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Europe braces for new wave of refugees
London

W 

ith the conflict in 
Syria heating up 
following Russian 
air strikes and a re-
newed push by gov-

ernment forces in Aleppo, Hama 
and Idlib, Europe is bracing for a 
new wave of refugees.

The refugees will be facing a peril-
ous winter at a time when Europe’s 
Schengen zone has tightened bor-
der controls, making it even more 
difficult to reach Western Europe.

European leaders met in Brus-
sels on October 25th and agreed to 
a 17-point plan to deal with the flow 
of refugees in Southern and Eastern 
Europe, including strengthening 
borders and providing greater ser-
vices to migrants, with the aim of 
slowing their movement through 
the region.

The mini-summit, which in-
cluded leaders of eight Central and 
Eastern European countries, as well 
as the prime ministers of Serbia and 
Macedonia, also led to an agree-
ment to provide 100,000 places in 
reception centres along the route 
from Greece towards Germany.

“We have made very clear that 
the policy of simply waving people 
through must be stopped,” Euro-
pean Commission President Jean-
Claude Juncker said.

“The immediate imperative is to 
provide shelter. It cannot be that in 
the Europe of 2015 people are left 
to fend for themselves, sleeping in 
fields.”

But analysts are unsure whether 
the latest decisions represent a 
long-term solution or are merely a 
Band-Aid.

“The issue goes beyond moving 
on the refugees from one European 
country to the next. It must be dealt 
with at the origin in Turkey. The 
EU is moving to implement this ap-
proach through its most recent deal 
with Turkey although it remains to 
be seen how successful this will be,” 
said Omar Ahmed, a researcher for 
the Institute for Islamic Strategic Af-
fairs Refugee programme.

The European Union agreed to 
a $3.3 billion deal with Turkey in 
October, with Ankara promising to 
clamp down on the flow of migrants 
to Europe in return for financial aid 
and fast-track access to visas. It re-
mains unclear just how successful 
Turkey — the main launching point 
for more than 600,000 migrants 
into Europe in 2015 — will be in 
stemming the flow of refugees.

Even as the European Union 
agreed to house refugees headed to 
Central and Western Europe, more 
migrants continued to arrive in 
Greece at a rate of 9,000 a day in a 
recent week.

Under the deal reached in Brus-
sels, Greece is to open centres that 
can house 30,000 migrants by the 
end of the year and the UN refugee 
agency agreed to provide another 
20,000 spaces.

“Recent events have shown that, 
despite the new measures that cer-
tain EU member states have taken, 
these are still insufficient to deal 
with the scale of the continuous 
flow of refugees into Europe,” said 
Ahmed.

There are increasing fears that 
thousands of refugees will die dur-
ing the European winter, whether 
they managed to make it into the 
Schengen zone or not.

Refugees had sought to pass 
through Greece, Macedonia and 
Serbia into the Schengen zone via 

Hungary but after Budapest in-
creased border security, refugees 
began utilising an alternate path via 
Croatia and Slovenia.

“Refugees and economic mi-
grants will always find a way to 
get to where they want to go. Out 
of desperation, anything becomes 
possible,” Ahmed said.

“Every day counts. Otherwise we 
will soon see families in cold rivers 
in the Balkans perish miserably,” 
Juncker warned.

Temperatures were predicted to 
be below freezing in Central and 
Eastern Europe amid fears that 
those still on the road to Schengen 
could freeze to death.

But even those who have passed 
into the Schengen zone fear the 
cold, as they wait in makeshift 
camps to hear whether their asylum 
applications have been accepted.

“We were freezing. We didn’t 
sleep. We did exercises all night 
long to keep warm,” said Syrian 
refugee Fadi, 42, in comments pub-
lished by the New York Times. He 
was speaking from inside a refugee 
camp in Austria.

“I am scared. Everybody is 
scared. We are worried they will 
close the border but we are also 
worried about winter. We must 
get where we are going before the 
snows fall,” Ali Lolo, 35, said. He has 
been waiting, along with his family, 
in a small encampment for refugees 
in Croatia.

The situation is even worse for 
those making their way to the 
Schengen zone, with both sides rac-
ing against time.

“The fear of borders closing and 
winter approaching is just making 
for a rush, rush, rush,” said the UN 
refugee agency regional spokes-
woman Mette Petersen.

According to the International Or-
ganisation for Migration, more than 

650,000 migrants are estimated to 
have entered Europe by sea in 2015, 
with that figure expected to rise sig-
nificantly by the end of the year.

Frontex, the European Union’s 
border agency, said that at least 

710,000 migrants had entered Eu-
rope during the first nine months 
of the year. If the rate of migration 
continues as is, more than 1 million 
migrants will have entered Europe 
in 2015.

More migrants 
continued to arrive 
in Greece at a rate of 
9,000 a day in a 
recent week.

There are increasing 
fears that thousands 
of refugees will die 
during the European 
winter.

The European Union 
agreed to a $3.3 
billion deal with 
Turkey in October.

Migrants are on their way to cross the border between Austria and 
Germany in Wegscheid near Passau, Germany, on October  28th.
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The political stakes of migration

A 

s temperatures drop 
across Europe, 
quickening the flow 
of migrants from the 
Middle East, 
through Turkey, to 

Greece, the Balkans and onward 
north, the crisis is turning up the 
heat on an unlikely new leader 
across the Atlantic.

Justin Trudeau, Canada’s newly 
elected prime minister, is under 
pressure to stand by his Liberal 
Party’s campaign pledges, not 
least of which was a bold plan to 
airlift 25,000 Syrian refugees by 
year’s end in an operation that 
would reprise the 1979 rescue 
flights from Vietnam. Just days 
after his resounding victory, 
Trudeau assured that he was 
“getting cracking on [this] right 
away”.

Why is he getting involved? 
Though 25,000 represents a small 
fraction of the millions displaced 
by Syria’s relentless civil war, 
Trudeau’s intervention is very 
significant. It is one of the few 
positive responses by a Western 
leader with executive authority. 
The first came from German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel but she 

is increasingly under pressure 

from twin troubles — how to 
accommodate the ceaseless 
refugee influx while dealing with 
an ugly backlash that has led to 
attacks on migrant centres across 
the country.

One of the truest indicators of 
Germany’s rising disquiet over 
the refugee issue may be insights 
unintentionally provided by a 
new film Er ist wider da (Look 
Who’s Back). It nonsensically has 
Hitler reappearing in Merkel’s 
Germany and travelling around 
the country meeting ordinary 
people.

The actor who plays the Hitler 
character meets with real people 
on camera and some of the things 
they say must surely worry 
Merkel. When Hitler asks a 
woman where the problems in 
Germany are coming from, she 
immediately points to the 
foreigners arriving in droves. 
Another man claims that immi-
grants from Africa are dragging 
down Germany’s average IQ by 
about 20%

This hostility towards migrants 
gets even less amusing in Swe-
den, where a masked man with 
reported far-right sympathies 
killed a teacher and a student in a 
sword attack at a school that hosts 
many newly arrived refugees. To 
the west of Germany, there is 
some shock and a lot of awe at the 
anti-immigration feelings 
crystallized by Robert Menard, 
who headed Reporters Without 
Borders before winning the 
mayoral election in the southern 
French town of Beziers in 2014 on 
a ticket loosely allied to the 

far-right Front National.
Menard in September deliber-

ately allowed himself to be filmed 
telling Syrian squatters they were 
not welcome in his town because 
they were “stealing” water and 
electricity. He claimed on TV that 
he counted the first names of 
nursery and primary school 
children in Beziers and was able 
to determine that 64.6% were 
Muslim.

It is a criminal offence in France 
to collect data on race or ethnicity 
and French Interior Minister 
Bernard Cazeneuve publicly 
deplored Menard’s claim; 
however, there was a vein of 
admiration running 
through the 
townspeople’s 
discourse on 
their mayor’s 
forthright-
ness.

This is 
significant in 

all sorts of ways. With a popula-
tion of more than 71,000, Beziers 
is by far the biggest of the 11 
French towns run by a mayor 
aligned with the Front National. 
Beziers has been referred to as a 
“laboratory of the far right” and 
that Menard’s anti-immigration 
experiments will become more 
significant as the refugee surge 
continues.

Clearly it is a risky business for 
a Western leader to assume the 
mantle of a modern-day Moses 
and promise to lead the refugees 
to safety. This is what makes 
Trudeau’s reiterated pledge to fly 
thousands to Canada puzzling 
— except that there is a historical 
difference between North 
America and Europe in their 
approach to migrants.

For Europe, they are always the 
“other” and there is the deeply 
rooted memory of the conflict 
with Islam, including the Otto-
man campaign to lay siege to 
Vienna. In the United States and 
Canada, the immigrant is part of 
family folklore — the voyage 
across the seas by grandfathers, 
grandmothers, great-uncles and 
aunts are stories that are remem-
bered and retold.

Canada’s self-confidence on the 
migrant issue is a shiny hopeful 
skein in the dark and fraying 
European tapestry of fear and 
woe.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is an 
itinerant commentator on world 
affairs. She blogs at www.
rashmee.com and is on Twitter:
@rashmeerl.sa.
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Xenophobic tunes.  Hannes Ostendorf of 
the far-right band “Kategorie C” (Category 
C) sings during a demonstration in Cologne, 
Germany, on October 25th.


