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Stranded refugees from Syria wait to cross the 
Greek-Macedonian border near the northern 
Greek village of Idomeni, on February 28th.

North African migrants 
bear the brunt of Europe’s 
suspicions
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

N 

orth Africans are fac-
ing increasing scrutiny 
in Europe following a 
string of attacks alleg-
edly carried out by mi-

grants. Several European countries 
are seeking to clamp down on asy-
lum seekers from Maghreb coun-
tries amid a continent-wide migrant 
crisis.

This comes after incidents in Co-
logne, Germany, where hundreds of 
migrants, mainly of North African 
origin, were accused of attacking 
and groping women during New 
Year’s Eve celebrations. Other inci-
dents involving North African mi-
grants were reported in other parts 
of Germany, Switzerland, Austria 
and Sweden.

Cologne police said they received 
652 complaints, including 331 al-
legations of sexual violence, over 
the New Year’s Eve attacks. Cologne 
public prosecutor Ulrich Bremer 
subsequently revealed that of 58 ar-
rests made in connection with the 
Cologne attacks, only three refu-
gees were arrested (two Syrians and 
an Iraqi). The majority of those ar-
rested were not refugees but rather 

migrants or second-generation im-
migrants, including 25 suspects of 
Algerian descent, 21 of Moroccan 
descent and three of Tunisian de-
scent while three others were Ger-
man.

A number of European countries 
issued warnings, specifically to 
women, to be wary of the threat of 
sexual assault by migrants. Ahead of 
the Cologne carnival, police issued 
leaflets in a number of languages, 
including Arabic, warning refugees 
not to drink too much or sexually 
assault women. Police also warned 
against the threat of reprisal attacks 
against migrants, as the general at-
titude towards them, wherever they 
come from, in Europe worsens.

While the bulk of asylum seekers 
in Europe come from Syria and Af-
ghanistan, there has been a spike in 
the number of migrants from North 
Africa, particularly Algeria and Mo-
rocco. Germany’s Interior Ministry 
said that in June 2015 the combined 
arrival figures for asylum seekers 
from the two countries was less 
than 1,000 but in December 2,300 
Algerians and 2,900 Moroccans 
claimed asylum in Germany.

Statistically relatively few Moroc-
cans and Algerians have their asy-
lum claims accepted but the process 
takes many months and many failed 
asylum seekers remain in Germany 
and other European countries amid 
criticism of the repatriation process.

Germany has moved to desig-
nate Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco 
as “safe countries of origin”, which 
would mean that citizens from 
those countries are not eligible for 
asylum. Berlin tightened its immi-

gration conditions by adding West 
Balkan states — Albania, Bosnia-
Herzegovina, Kosovo, Macedonia, 
Montenegro and Serbia — to the safe 
countries list.

Berlin also threatened to cut de-
velopment aid to North African 
states if they refuse to repatriate 
failed asylum seekers. “We have a 
repatriation agreement. That means 
everything is regulated on paper 
but, in practice, we know that it re-
mains problematic in some cases. 
That must be dealt with so that the 
agreement can be put into action,” 
government spokesman Steffen 
Seibert said.

Alleged crimes by North African 
migrants have increased European 
fears, although it is unclear whether 
crimes are actually on the rise or if 
more incidents are being reported.

The anti-Islamic Pegida move-
ment has used the Cologne New 
Year’s Eve attacks and others to ral-
ly support, with tens of thousands 
taking to the streets across 14 Euro-
pean countries on February 6th to 
protest immigration.

There have been reports of North 
African migrants targeting other 
refugees. “They’ll sit next to the 
Syrian refugees in the waiting room 
and then steal their stuff,” one vol-
unteer at the Cologne main railway 
station told Germany’s Suddeutsche 
Zeitung newspaper.

However, questions have been 
raised as to whether the suspects 
are even really North African, with 
most Europeans likely to struggle to 
distinguish Arabic from other for-
eign languages, let alone identify 
North African dialects.

Following significant criticism in 
the media towards North African 
migrants, ministers from the re-
gion questioned whether the asy-
lum seekers in question were even 
from the Maghreb or were merely 
using the general suspicion towards 
North Africa as a convenient scape-
goat.

“There are asylum seekers in Eu-
rope who destroy their identity doc-
uments and once they are arrested 

by police, they pretend to be Tuni-
sians even though they are not,” a 
Tunisian Foreign Ministry official 
told a German English-language 
news website.

“The state has to ensure that 
the migrants are really Tunisians. 
Sometimes these checks take time,” 
the official added.

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

A refugee from Morocco holds flowers in his hand in front of a 
refugee camp in Cologne, on January 22nd.

Questions have been 
raised as to whether 
the suspects are 
even really North 
African.

Europe’s dangerous course

T 

he most terrible stage 
yet of Europe’s refugee 
crisis may have just 
begun. Fed up with the 
European Union’s 
failure to cobble 

together a common policy that 
would share the burden fairly, 
distribute refugees and the risk 
and provide what succour it can, 
various countries are unilaterally 
making up bizarre rules. They are 
crazily throwing up borders, 
imposing arbitrary quotas and 
confusingly creating subregional 
blocs to prevent the very shadow 
of refugees from darkening their 
soil.

A horrific humanitarian crisis is 
in the making.

The results of Europe’s every-
country-for-itself approach became 
apparent the last weekend in 
February. An estimated 7,000 
people remained miserably stuck 
on Macedonia’s border with Greece, 
unable to move in either direction 
— without tents, food, money or a 
plan.

This is chiefly because Balkan 
countries have suddenly and 
unexpectedly assumed hard-line 
postures that have thrown Europe’s 
occasional and imperfect har-
mony off-balance. Austria, Croatia, 
Macedonia, Slovenia and Serbia 
have united to block the entry and 
passage of refugees.

Austria restricts transit access 

to 3,200 people per day and will 
accept only 80 asylum claims a day. 
Macedonia, Slovenia, Croatia and 
Serbia have set their own caps on 
entry — 580 refugees per country 
per day.

That has left Greece on the front 
line of Europe’s conflicted emo-
tions over the refugees and Greece 
is manifestly and understandably 
unable to cope. It is struggling with 
deep fiscal cuts imposed in a con-
troversial international bailout deal 
after six years of recession.

And yet, Athens knows that 
worse is to come and that much 
of the humanitarian crisis seems 
doomed to play out within its 
borders.

Greek Immigration Minister 
Ioannis Mouzalas on February 28th 
grimly predicted that his govern-
ment was bracing itself for “be-
tween 50,000 and 70,000 people 
trapped in our country in the 
coming months”. He bravely added 
that “Greece will not accept becom-
ing Europe’s Lebanon”, a reference 
to the uncomfortable reality that 
Lebanon has the world’s largest 
number of refugees per capita.

Greek Prime Minister Alexis 
Tsipras added that Greece cannot 
be condemned by the rest of the 
European Union to becoming a mi-
grant holding pen or “a warehouse 
of souls”.

It was a profoundly poetic image 
for a prosaic and unedifying truth. 
Europe is in utter disarray about 
what to do with the unending flow 
of refugees — already more than 
100,000 this year, compared to 
5,000 for the same period in 2015. 
The European chaos is adding to 
the horrors of harried people’s 
displacement.

In the end though, the Greek gov-
ernment response is mostly bluster. 
On its own, Athens can do little to 
facilitate the onward journey or 

settlement of the 2,000 or so daily 
influx of people.

Tsipras and his immigration 
minister can offer no reasonable 
response to stranded refugees such 
as Nedal from Damascus, who 
described the predicament of thou-
sands stuck on the Macedonian 
border, saying: “We are three days 
here: rainy and cold and no food. 
People have spent all their money. 
We want just to pass, safely please.”

The European Union and its vari-
ous policymaking and executive in-
stitutions remain catatonic, unable 
to prescribe a solution or to enforce 
its acceptance and implementation.

This sense of paralysis was 
summed up by Austrian Foreign 
Minister Sebastian Kurz in a sting-
ing defence of Vienna’s unilateral-
ism. “As long as there is no Euro-
pean solution, we will have to take 
national measures,” he said.

He has a point.
But where do go we from here? 

What happens next? The European 
Union has another chance to still 
the roiling emotions within its 

member states at its March 17th 
summit in Brussels. It needs to 
agree to implement a plan to reset-
tle across the bloc the 160,000 mi-
grants in Greece and Italy. It needs 
to strengthen mechanisms at its 
external borders, registering new 
arrivals, speedily sorting through 
asylum claims and repatriating 
those who do not qualify. It must 
speedily dispatch much-discussed 
and recently promised financial 
support to Turkey, Jordan and 
Lebanon, which bear the burden of 
the refugee crisis.

Don’t hold your breath.
The alternative will be heart-

breaking. With Austria limiting the 
numbers it will allow to transit to 
Germany, the single-largest desti-
nation for asylum seekers, expect 
the following fallout. A huge back-
log of stranded people in Greece, 
which will grow exponentially, as 
Kirk Day, Europe representative of 
the International Rescue Commit-
tee, put it. 

“You’ll have upward of 20,000 to 
40,000 people getting stuck over 
the next few days,” Day has said, 
pointing out that this is a “conti-
nent that says it is founded on the 
principle of human rights. Right 
now, all we see is a race by coun-
tries that don’t want to be the last 
one to close their borders.”

The second consequence of 
this race to close borders and take 
unilateral action is that migrants 
may switch back to the treacherous 
route to Europe that runs through 
violent Libya and across a far 
greater expanse of sea to Italy.

So perhaps we should expect 
more drownings?
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The most terrible stage 
yet of Europe’s refugee 
crisis may have just 
begun.


