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Let’s 
 Work
How do refugees integrate  
into European society?  
For the lucky ones, it  
starts with a job

Masoud 
Taghizadeh was 
delighted to win  
an apprenticeship.

BY TIM BOUQUET

IT IS EARLY AUTUMN 2016 IN  
BERLIN AND MASOUD TAGHIZADEH, 
dressed in smart blue overalls, is 
smiling proudly. He has just won  
a coveted apprenticeship with 
Siemens AG, Europe’s largest 
engineering company. What makes 
Masoud’s achievement remarkable 
is that in July of 2014 he spoke  
no German, he worked in food 
marketing and he had waded ashore 
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FOR MASOUD WHAT MATTERED WAS 
THAT HE WAS SELECTED to be one 
of those 66 on the scheme. Choos-
ing them was a challenge, says Daniel 
Steier of Siemens human resources 
team. “An initial sifting was done 
by Germany’s federal employment 
agency. Then they came to our train-
ing centre in Berlin for a two-day se-
lection where they were assessed. We 
had a huge ability range and, with the 
best will, some people were just not 
suitable.” 

The initial intake reflected the 
various nationalities of refugees in 
Germany. For instance, 24-year-old 
Mohannad Zitoun had fled from the 
embattled Syrian city of Aleppo. He 

than a thousand refugees. Now its 
ambitious new program that would 
teach 66 migrants to speak and write 
German and to learn mechanics and 

electronics. It would 
also foster cultural and 
sporting activity to-
gether with the compa-
ny’s German trainees, 
aimed at encouraging 
social integration and 
preparing the selected 
migrants for a working 
life in their adoptive 
country. 

Like many European 
countries, Germany has 
an ageing population 
and a looming skills 
shortage. By 2020 it is 

predicted that German companies will 
be short of 1.8 million skilled work-
ers, rising to 3.9 million by 2040. No 
wonder, then, that Chancellor Angela 
Merkel sees trained and motivated 
refugees as highly desirable additions 
to Europe’s largest economy. 

The challenge is huge. Some 1.2 
million migrants have arrived since 
2014, but only 34,000 of those found 
work in 2015, according to the Ger-
man federal migration agency. Seen 
in this context, Siemens’ integration 
scheme, catering initially for just 66, 
was a small step. But as the company’s 
CEO Joe Kaeser has said: “If Europe 
masters the refugee challenge, it will 
also master its economic destiny.”

on the Greek island of Kos, one of 
43,500 refugees who landed in Greece 
that year, all dreaming of a new life in 
Europe.

Masoud is from Ah-
vaz, a city in south-west 
Iran, where the Iranian 
security services, the 
Vezarat Atelat, routinely 
target those accused of 
opposing the govern-
ment, especially minor-
ity ethnic Arabs such as 
Masoud. 

M a s o u d ,  3 0 ,  w a s 
forced to flee suddenly, 
leaving behind his par-
ents and three brothers, 
who are still in Iran. “I 
was on the road five 
months, firstly in Turkey for three 
months, where I tried to get a boat 
to Greece. The first trafficker took a 
thousand euros from me and disap-
peared with the money.” Paying out 
a further thousand euros, Masoud 
finally made it across the Aegean. Af-
ter two months he arrived in Athens, 
where he boarded a truck. “We were 
told we were going to Northern Eu-
rope, but I had no idea where.”

It was his good fortune that after 
three days he found himself deposited 
in Berlin, where Siemens announced 
in September 2015 that it was launch-
ing a six-month refugee integration 
program. The company had already 
given surplus office space in Munich, 
Erlangen and Vienna to house more 

Anxious 
migrants wait 
to be officially 
registered in 
Berlin in 2015.

had been studying environmental en-
gineering, while working as a cashier 
at a supermarket—until food ran out 
as the bombing intensified. “It got too 
frightening and young guys were be-
ing rounded up by the Syrian army 
and pressed into service,” he explains. 
He arrived in Berlin after an arduous 
journey via Turkey, Greece, Hungary 
and Austria, only to find himself in an 
overcrowded camp, his educational 
qualifications counting for nothing. 
“The Siemens integration course gave 
me a second chance,” he says simply.

Mohammad Taghi Ahmadi from 
Afghanistan was another inductee. “I 
was so lucky Siemens took me,” says 
the 27-year-old from Kabul. He had 

ì If Europe 
masters the 

refugee 
challenge then 

it will also 
master its 
economic 
destiny.î

JOE KAESER, Siemens CEO
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500 refugees, many from Syria, get to 
know the world of work in Germany. 
As Inga Jürgens, head of personnel 
strategy, says: “The program began 

with a two-day course 
for 50 which answered 
questions like ‘what is 
the appropriate way to 
dress; how do people 
greet each other and 
what is the correct be-
haviour in the company 
canteen?’ What I see in 
every one of them is a 
high degree of motiva-
tion to come to work.”

M o r e  t h a n  1 , 0 0 0 
companies have now 
joined the Companies 
Integrate Refugees net-

work, a joint venture between the 
government and businesses. Another 
scheme is Migrant Hire, a jobs portal 
that aims to put 10,000 migrants into 
regular work. Its team of IT specialists 
includes Hussein Shaker, a refugee 
from Aleppo.

Despite these efforts, finding a 
job is tough. “In Germany there are 
thousands of vacancies in the cater-
ing industry,” says Heinz Winkler, a 
Michelin-starred chef at Residenz 
Heinz Winkler restaurant in Aschau 
im Chiemgau, south of Munich, who 
has trained refugees to become chefs. 
He says: “I am sure there are all sorts 
of refugees who would like to have 
these jobs. So why aren’t we getting 
these people? It’s because small busi-

red hair,” says Wadle. “He had been 
with German friends to celebrate the 
Hindu festival of Holi in Berlin when 
people cover one another in colored 
dye which takes days to 
wash out.”

Masoud, who enjoys 
playing football  and 
teaching Persian, is now 
working alongside Ger-
man trainees in a class 
of ten. On top of mas-
tering technical and sci-
entific skills he will also 
have to write his final 
exam papers in fluent 
technical German. The 
prospect does not seem 
to concern him too 
much. “I am just happy 
to be going somewhere with goals to 
aim at,” he says, smiling.

Mohannad Zitoun, the Syrian from 
Aleppo, echoes Masoud’s sentiments, 
a mixture of joy and relief. “The teach-
ers have been so helpful. Now I can 
work for my qualifications and live a 
good life abroad.” 

IT WILL COST SIEMENS €120,000 TO 
TRAIN EACH REFUGEE APPRENTICE, 
who will earn €920 a month on com-
pletion. It has placed most of those 
who did not win an apprenticeship 
in jobs with other major companies, 
including Bayer, Schindler and Bosch 
Siemens. 

Other promising initiatives are un-
der way. The BMW group is to help 

less refugees. 
Masoud soon found he had to ab-

sorb many cultural differences. “The 
biggest was the importance that Ger-
mans place on punctuality,” he says, 
laughing. 

“We had lessons to learn too,” says 
Anke Wadle of Siemens Professional 
Education. “We asked them to come 
to the introduction sessions which 
would run from 9am to 2pm. Many 
of our apprentices took that to mean 
that they could turn up at any time 
between nine and two. We had to be 
more precise.”

Many of the apprentices have en-
dured traumatic experiences, and 
Siemens provides counselling and 
support. “During an interview one of 
our apprentices started crying when 
he was asked to describe how and 
why he had come to Germany,” says 
Wadle. “It was very hard for him—and 
hard for us to witness. All the trainees 
have been through fear and uncer-
tainty and have left behind families, 
their countries and their cultures. You 
cannot just throw those things off like 
an old jacket.”

It was when Masoud found an 
apartment through an accommoda-
tion website, sharing with two young 
Germans, that he found a sense of be-
longing. Within six weeks of starting 
the integration program he was able 
to have a basic technical conversation 
in German. 

“We knew Masoud was mixing so-
cially when one day he came in with 

worked in a TV studio dubbing foreign 
shows, but was driven out by a disap-
proving Taliban. Mohammad spent 
many months on the road, walking to 
Istanbul, crossing borders by night. 
“I had no idea where I would end up. 
I was desperate to just get out of Af-
ghanistan. It was my destiny to come 
to Germany,” he says.

M o h a n n a d  Z i t o u n ,  M a s o u d 
Taghizadeh and Mohammad Taghi 
Ahmadi embarked on the integration 
program in March 2016, knowing that 
those interns who performed best 
would be offered a three-and-a-half 
year apprenticeship with the multi-
national giant.

“I HAD STUDIED ELECTRICAL ENGI-
NEERING IN IRAN, so that aspect of 
the integration program was straight-
forward,” says Masoud. “The other 50 
per cent, learning German, was more 
difficult.” Even so, he is now a fluent 
speaker. “I really enjoyed the team-
work exercises. In Iran, teamwork is 
not a priority!” 

Early on, Masoud lived in a refugee 
hostel in the Spandau suburb of Ber-
lin, sharing a dormitory with 34 other 
men. However, he now had a structure 
to his life and, like all the other Sie-
mens trainees, was being paid €460 
a month, the money coming jointly 
from federal government and indus-
try. For the government, it made fi-
nancial sense: it was paying out less 
than it otherwise would have had to 
pay on monthly social welfare for job-

“The teachers 
on the program 

have been so 
helpful. Now I 

can work for my 
qualifications 

and live a  
good life.”

MOHANNAD ZITOUN,  
Syrian trainee  
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In spite of anti-ref-
ugee unrest in some 
quarters, Siemens con-
tinues to tap into refu-
gee talent. In March 
2017 the second inte-
gration program got 
under way with 100 
places in Berlin, Erlan-
gen, Düsseldorf and 
Karlsruhe. Expansion to 
other cities is planned. 

Of course, the com-
pany’s initiatives with 
migrants are not with-

out a streak of self-interest. “We are 
investing in the future,” says Martin 
Stoeckmann, Siemens director of 
education and learning. “One day we 
might be able to resume operations in 
countries currently torn apart by war, 
such as Syria, and the refugees from 
those countries we have trained will 
return home and work for us there.”

status, which can take two years, are 
currently being approved. 

Siemens and other companies 
naturally want to know that those en-
rolled in training programs will be al-
lowed to complete them — and that 
those they then wish to employ will 
have the right to stay in the country.

WHILE GERMANY LEADS THE WAY 
IN TERMS OF company-led integra-
tion schemes, other countries in Eu-
rope have launched initiatives to get 
refugees into work. In Sweden — the 
country that received more refugees 
per capita than anywhere else in Eu-

rope in 2015 — the 
government ’s  Fast 
Track scheme iden-
ti f ies  employment 
shortfalls and inter-
views refugees with 
appropriate skills in 
teaching, social sci-
ence and social work, 
health and medical 
care and catering, 
then provides lan-
guage tuit ion and 
places them into jobs. 

Such positive ini-
tiatives are, however, 
set against a growing 
intolerance fanning 
across Europe in the 
last year, stoked by 
populist politicians 
and the impact on 
pu b l i c  o p i n i o n  o f 

nesses don’t have the time for the 
kind of paperwork that is required. I 
blame German bureaucracy.” 

Even though the German govern-
ment passed a new refugee integra-
tion act last August to ensure work-
ing opportunities for those willing to 
learn German, trainees of large com-
panies offering refugees paid intern-
ships still have to negotiate numer-
ous federal and state forms once they 
have been given a initial three-month 
permission to stay which needs to be 
renewed quarterly or can be replaced 
by a one-year visa. 

Fewer applications for full asylum 

events such as the truck 
attack on a Christmas 
market in Berlin last De-
cember. 

Nonetheless, those 
countries whose govern-
ments have accepted the 
most migrants during 
the current crisis show 
the least hostility to 
them (see panel).

ONE OF THE SIEMENS 
APPRENTICES, 27-year-
old Arslan Ali, says he 
has noticed a change in attitude fol-
lowing sexual assaults and terrorist at-
tacks in several German cities. “When 
I came here in 2014 people were so 
friendly and wanting to help us. Most 
still are but some have become more 
suspicious, less trusting. All I can do is 
work hard and show that I am contrib-
uting to German society.”GERMANY

SWEDEN
SPAIN

NETHERLANDS 
UK

FRANCE
ITALY

GREECE
POLAND

HUNGARY

31%
 32%
      40%
        44%
          46%
               53%
                       65%
                            72%
                              75%
                                   82%

DO REFUGEES TAKE OUR JOBS?

A European poll asked if “refugees are a burden on 
our country because they take our jobs and social 
benefits.” Percentages show those answering ‘yes’.

“Some people 
have become 
less trusting.  
All I can do is 

work hard and 
show that I am 
contributing  
to society.”

ARSLAN ALI, Siemens apprentice

Source: Pew Research, Global Attitudes Survey, 2016




