
13October 16, 2016

London

B 

egun at the Kapitan An-
dreevo crossing between 
Bulgaria and Turkey, the 
new European Border 
and Coast Guard Agency 

(EBCG) is responsible for monitor-
ing and controlling the European 
Union’s borders at a time when 
more economic migrants and refu-
gees than ever before are seeking 
entry.

The EBCG will have more than 
double the staff and greater powers 
as Frontex — the agency previously 
responsible for EU border control — 
as the EU leadership moves to deal 
with the worst global refugee crisis 
since the end of the second world 
war.

The new agency, inaugurated 
October 6th, will include a rapid 
deployment force of 1,500 border 
guards and a technical equipment 
pool that can be sent to countries 
facing heavy migration flows with 
the aim of establishing a coher-
ent system that enforces stronger 
controls on external borders while 
safeguarding freedom of move-
ment within the European Union.

EU Commissioner for Migration 
Dimitris Avramopoulos hailed the 
EBCG as a “milestone” in European 
border management. “From now 
onward, the external EU border of 
one member state is the external 
border of all member states — both 
legally and operationally,” he said.

Slovak Prime Minister Robert 
Fico, whose country holds the ro-
tating EU presidency, said: “By 
launching the EBCG, we are creat-
ing a new reality at our external 
borders… It will help us to get back 
to Schengen.”

Under the EBCG’s mandate, not 
only will it be able to quickly de-
ploy border guards and equipment 
it can provide “operational assis-
tance” to neighbouring countries. 
The agency will station liaison of-

ficers in EU countries and will be 
able to carry out “vulnerability as-
sessment” of members, providing 
assistance and advice to members 
regarding handling of border is-
sues, which, if not met, could re-
sult in punishment.

The EBCG will have a signifi-
cantly larger budget than Frontex 
to help the agency meet its respon-
sibilities. Frontex had a declared 
budget of $195 million for 2016. The 
EBCG budget for this year is esti-
mated at $265 million, with this set 
to increase to $315 million in 2017 
and reach $360 million by 2020.

“The new agency is stronger and 
better equipped to tackle migration 
and security challenges at Europe’s 
external borders. Its mandate has 

wider scope and new powers that 
will allow it to act effectively,” 
EBCG Executive Director Fabrice 
Leggeri said.

While some analysts praised the 
new agency, questions remain over 
how the EBCG will differ signifi-
cantly from Frontex, which strug-
gled to deal with the crisis.

“It’s not clear whether Frontex 
was ever effective in terms of its 
explicit and formal goal. The EBCG 
doesn’t look to be anything differ-
ent from Frontex. The only thing 
that is different is the number of of-
ficials who will be at the direct dis-
posal of the agency, otherwise it’s 
basically a revival of Frontex,” said 
Giacomo Orsini, a researcher at 
the University of Essex in England 

specialising in a study of European 
borders.

Following a refugee deal with 
Turkey, Italy has replaced Greece 
as the so-called front-line in the 
migration crisis, with hundreds of 
people trying to cross the Mediter-
ranean from Libya on a daily ba-
sis. About 700 migrants seeking to 
make the perilous Mediterranean 
crossing died over a three-day peri-
od in May, exposing the dangers of 
the crossing. As of late July, 3,000 
people had died attempting the 
crossing this year. That number is 
expected to reach 5,000 by the end 
of the year.

The EBCG is unlikely to be any 
more effective than previous EU 
attempts to monitor and control its 

maritime borders, said Orsini, who 
has carried out research at the Ital-
ian island of Lampedusa, which is a 
major migrant destination.

“I can tell you with a high degree 
of certainty that in terms of effec-
tiveness of border control at sea 
we are at zero,” he said. “All what 
you see is the maximum that can 
be done, despite the huge invest-
ment. What you don’t see, the grey 
area, is happening south of Sicily 
where there are many Lampedu-
sas that are not receiving the same 
media or political attention. These 
kinds of sea crossings cannot be 
controlled.”

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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EU Commissioner for Migration, Home Affairs and Citizenship Dimitris Avramopoulos (C) shakes hands with Frontex and European 
Border and Coast Guard Agency (EBCG) officials at the Kapitan Andreevo checkpoint, at the Bulgaria-Turkey border, on October 6th.                                                                                                                                             
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  (AFP)
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erman police arrested 
a 22-year-old Syrian 
refugee on suspicion of 
planning a bomb attack 
in Germany after other 

migrants recognised the suspect 
from a picture on a wanted post-
er and detained him, authorities 
said.

Jaber al-Bakr, a Syrian believed 
to have ties to the Islamic State 
(ISIS), was the target of a nation-
wide manhunt after 1.5 kilograms 
of explosives and bomb compo-
nents were found in an apartment 
he was staying in in Chemnitz in 
eastern Germany.

Two days into a nationwide 
manhunt, a Syrian man entered a 
police station with a photo of Bakr 
on his phone, saying that he and 
his two roommates had caught 
him. Police went to an apartment 
in Leipzig, about 100km from 
Chemnitz, and found Bakr tied up.

Saxony police confirmed the 
circumstances surrounding Bakr’s 
arrest but would not reveal much 
more. “The people who gave the 
tip are, of course, in danger,” the 
police chief acknowledged.

Details of the alleged bomb plot 
were scarce but, if some of the 
claims are true, a major terror plot 

was averted. Bakr committed sui-
cide in his cell and questions were 
asked as to how he was able to kill 
himself while in custody and what 
information, if any, he gave to the 
police before his death.

“His [Bakr’s] approach and be-
haviour suggest an ISIS context,” 
Joerg Michaelis, president of the 
Saxony crime office, said. German 
Interior Minister Thomas de Mai-
ziere said Bakr appeared to be plan-

ning a terror attack similar to those 
in Brussels in March and Paris last 
year.

Hans-Georg Maassen, head of 
German’s domestic intelligence 
agency, told local media that initial 
investigations suggested the target 
was one or more of Berlin’s airports. 
Bakr was not thought to be working 
alone and police arrested another 
Syrian, a 33-year-old identified as 
Khalil A., who rented the apartment 
where police found the explosives.

Bakr and Khalil A. arrived in Ger-
many among the 890,000 asylum 
seekers who flooded into the coun-
try last year as part of the open-
door refugee policy championed 
by German Chancellor Angela Mer-
kel that has been facing increasing 
criticism. The three “Syrian heroes 
of Leipzig” — as a headline by Ger-
man broadcaster Deutsche Welle 
referred to them — who captured 
Bakr probably arrived in the same 
wave.

“Ninety-nine percent of Syr-
ians in Germany are good people 
and would fight against terrorists 
for Germany any time. There is an 
Arabic saying: ‘If you offer me your 
house, I will offer you my blood.’ 
The Germans have helped us — in 
a hundred years we won’t forget 
that,” Syrian refugee Jihad Dar-
wech, who lives in Leipzig close 
to where the Bakr was detained 
by other Syrian refugees, told 
Deutsche Welle.

“It is meaningful that this has be-
come a feel good story after it was 
revealed that it was other refugees 
who stopped him,” said security 
expert Olivier Guitta, managing di-
rector of GlobalStrat, a risk consul-
tancy firm.

Many Germans, including Mer-
kel, thanked the three Syrians for 
their efforts, pointing to them as a 
sign of the success of her refugee 
policy. Others, however, point to 
Bakr and Khalil A., in addition to 
previous attacks carried out by ref-
ugees, as the epitome of the threat 
represented by Merkel’s open-door 
refugee policy.

The Chemnitz terror plot and 
how it was foiled illuminate both 
sides of the refugee debate in Ger-
many. There have been calls for the 
three Syrian refugees who foiled 
the plot to be awarded Germany’s 
Order of Merit, the only federal 
decoration of Germany. Others 
flouted theories that the three un-
named Syrians are being hailed as 
part of a government conspiracy 
to change the national mood in the 
refugees’ favour.

 The Chemnitz terror 
plot and how it was 
foiled illuminate 
both sides of the 
refugee debate in 
Germany.

Police barrier tape and a vehicle of a forensic team block off the 
entrance to an apartment in the Paunsdorf district of Leipzig, 
Germany, on October 10th, 2016.                                                            (AFP)
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