Adopted by Tromsg, Norway
General Assembly 7-9 May 2026

Inclusive Learning
Mobility and
Volunteering:
Addressing Visa
Barriers for Youth

Signed by: Erasmus Student Network (ESN)

Co-signed by: Alliance of European Voluntary Service
Organisations (Alliance), European Federation for
Intercultural Learning (EFIL), European Students' Forum
(AEGEE), European Students' Union (ESU), World Esperanto
Youth Organisation (TEJO), Youth and Environment Europe
(YEE), Youth Express Network (Y-E-N), Youth for Exchange
and Understanding (YEU)

@ @ curopean
@@ Yyouihforum

1/ 11



Preamble

‘We must reunite our society through education,
supporting young people and building on the
things that we have in common as Europeans.’ -
President von der Leyen

Recognising the fundamental role of learning
mobility and volunteering in fostering intercultural
dialogue, democratic participation, and the devel-
opment of key competences among young people
across Europe and beyond,

Recalling the Council Recommendation on the
mobility of young volunteers across the European
Union (EU)," which calls for the removal of admin-
istrative and legal barriers, improved recognition
of volunteering experiences, and greater support
for inclusive cross-border mobility; and noting with
concern that these objectives remain insufficiently
achieved, particularly for young people from out-
side the EU who continue to face significant visa
and entry barriers limiting their participation,

Recalling the motion Inclusive Learning Mobility:
Addressing Visa Barriers for Youth? adopted in
2024, which highlighted the need to streamline
visa procedures and ensure equitable access to
mobility opportunities for young people participat-
ing in international programmes,

Acknowledging the objectives of the EU and the
European Higher Education Area to promote inter-
nationalisation, mobility, and equal access to edu-
cation through initiatives such as Erasmus+, while
aiming to strengthen Europe’s position as a global
hub for education and talent,

Bearing in mind that despite efforts to harmonise
mobility frameworks through initiatives such as:

* The Bologna Process and the European
Higher Education Area (‘Bologna Process’)

1. pjp-eu.coe.int/documents/42128013/47261761/Coun-

« Directive (EU) 2016/801° on the conditions of
entry and residence of third-country nationals
for research, studies, training, voluntary ser-
vice, pupil exchange schemes or educational
projects and au pairing amended by Directive
(EU) 2021/1883% on the conditions of entry
and residence of third-country nationals for
highly qualified employment, and repealing
Council Directive 2009/50/EC

in which the implementation of visa policies
remains uneven across European countries, creat-
ing legal inconsistencies and uncertainty for inter-
national students and volunteers,

Noting with concern that complex, lengthy, and
often unclear visa procedures continue to pose
significant barriers to mobility, including unpre-
dictable processing times, additional documenta-
tion requirements, and inconsistent procedures
across countries, which can result in participants
missing programme deadlines or losing mobility
opportunities altogether,

Further concerned that these limitations dispro-
portionately affect participants from non-EU and
non-Schengen countries, and especially those
from more vulnerable socioeconomic back-
grounds and from remote and rural areas, under-
mining the principle of equal access to mobility
programmes and limiting the inclusiveness of initi-
atives such as Erasmus+, the European Solidarity
Corps (ESC), and other international education,
training and volunteering programmes,

Acknowledging evidence from recent research,
such as the European Student Network’s (ESN)
ESNsurvey, that visa processing times remain a
major challenge for mobility participants and that
many students report insufficient information and
institutional support during the visa application
process, underscores the need for more transpar-
ent and accessible systems,

cil+Recommendation+on+the+mobility+of+young+volunteers+across+the+EU 2022 15 1 en act partl v4.pdf/6384380f-3b34-

eb32-36¢cc-42eb9d2a29627t=1688459698790

2. www.youthforum.org/policy-library/motion-inclusive-learning-mobility-addressing-visa-barriers-for-youth

3. eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A020161.0801-20211117

4. eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A320211.1883
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Emphasising that addressing visa-related barriers
is essential not only to ensure fairness and equal
opportunities for all participants, but also to safe-
guard the attractiveness, credibility, and inclusive-
ness of European mobility programmes and to
strengthen Europe’s role as a global leader in edu-
cation, intercultural exchange, and volunteering.

Problem statement

In the European context, young people face visa-
related challenges, which vary depending on their
specific categorisations.

77,01% of EU citizens within the Schengen Area
generally enjoy seamless mobility, while those
from non-Schengen countries face barriers
both within the EU and abroad. Citizens from
non-Schengen countries often face much greater
difficulties. According to the ESNsurvey, only
about 20% of respondents say their household
income is below average.

Many young people who do not come from a
wealthy background may be discouraged from
applying for mobility from the beginning, effect-
ively blocked from the fundamental right of move-
ment by financial requirements. The satisfaction
rate for the help delivered by host institutions
before mobility, on visa and residence permit is
3,41/6 meaning that there is a need for
institutional support.

ESC Hosting organisations within the Schengen
Area sometimes also reject applications of volun-
teers from Turkiye or Egypt, given the very low
chances of getting a visa and the significant addi-
tional work it entails for the organisation. So the
‘abandoning' dynamic is a problem both for applic-
ants from non-Schengen countries and hosting
organisations in Schengen countries.

Bureaucratic complexities and prolonged pro-
cessing times often hinder their participation in
exchange opportunities across the region. In addi-
tion, citizens from EU candidate member states
and applicants, including those from the Western
Balkans, Turkiye and the Eastern Partnership
regions, face challenges in aligning their visa
policies with EU standards, resulting in discrepan-
cies in application procedures and barriers to
accessing learning mobility opportunities.

Extended processing times may lead young indi-
viduals to lose their placement in host organisa-
tions due to arrival deadlines, resulting in their
mobility being cancelled. These processing times,
which are now frequently exceeding 4 to 6 months
for long-term study or volunteering visas, regularly
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lead to young individuals losing their placements
due to missed arrival deadlines. This issue per-
sists at the renewal stage, where, depending on
nationality, applicants are often unable to travel
abroad for weeks or even months at a time while
their residence permit is being processed.
Moreover, in certain countries, visa applicants
from rural and remote areas will have to commute
long distances for visa-related appointments,
often incurring additional costs due to travel and
even overnight expenses.

Visa-related issues discourage non-EU students
from applying to mobility programmes, directly
affecting accessibility and equal participation in
international education.

These visa barriers can even be more burden-
some in short-term mobilities, such as training
courses or youth exchanges, where the time
required to obtain entry documents often exceeds
the duration of the activity itself. It is also a critical
challenge for joint degree programmes and blen-
ded mobilities that take place in multiple coun-
tries, currently requiring participants to navigate
the same repetitive, costly process for every bor-
der crossed. Furthermore, in several EU countries,
there remains a lack of a comprehensive legal
framework for hosting young people from non-
Schengen and third countries for volunteering and
solidarity activities, and for individual pupil
mobility programmes. Unlike formal education,
which is planned months in advance, internships
and volunteering opportunities often emerge at
the last minute, making them inaccessible to
those facing long visa queues.

The complex and changing visa requirements are
increasingly hard to navigate for young people.
The current system relies on bureaucratic lan-
guage and legal jargon that is primarily available in
the host country's language or a secondary lan-
guage, making it inaccessible to the general popu-
lation. This highlights the need for clear guidelines
and straightforward procedural instructions for
both sending and hosting organisations, who
often lack the legal expertise to support their par-
ticipants.

The emerging trend of governments outsourcing
visa processes to commercial external service
providers also raises concerns. This creates a situ-
ation where both the provider and the government
evade accountability for misleading communica-
tion, a lack of available appointment slots, and
inadequate customer service.

Resolving these challenges is essential for a more
accountable and efficient visa application system.

Ultimately, young individuals, no matter their cit-
izenship, commonly confront demanding and
unclear documentation requirements, prolonged
processing times, a challenging application pro-
cess, financial barriers, and complex residence
procedures once in the host country, such as
mandatory appointments that are difficult and
inflexible to book. These obstacles collectively
impede participation in cross-border experiences
and learning mobilities and threaten the fostering
of cross-cultural integration.
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Barriers of Mobility: Visa
Issues for Non-EU Students
Case Study

The "Barriers of Mobility: Visa Issues for Non-EU
Students" is a survey focusing on understanding
how visa and residence permit proced-
ures affect the mobility experiences of non-EU
students and young people participating in inter-
national programmes such as Erasmus+, the ESC,
ESN events and other mobility opportunities, with
particular attention to non-EU student mobility
across Europe.

The results from the 2024-2025 edition of this sur-
vey suggest that visa procedures for non-EU stu-
dents are inconsistent and complex, creating bar-
riers to mobility programmes and negatively
affecting the experience of non-EU students going
on mobility. Approximately 30% of respond-
ents stated that the visa process lasted less than 2
weeks, 34% reported that it took between 2 and 4
weeks, 15% indicated a duration of 4 to 8 weeks,
and 20% completed the process in more than 8
weeks.

21.2% have alternative plans in case of visa
refusal, while 78.8% do not have alternative plans
in case of a visa refusal. Approximately 76% stated
that visa-related issues acted as a barrier to non-
EU students applying for mobility programmes.

The following are the most common reasons for
visa rejections for the Erasmus+ programme:

+ ‘Insufficient Documentation’ emerged as
the most prevalent reason for visa rejections,
with 111 instances among rejected respond-
ents, accounting for approximately 21.9% of
the responses.

» ‘Financial Reasons’ followed closely, cited in
63 instances, and representing around 12.4%
of the responses.

* ‘Incomplete Application’ was another signi-
ficant factor, reported 20 times, comprising
about 3.9% of the responses.

» Other reasons, such as ‘Financial Insuffi-
ciency’ and ‘Lack of Travel History’, were
also notable, with 19 and 12 instances,
respectively, representing about 3.7% and
2.4% of the responses.

Testimonials:

Appointment delays: ‘I applied for my visa 3
months in advance, but due to the lack of appoint-
ment slots at IDATA, | missed the start of the
academic year...’

Rejections without a clear reason: ‘Despite having
all my documents, financial proof and acceptance
letter ready, | received a rejection letter stating
article 13...

Waiting periods of 6 months: ‘The uncertainty is
the hardest part. My research project is on hold
because the consulate has been processing my
application for over 6 months.’

The European Federation for Intercultural
Learning's (EFIL) member organisations in Greece
cannot host any student from outside the Schen-
gen area as the government does not recognise
the possibility for school students from outside
the EU to study in Greece within a learning mobil-
ity programme, which is not Erasmus+.
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Call to Action

Considering what has emerged, the European
Youth Forum (YFJ) membership calls to take
action on the following issues:

+ Digitalisation and Simplification (Alignment
with the EU Strategy)

The European Commission aims to fully digitalise
visa procedures by 2028. This process should
happen through a single platform, reducing paper-
work and removing physical requirements for in-
person interviews or sending passports by
post, where digital identity data has already been
recorded, to assist students living far from consu-
lates.

This should also include a specific section for
‘Learning Mobility’ and ‘Volunteering’, including
Erasmus+ and other mobility programmes, simpli-
fying the uploading of documents (such as the
Admission Letter or the Learning Agreement) and
should be ‘interoperable’ with Erasmus Without
Paper (EWP).

* Harmonisation of Visa Procedures and
‘Once-Only’ principle

The harmonisation of visa procedures across the
EU and associated countries of EU youth pro-
grammes should ensure a uniform and simplified
process for young learners across member states.
This could involve the creation of a standardised
application process with clear guidelines and
requirements applicable to all EU countries, as
reported in the EU Visa strategy. Such a standard-
ised process should also include increased
accountability for processing and communication
errors arising in the visa process that dispropor-
tionately affect the applying young persons.

Harmonising the supporting documents required
for young people - pupils, students, and volunteers
across the EU would prevent certain countries
from demanding excessive financial guarantees or
costly certified translations.

The ‘Once-Only’ principle proposes that, once a
visa has been obtained for an Erasmus+ pro-
gramme or other learning mobility programmes,

the data should be shared among the immigration
authorities of Member States to facilitate any
mixed mobility or post-study placements.

» Specific European information platform on
visa procedures

Promoting mobility also comes from informing
young people of their opportunities. Waiting for
the digitalisation transition, it is important to
inform and set up a specific EU platform with cent-
ralised information on the different options for
entering Europe and the steps to obtain a visa.
This platform would give a positive image of the
EU as being open to young people outside of the
EU.

+ Affordability and Equity (Socioeconomic
inclusion)

In addition to the exemption for study visas
(already provided for in some cases), there should
be a total exemption from fees charged by external
service providers (such as VFS Global or TLScon-
tact), which often double the cost of the visa.

Visas for volunteers should also be introduced,
given that European Solidarity Corps volunteers
often face greater difficulties than students. We
must explicitly call for equal treatment between
students and volunteers in terms of processing
times.

+ Recognition of various forms of learning
mobility categories

Distinct visa categories tailored to different learn-
ing mobility programmes should be established,
including dedicated visa pathways for studying,
internships, volunteering, and exchange pro-
grammes, including those for minors (pupils).
Such categories should incorporate streamlined
application processes and reduce bureaucratic
complexities to facilitate smoother mobility for
young learners.

* Fast-track visa procedures for learning
mobilities and EU Volunteer Status
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An express visa should be made available for
learning mobility, whether it is for a volunteering
experience, an internship, or a study-related
mobility, including at the secondary school level.
Faster processing times should enable parti-
cipants to explore diverse educational and experi-
ential opportunities without unnecessary restric-
tions or bureaucratic impediments.

At the same time, the EU should establish an EU
Volunteer Status that, other than supporting the
recognition of volunteering experiences, includes
the same type of fast-track visa procedure. An
affordable visa status for international volunteers
would reduce bureaucratic barriers and make
volunteering more accessible and inclusive. [t
would recognise the social value of volunteering
while enabling organisations to act as trusted
intermediaries in the process. To be effective, this
status must be embedded in national policies and
aligned with broader development strategies. It
must also remain non-discriminatory, accessible
to all applicants regardless of cost, and inclusive
of diverse volunteering organisations.

Ultimately, such a system would simplify proced-
ures, reduce arbitrariness, and improve accessibil-
ity for both volunteers and institutions. This fast-
track procedure should also apply to the extension
of visa validity periods for young learners particip-
ating in long-term educational programmes,
internships, or volunteering activities. This would
reduce the administrative burden and allow parti-
cipants to focus on their learning experiences
without the concern of frequent visa renewals.

Ultimately, these fast-track visa procedures should
result in increased flexibility within visa regula-
tions, allowing for easier transitions between dif-
ferent learning mobility activities for young
individuals. This flexibility, predictability, and faster
processing times should enable participants to
explore diverse educational and experiential
opportunities without unnecessary restrictions or
bureaucratic impediments.

» Consistency with the Pact on Migration and
Asylum

The EU Visa Strategy is linked to the management
of migration flows. YFJ should advocate for the
implementation of fast-track procedures for bene-
ficiaries of EU-funded programmes, recognising
their status as ‘low-risk travellers’.

Complying with the right to seek employment
(Post-study work visa), a standard post-Erasmus
visa of at least 12 months should also be estab-
lished to allow international graduates to seek
employment or launch start-ups in the EU, in line
with the objective of retaining talent, should be
included.

* Monitoring and Transparency

A Mobility Dashboard should be created as a pub-
lic monitoring system that reports the average pro-
cessing times for student visas across Member
States, to identify bureaucratic ‘bottlenecks’.

Moreover, the Commission should establish an EU
Helpdesk for Erasmus Visas, namely a single point
of contact to assist National Agencies and univer-
sities in the event of systematic problems with
consulates.
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Final Recommendation

We call for the EU Visa Strategy to prioritise learn-
ing mobility by fully digitalising procedures, intro-
ducing a special visa status for students and
volunteers, ensuring that the future EU platform is
accessible and free of charge for beneficiaries of
EU programmes.

We urge Member States to harmonise financial
requirements and remove administrative barriers
for Third-Country Nationals (TCNSs), recognising
pupil and student mobility and international volun-
teering as fundamental pillars for talent develop-
ment, solidarity, intercultural dialogue, and active
citizenship in Europe. By valuing them as a driver
of mutual understanding, community engage-
ment, and social inclusion, the EU can strengthen
its commitment to shared values, civic participa-
tion, and global cooperation.
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