from 
organizations from the region dealing on a regular 
basis with persons affected by the circumstances 
of prolonged residence in reception facilities and in-
formal settlements would be useful in creating the 
most effective approach and avoiding potential se-
curity risks.
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Making the difference
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