Europe’s forgotten
refugee crisis
by Camino Mortera-Martinez

The EU is far from having solved the problems that led to the refugee
crisis. It needs to make its asylum system work and do more to send
irregular migrants back.
In 2015 and 2016, the refugee crisis and the
closure of borders within the Schengen passportfree zone dominated European headlines and
even threatened to topple Angela Merkel. After
the UK decided to leave the EU and Donald
Trump unexpectedly won the US presidential
election, attention shifted to other issues. But has
Europe at last managed to sort out the refugee
crisis? Or have we simply forgotten about it?
Official figures seem to suggest that the EU is
getting on top of the situation: in March 2016,
36,675 irregular migrants came to the EU by
sea; in the same month of 2017, only 13,378
people attempted the crossing. First-time asylum
applications have decreased sharply in some
member-states, including Austria, Belgium
or Sweden.
But a closer look at migration numbers tells a
different story. As of May 2017, almost 50,000
asylum seekers remain stranded in Greece’s
refugee camps. While total sea arrivals in the EU
have decreased, more migrants than a year ago
are trying to reach Italy by crossing the sea from
Libya. EU member-states have only relocated
11.5 per cent of the 160,000 asylum seekers they
promised to take from Italy and Greece in May
2015. Europeans may no longer wake up every

morning to breaking news of Europe’s unsolved
refugee crisis, but nobody should be under the
illusion that the problems of the last two years
have vanished.
EU officials are working on two issues in
particular. The first is the EU’s asylum and
refugee scheme (the ‘Dublin system’), which
the EU has been trying to fix almost since the
scheme’s inception. Its main principle is that the
country that an asylum-seeker arrives in first is
responsible for processing the application for
refuge. Such an arrangement was always bound
to create problems. Almost from the beginning,
southern European countries complained that
they could not cope, while their Western and
Northern European counterparts fretted that
the lack of proper infrastructure at Europe’s
southern borders left them carrying most of the
responsibility for welcoming and integrating
refugees. The accession of 12 new memberstates with little experience of handling nonEuropean refugees, and the fallout of the Syrian
and Libyan wars, have made matters worse.
The EU must reform its asylum system to
secure the long-term future of the Schengen
agreement. And the EU should try to find a
solution which works for all its member-states.
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For example, it could try to maintain the principle
of asylum in country of first entry insofar as
numbers remain reasonable for countries to
manage. If they do not, then a system of quotas
– distributing refugees amongst member-states
according to a pre-established formula – could
be activated. To convince those countries who
are more reluctant to take refugees in, these
quotas could be complemented by a ‘buy-out’
scheme: all member-states would have to take in
a minimum number of refugees; countries that
did not wish to accept more than this minimum
could then contribute, in kind or in cash, to
the implementation of the EU’s asylum and
migration policies (by, for example, sending case
officers to refugee processing centres in Greece).
The second issue keeping officials busy is the
return of rejected asylum seekers and irregular
migrants, which is the most difficult part of any
migration policy. Sending irregular migrants back
to their countries of origin is, however, essential
for making asylum policies work: if there is a clear
distinction between those who are allowed to
stay and who are not, it is easier for governments
to take in those in need of protection.
But returns are complicated by several factors.
First, it is often difficult to verify an irregular
migrant’s country of origin. A wide diplomatic
network, which smaller member-states often
lack, is crucial for this, as it can help in liaising
with national authorities. Second, countries are

often reluctant to remove irregular migrants
from their territory, as this may have to be done
by force, and migrants might sue governments
in the courts. Third, to send someone back,
EU governments need the agreement of the
migrant’s country of origin or transit, which
is often not easy to obtain. The EU has been
hesitant to negotiate return agreements
alongside trade or development deals, in part
because such conditionality may hamper
economic growth and co-operation, and in part
because some member-states have historic
and commercial ties with sending or transit
countries – such as France’s with many West
African countries. But if Europe wants to have
an effective asylum policy in place, it will need
to be less shy in convincing third countries to
take back their own nationals, in exchange for
development aid or trade deals.
EU institutions are by design much better at
slow-moving and highly technical issues than at
solving acute crises. In the past two years they
have shown a capacity to organise themselves at
short notice to deal with the refugee crisis. But
the EU has still much more to do if it wants to
avoid a collapse of the Schengen area the next
time a crisis hits.
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CER in the press
The Telegraph
7th May 2017
“The Commission is trying
to make the Brexit bill
legally coherent so that,
if negotiations fail, it has
a defensible case at the
International Court of Justice
in the Hague,” said John
Springford of the CER.
Deutsche Welle
4th May 2017
“The Putin approach [is that]
unless you actually catch me
with my hand in the cookie
jar, I haven’t stolen any
cookies,” said Ian Bond of the
CER. “Is he going to come
out and say ‘yes, of course,
we interfere in people’s
elections’? He’s doing what
I would expect him to do,
which is deny, deny, deny.”

The Financial Times
2nd May 2017
The UK is deluding itself if it
thinks it will prosper outside
the EU, writes Simon Tilford,
deputy director of the
CER. He contends that few
countries have ever allowed
their sense of exceptionalism
to damage their interests in
the way Britain is doing.
The Guardian
29th April 2017
According to Charles
Grant, director of the CER,
Emmanuel Macron wants
two things from Germany.
Firstly, he wants Berlin to
agree to reflate its domestic
economy, thereby helping
not just French exporters but
those of other EU countries.
Secondly, he wants to

complete the monetary
union project by having a
eurozone budget managed
by a eurozone parliament
and a eurozone finance
minister.
The Wall Street Journal
20th April 2017
“The cost of breaking up
the euro is so high that
this probably won’t be
the consequence of the
challenge from populism,”
says Christian Odendahl,
chief economist at the CER.
The Economist
13th March 2017
[As] Camino MorteraMartinez of the CER points
out, non-EU countries cannot
participate in the European
Arrest Warrant.

The Financial Times
24th March 2017
“If Mrs May does not want
to further antagonise
her partners she should
be humble, constructive
and flexible,“ says Agata
Gostyńska-Jakubowska of
the CER.
The Financial Times
20th March 2017
Sophia Besch and Christian
Odendahl of the CER make
the point: “Germany will
be neither a hardliner nor
particularly accommodating
in the Brexit talks . ...Berlin
wants to preserve the EU and
make sure that the EU-27
stick to a unified position;
it considers disintegration
of the EU the biggest Brexit
risk.”

