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Opponents of anti-immigration right-wing 
movement PEGIDA protest in Cologne, 
Germany, on January 9th.

Germany struggles to deal with fallout 
of Cologne attacks
Mahmud el-Shafey

Right-wing demonstrators hold anti-migrant signs as they march in Cologne, Germany, on January 
9th.

More than 500 
criminal complaints 
have been filed 
relating to incidents 
on New Year’s Eve in 
Cologne.

London

“R 

apefugees Not Wel-
come,” read a sign at 
a far-right, anti-Islam 
Pegida rally in Co-
logne about a week 

after reports that women were at-
tacked en masse in the western Ger-
man city on New Year’s Eve by Arab 
and North African immigrants.

Following allegations that hun-
dreds of women were sexually as-
saulted and robbed in Cologne, 
Hamburg and other German cities 
by immigrants from the Middle 
East, a resurgent Pegida took to the 
streets in renewed protest against 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s 
open-door policy towards refugees.

More than 2,000 Pegida support-
ers rallied outside the main train 
station in Cologne — the site of the 
New Year’s Eve attacks — on Janu-
ary 9th to protest immigration and 
to call for Merkel to step down. 
Demonstrators threw firecrackers 
and bottles at police, who dispersed 
the crowd with water cannons.  
One day later, more than 200 Pegi-
da supporters were arrested after a 
rampage, which included attacking 
an immigrant-owned restaurant, in 
the eastern city of Leipzig,

Pegida — the Patriotic Europe-
ans Against the Islamisation of the 
West — had weekly demonstra-
tions in German cities from Octo-
ber 2014 through February 2015 
and the movement spread to other 

European countries. Pegida, how-
ever, seemed to stall after images of 
founder Lutz Bachmann posing as 
Adolf Hitler appeared in early 2015.

Protests began again in Octo-
ber 2015 against the backdrop of 
the European migrant crisis, with 
analysts expecting the violence in 
Cologne to further revitalise anti-
Islamic movements.

More than 500 criminal com-
plaints have been filed relating 
to incidents on New Year’s Eve in 
Cologne, with claims the attacks 
were “coordinated”. Women re-
ported being physically and sexu-
ally assaulted, as well as having 
their belongings stolen, by about 
1,000 men of Middle Eastern ap-
pearance. It was not immediately 
clear whether the suspects were 
refugees, economic migrants or 
second-generation immigrants.

German authorities have identi-
fied 19 suspects, including 14 men 
from Morocco and Algeria, in con-
nection with the Cologne attacks. 
Ten of the suspects are asylum 
seekers, nine of whom arrived in 
Germany in the previous three 
months, North Rhine-Westphalia 
police said.

After the attacks, Cologne Po-
lice chief Wolfgang Albers said the 
majority of men involved in the 
attacks appeared to be from “the 
Arab or North African region” and 
were mostly between the ages of 
18 and 35. Albers was later removed 
from his post after it emerged that 
Cologne police had failed to inter-
vene to prevent the assaults and 
he had also initially sought to play 
down the level and nature of the at-
tacks.

“This does not reflect on the 
character of all refugees. It is the 
bad behaviour of a few. It does 
not reflect on us,” Syrian refugee 
Mustafa told CNN Arabic following 
the Cologne attacks.

There was a spike in anti-immi-
grant attacks after the New Year’s 

Eve assaults, with reports that a 
mob had been formed by local 
gangs in Cologne to target foreign-
ers. Six Pakistanis and a Syrian man 
were injured in attacks on January 
10th, amid fears of escalating vio-
lence in the city.

“We can’t imagine how this hap-
pened. But if we can’t live in Syria 
and we can’t live here [in Germany], 
then what is left for us? It would be 
better to die,” Mustafa said.

Merkel won international plau-
dits for her response to the refu-
gee crisis in 2015, including being 
named Time magazine’s person of 
the year. But under pressure from 
a pessimistic general public and 

her more conservative coalition 
government partners, Merkel, even 
before the Cologne attacks, indi-
cated she was prepared to consider 
a change in Germany’s open-door 
refugee policy.

“The events of New Year’s Eve 
have dramatically exposed the 
challenge we’re facing, revealing a 
new facet that we haven’t yet seen,” 
Merkel said January 9th after a two-
day meeting with leaders of her 
Christian Democratic Union.

She announced proposals that 
would facilitate the deportation 
of asylum seekers who commit 
crimes. “Everything must be done 
to investigate and punish those 

responsible as quickly and thor-
oughly as possible, without regard 
to their origins and background,” 
Merkel said.

Approximately 1.1 million asy-
lum seekers arrived in Germany in 
2015, with even more expected in 
2016. German Development Minis-
ter Gerd Muller said that about 10% 
of Syrian and Iraqi migrants had 
reached Europe, warning that an-
other 8 million-10 million refugees 
were on their way. “The biggest 
movements are ahead,” he told Bild 
newspaper

Mahmud el-Shafey in an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.

Cologne conundrum confuses debate on refugees

T 

he Cologne conundrum 
is a bad start to the 
year. Conundrum 
because it is confusing 
to see a fantastically 
rule-bound country 

such as Germany tie itself up in 
knots about the alleged offences 
committed by crowds of refugees 
in Cologne, Hamburg, Stuttgart 
and Bielefeld on New Year’s Eve.

It is puzzling that so well-ordered 
a society — the police, media, even 
the victims — should have kept 
quiet for five days about the alleged 
sexual harassment and robbing of 
“hundreds” of women by groups of 
men said to be of “Arab and North 
African” ethnicity. 

It seems especially odd that once 
the word got out, German public 
opinion became so inflamed and 
fearful about refugees as a bloc.

The word that comes to mind 
for everything described above is 
convenience.

It is convenient to suggest there 
was a well-meaning politically cor-
rect conspiracy of silence to protect 
refugees. Now, it is convenient to 
demonise them as a group. After 
all, 1.1 million entered Germany in 
2015 and more arrive daily. Ten-

sions have been building in the 
months since Chancellor Angela 
Merkel controversially declared an 
open-door policy towards refugees. 
Now, the right-wing Alternative for 
Germany (AFD) party opportunisti-
cally says the Cologne incidents 
were “the appalling consequences 
of catastrophic asylum and migra-
tion policies”.

They weren’t really and it is not 
desirable, even if it were possible, 
to criminalise enough refugees 
so that Arabs and North Africans 
henceforth do not dare claim shel-
ter in Europe.

Could there be a worse way to 
pull back the welcome mat Germa-
ny generously put out for refugees?

Straight talking would be better 
than this incoherent and illiberal 
babble about the threats posed 
to Teutonic women by maraud-
ing gangs of culturally backward 
men. Is this the experience of 
every Western city with substantial 
numbers of Arab and North African 
migrants?

So what really happened and 
what is to be done?

The facts are hazy but it’s clear 
that something unsavoury occurred 
in some German cities and in the 
Finnish capital, Helsinki, as the dy-
ing year breathed its last. Police say 
that some refugees were involved. 
A Cologne police report, obtained 
by Der Spiegel, had an officer quot-
ing one of the perpetrators claim: 
“I’m a Syrian! You have to treat me 
kindly! Mrs Merkel invited me.”

In Helsinki, police said that 15 
Iraqi asylum seekers were taken 
into custody amid allegations of 
groping and harassing women near 

the city’s central railway station. 
Ilkka Koskimaki, Helsinki’s deputy 
police chief, said three women had 
filed complaints, alleging they had 
been kissed and touched against 
their will.

What does all of this add up to?
At worst, it represents criminal 

behaviour by some young men, 
who displayed utter disregard 
for the laws of the land and the 
sensibilities of women they did not 
know. 

At best, the New Year’s Eve she-
nanigans were youthful misbehav-
iour by people who were probably 
drunk on the possibility of licence 
and free love in the West. In both 
instances, lawful punishment 
should be a given, no matter the 
origins and circumstances of the 
perpetrators.

It is entirely legitimate, too, for 
Germany to mull over, as Merkel 
has indicated, a change in its laws 
so it can expel any refugee con-
victed of a crime. Under the terms 
of its Migration Act, Australia for 
instance, can deport a non-citizen 
— refugee or not — if that person 
is convicted of an offence and 
sentenced to imprisonment of one 
year or more. That Merkel wants to 
introduce expulsion for non-citi-
zens who receive even a suspended 
sentence indicates the firestorm 
she is fighting to contain.

If anything can explain the Ger-
man conundrum it is acute sensitiv-
ity to its Nazi past. This has led to 
some of the strictest laws in the 
West to protect minorities from 
people inciting hatred. In Septem-
ber, worried by the increase in hate 
speech against refugees, German 
authorities contacted major social 
media outlets to tamp down on 
the problem. In December, they 
reached a deal with Facebook, 
Google and Twitter to get tougher 
on offensive content.

However, hate speech against 
a whole community is one 
thing and silence in the after-
math of criminal behaviour 
by a few people is another. 
It can only feed fear of the 
“other”, rather than bring 
Germans closer to those 
to whom they have given 
refuge.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is an 
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affairs. Her blog can be found at 
www.rashmee.com and she is on 
Twitter: @rashmeerl.sa.
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View point
It is not 
desirable, 
even if 
it were 
possible, to 
criminalise 
enough 
refugees so 
that Arabs 
and North 
Africans 
henceforth 
do not dare 
claim shelter 
in Europe.

The word that comes 
to mind for everything 
described above is 
convenience.


