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Martina Sochin D‘Elia:

Specific Challenges for Small States in the Protection of Refugees
using the Example of Liechtenstein

1.  Introduction

Liechtenstein is known as a tax haven in the middle of the European Alps. Al-
though this might be true, it’s not the whole truth about Liechtenstein. This contribution 
will try to give an insight into Liechtenstein’s refugee policy of the past decades and 
thus try to explain what the specific challenges of a Small State are.

Liechtenstein currently has about 36,000 inhabitants. These 36,000 inhabitants live 
on a surface area of 160km². The Principality of Liechtenstein is a constitutional, he-
reditary monarchy on a democratic and parliamentary basis. The power of the State is 
embodied in the Reigning Prince and the People. In terms of size, Liechtenstein is the 
fourth smallest state in Europe. From abroad Liechtenstein is frequently seen as a coun-
try which merely adapts Swiss regulations. Although Liechtenstein and Switzerland 
have shared a customs union since 1924,1 Liechtenstein is an independent and sovereign 
country. However, decisions, especially regarding refugees, are hardly made without 
looking at how the neighbouring states behave. And there is to mention that Liechten-
stein and Switzerland had the same rules for immigrant until Liechtenstein created its 
own independent rules in 2008.2

The number of immigrants as a percentage of the population in Liechtenstein is 
relatively high at 33.2 percent.3 Liechtenstein has had a percentage consistently above 
the 30 percent mark since the 1970s. Most of Liechtenstein’s foreigners are citizens of 
Switzerland, Austria, Germany, Italy, Turkey, the former Yugoslavia, Spain, Portugal 
and Greece.4 Unfortunately, the statistics do not tell us how many of these foreigners 
originally came as refugees.

In Liechtenstein the Geneva Refugee Convention came into effect in 1957. How-
ever, until 1998, Liechtenstein never had its own refugee legislation.5 Although many 
different groups of refugees had moved to Liechtenstein since the Second World War, it 
did not seem necessary to invent an own refugee legislation.

There are several times in history when Liechtenstein was either more or less ac-
cepting of refugees. Liechtenstein had a very restrictive refugee policy during the 1930s 
and was strongly oriented towards Switzerland. Liechtenstein kept this restrictive policy 
during the Second World War. However, only a few refugees tried to escape via Liech-
tenstein. This has to do with the fact that as a very small country and moreover as a 
country which is in close reach of Germany Liechtenstein has not been the preferred 
place to escape to. Not until the last days of Second World War was there a high move-
ment of refugees at the Liechtenstein-Austria/Germany border. It can be said that Liech-
tenstein’s refugee policy during the Second World War was more or less the same as the 
Swiss one.6 However, the situation during Second World War did not lead to the crea-
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ple. Liechtenstein did not see any need to do so. Refugees were generally treated ac-
cording to the general rules for immigrants.
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2.  Liechtenstein and its refugees

Several refugee groups have come to Liechtenstein over the past 60 years. The lack 
of a specific law governing refugees and their treatment as “ordinary” immigrants re-
peatedly led to problems with the status of refugees. However, Liechtenstein did not 
decide to create its own refugee regulations until the war in the former Yugoslavia in 
the 1990s made it evident that treatment of refugees had to be given a regulatory basis.

The first big movement of refugees after Second World War was that of Hungari-
ans fleeing in 1956 and 1957.7 Shortly after the Hungarian Revolution in October 1956 
Liechtenstein agreed to accept Hungarian refugees. There was huge sympathy coming 
both from the Liechtenstein government and from Liechtenstein society in general. 
Relief actions organised by the Liechtenstein Red Cross were initiated immediately.8

Generous donations were given by the Liechtensteiners to support the Hungarian revo-
lutionaries.

All the actions taken in Liechtenstein – the demonstrations against the Russian mil-
itary, the donations given etc. – were adopted from Switzerland. However, the political 
situation had changed since the Second World War. The very restrictive refugee policy 
during Second World War had also been a kind of concession towards the German 
Reich. By the 1950s the foreign policy situation had changed: Liechtenstein and Swit-
zerland were now surro
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ous attitude towards the Hungarian refugees had therefore become easier and was no 
longer associated with a “foreign policy risk”.9

In total Liechtenstein accepted 15 Hungarian refugees. In addition, Liechtenstein 
supported six Hungarian students financially and psychologically to enable them to go 
to Zürich and continue their studies there. It was the Liechtenstein Red Cross with Prin-
cess Gina as president which selected the preferred refugees. Yes, Liechtenstein had 
preferences in taking Hungarian refugees.10 The refugees coming to Liechtenstein 
should preferably be Catholic and should be skilled workers. In this way the Liechten-
stein authorities hoped to be able to integrate the refugees as quickly as possible into 
Liechtenstein society.

About ten years later, in 1968, thousands of people fled from Czechoslovakia. As 
in 1956, demonstrations against the Soviet Union took place in Liechtenstein.11 And as 
in 1956 Liechtenstein took Switzerland as an example by adopting ad hoc regulations 
for Czechoslovakian refugees and by deciding to accept Czechoslovakian refugees.12

Liechtenstein did not want to be blamed by the international community for not accept-
ing some refugees. However, this time no conditions in respect of the religion or social 
status of the refugees were imposed. In total, 25 Czechoslovaks found a new home in 
Liechtenstein.13 Liechtenstein society was very sympath	�������������������
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Communist system upheld by the Soviet Union.

However, neither the Liechtenstein nor the Swiss authorities felt the same sympa-
thy towards another group of refugees, namely the Chileans. In September 1973, Gen-
eral Pinochet overturned the democratically elected left-wing government of President 
Allende. At first sight the aftermath of the coup seemed to mirror the situation in Hun-
gary and Czechoslovakia in 1956 and 1968. However, the situation was different. In 
Chile it was the left-wing supporters of Allende who had to flee. Neither in Switzerland 
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nor in Liechtenstein did any authority make an attempt to accept any Chilean refugees.14

On the contrary, both Switzerland and Liechtenstein were afraid of the Chileans, who 
were regarded as “communists”. Nevertheless, through the efforts of some left-wing 
parties and groups in Switzerland, some Chileans did reach Switzerland. But Liechten-
stein did not follow suit, although in Liechtenstein itself many attempts to accept some 
refugees from Chile were made by private organisations. Several months passed until 
the Liechtenstein government gave a final, negative answer: the protection of Chilean 
refugees was not the aim of the Liechtenstein authorities. They argued that Chileans 
would be difficult to integrate into Liechtenstein society. However, the main reason for 
not accepting any Chileans was fear of communist agitation.15

The three refugee groups mentioned above have one thing in common: all were 
victims of brutal aggression, whether from a right-wing or left-wing source. For all 
three groups Liechtenstein had no specific refugee regulations which could be followed. 
Liechtenstein decided ad hoc how to behave and thus mainly copied Swiss behaviour, 
which in the case of the Hungarians and the Czechoslovaks was very positive and in the 
case of the Chileans very negative. The Hungarians and Czechoslovaks were welcomed 
and integrated very rapidly. There seem to have been no problems in integrating them 
into Liechtenstein society. However, the 1950s and 1960s were a “good” time to flee to 
a Western European country, if you can call it that. Thanks to the economic boom the 
refugees did not have any problems in finding a job and, moreover, they were seen as 
welcome additions to the workforce by – for example – Swiss and Liechtenstein socie-
ty.16 Liechtenstein therefore did not see any necessity to implement specific refugee 
regulations.

Most of the Western European countries accepted refugees from Indochina after 
1979.17 So did Liechtenstein. However, Liechtenstein did not decide easily to accept 
Indochinese refugees. The first option was to help locally by giving donations. Liech-
tenstein’s authorities feared that the Indochinese people would not be easy to integrate 
and therefore held back at first. They also argued that only if several families were ac-
cepted would it make sense to take any refugees.18 Although Liechtenstein did finally 
decide to accept refugees from Indochina it only did so as a result of pressure which 
came firstly from private organisations within Liechtenstein,19 but also from the interna-
tional community. It would not have been a good idea not to follow the positive exam-
ple of Switzerland. In the case of the Indochinese refugees the lack of specific regula-
tions for refugees revealed its consequences clearly for the first time. The Indochinese 
people were treated as immigrants.20 They were stateless. But due to the very restrictive 
naturalisation regulations there was no possibility for them to become citizens in an 
appropriate way. As with all other immigrants, they too had to be approved by public 
ballot before they could acquire Liechtenstein citizenship.21 In practice this was a nearly 
insuperable barrier. It was not until 2000 that the naturalisation rules were changed.22

Immigrants now have a legal right to acquire Liechtenstein citizenship after they have 
lived for 30 years in the Principality.

These early experiences with refugees did not induce Liechtenstein to create refu-
gee regulations. It was not until the war in the former Yugoslavia at the beginning of the 
1990s that it became clear that Liechtenstein had to devise an independent refugee poli-
cy. Humanitarian concessions had to be put on a legal basis.

All of the EU countries, plus Switzerland, accepted refugees from Bosnia-
Herzegovina.23 Liechtenstein also helped quickly and straightforwardly.24 Immediately 
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after the war broke out the temporary residence permits for Yugoslavian seasonal work-
ers were extended.25 Liechtenstein adopted this measure from Switzerland. In June 1992 
Liechtenstein decided to accept about 50 refugees from Bosnia-Herzegovina.26 The 
refugees entered the Principality only two weeks after the Liechtenstein authorities had 
reached their decision. Some refugees found places to stay in privately owned proper-
ties, others in community owned properties. The authorities did not at first want to ac-
cept any further refugees. However, only a short time after having stated that it would 
not accept any more Yugoslavian refugees, the government changed its mind and al-
lowed a further 50 refugees, mainly women and children, to enter the country. The peo-
ple of Liechtenstein showed exceptional sympathy towards the refugees and gave them 
financial support. Liechtenstein would be a place where the Yugoslavs could stay until 
war was over.

In addition to the refugees which came to Liechtenstein on this “regular” basis, 
some “illegal” refugees also crossed the border into Liechtenstein. These people did not 
get the same positive support as the other refugees from Bosnia-Herzegovina.

The Yugoslav conflict initiated a discussion about refugee policy in Liechtenstein 
which led to the implementation of specific regulations for refugees in 1998.27 Only a 
few months after these came into effect a large number of refugees from Kosovo found 
their way to Liechtenstein. By summer 1999 more than 600 refugees from Kosovo had 
come to Liechtenstein. The Liechtenstein authorities did not want any more.28

The war in former Yugoslavia did not end as soon as had been expected. The refu-
gees from Bosnia-Herzegovina stayed longer than had been intended at the beginning. 
They found jobs, their children went to the regular school and they adapted to the Liech-
tenstein way of life. By contrast, the refugees from Bosnia-Herzegovina who did not 
come as “regular” refugees but came to Liechtenstein illegally were not allowed to 
work. In doing so, the Liechtenstein authorities were attempting to prevent other poten-
tial refugees from coming to Liechtenstein.29

Nevertheless, after the war, most of the refugees from Bosnia-Herzegovina did not 
want to go back to their home country.30 Many things had changed there, the infrastruc-
ture was badly damaged and in the meantime they had integrated into Liechtenstein.

So when the refugees from Kosovo came, Liechtenstein had learned its lesson. In 
line with the new refugee regulations all the measures being taken were designed to 
prevent the Kosovars from becoming too well integrated in Liechtenstein. Tiny and 
cramped housing conditions were one way of preparing them for not being able to stay 
forever in Liechtenstein. They were allowed to work, but could only keep 3 Swiss 
Francs for each hour they worked. The rest was retained by the authorities to pay for the 
expenses Liechtenstein was incurring. These measures and some promised benefits 
resulted in most refugees returning to Kosovo as soon as it became possible again.31

There is one last group of refugees that should be mentioned in this historical part. 
One day in October 1993, 18 Tibetans stood in front of the castle in Vaduz, seeming to 
have appeared from nowhere. In the 1960s, when Switzerland and other European coun-
tries had accepted Tibetan refugees, Liechtenstein did not follow suit.32 Now, many 
years later, Tibetans suddenly showed up unexpectedly in Liechtenstein.33

The Liechtenstein authorities did not believe their escape story. However, due to 
international pressure Liechtenstein could not send them back to Tibet. The following 
years were dominated by a discussion as to whether the Tibetans really were Tibetans 
and whether they had any right to asylum. Liechtenstein did not want to accept them as 
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refugees. After years of fighting they were finally granted asylum in 1998. The newly 
created refugee regulations had made it possible.

Chart 1: Accepted asylum seekers in Liechtenstein from 1956 to 199834

Chart 2: Asylum seekers in Liechtenstein from 1992 to 201035

3.  Final remarks

As a small state, Liechtenstein wishes to – and needs to – decide independently 
about its refugee policy. Nevertheless it is embedded in the international community 
and its “do’s” and “don’t’s” just as much larger countries are. There is a demand and a 
need for Liechtenstein to act like the others, for example by accepting numbers of refu-
gees in proportion to its native population. Recently Liechtenstein has made a promise 
to take responsibility for accepting some of the refugees stranded in Malta. In May 
2012, 19 persons, coming originally from Somalia and Eritrea, but having lived for 
some years in Malta, were given permission to move to Liechtenstein.

Liechtenstein is a member of the Schengen/Dublin system. You could say that 
Liechtenstein is a winner in this system. Liechtenstein has no air or sea port and is sur-
rounded by safe “third countries”. This means that Liechtenstein’s responsibility to take 
refugees is only very small because most of the refugees have been registered in another 
country before entering Liechtenstein. In autumn 2009 about 200 people from Somalia 
and Eritrea made their way to Liechtenstein. Taken by surprise at first by the unforeseen 
situation, Liechtenstein was easily able to take counter-measures by placing controls at 
the Swiss-Liechtenstein border – which is not normally controlled as a result of the 
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Customs Treaty. The Liechtenstein authorities were in a position to send refugees back 
to wherever they came from as long as Liechtenstein could prove where they had been 
before. The border controls immediately led to illegal immigration being reduced to 
zero. Since then, no comparable level of illegal immigration has been registered.
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