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Modern Europe is no stranger to
humanitarian emergencies. After
the Vietnam War ended in the
1970s, France opened its doors to
more than 100,000 refugees. Two
decades later, Germany embraced
a tidal wave of shell-shocked men,
women and children who fled the
horror of the Yugoslav wars. 

However, this week, as the days
grew shorter on the Continent, it
became clear that not since World
War II has Europe faced a mi-
gration crisis as vast and as com-
plex as the one that exploded
during the northern summer. 

In the first eight months of this
year, an estimated 270,000 asy-
lum-seekers reached Europe,
more than in the whole of 2014,
itself a record year. 

In Libya, human traffickers
continue to exploit the country’s
political instability, pushing boat
after leaky boat off the coast to-
wards Italy, Greece or Malta. Last
week, yet another vessel capsized
en route to the tiny island of Lam-
pedusa, drowning hundreds.

On Monday, Viennese authori-
ties confirmed that 3650 people in-
tent on carrying on to Germany to
seek asylum had been registered in
one day. Sweden and Belgium also
reported a surge while Germany
now estimates that 100 refugees
cross its borders every hour. 

Under the so-called Dublin
rule that governs asylum in Eu-
rope, asylum-seekers are required
to lodge applications in the first
country they enter. But just as Italy
and Greece insist they can no
longer cope with the sheer num-
bers, nations along the newer,
land-based routes including Ser-
bia and Hungary have chosen to
turn a blind eye, pushing them on
towards the wealthier nations of
northern Europe. To date this
year, 150,000 have entered Hun-
gary, most coming through the
southern border with Serbia.

On Wednesday, however, Bu-
dapest, too, said enough. Police
were ordered to close Keleti, Hun-
gary’s main international railway
station, to asylum-seekers, leaving
3000 people with paid tickets to
Germany via Austria in a kind of
limbo. 

Humanitarian agencies warn
that more children are now on the
run — an estimated quarter of all
asylum applications last year were
from minors, one-fifth of them
under the age of 14. An average of
seven children have died every day
since the Syrian conflict began. In
Austria, photos of the bodies of 71
people, locked into a lorry and left
to asphyxiate by their trafficker,
revealed four children. 

And then in Turkey, the body of
a three year-old Syrian boy, Aylan
Kurdi, still meticulously dressed in
tiny red T-shirt and shorts, washed
up on the golden sands of Bodrum
beach, summer playground of
Europe’s holidaymakers.

What is shaping up to as one of
the greatest movements of people
in history had claimed another
tiny, silent victim.

“Today everything is immi-
gration,” European Council presi-
dent Donald Tusk said on
Thursday. “We live in sobering,
shocking times.”

For Brussels and the leaders of
EU nations, forging a policy that
distributes migration costs and re-
sponsibilities — and, crucially, is
supported by all 28 member states
— has changed from a matter of
policy reform to a life-and-death
emergency.

But the reality is that for any-
one who values — or expects —
clarity and speed in decision-mak-
ing, Europe is quite simply a night-
mare. An EU-wide asylum policy
has been on the to-do list since
1997, when the Treaty of Amster-
dam was signed. This was a big step
forward because it transferred
power to address asylum and
migration issues from individual
nations to Brussels — even if Brit-
ain, Ireland and Denmark chose to
opt out of the collective. 

The rule that demands asylum-
seekers submit their paperwork in
the country of entry was adopted
during these late-1990s negotia-
tions and, despite criticism, re-
mains in force. It took another 11
years for Europe to thrash out The

Hague Program, a 10-point guide
to migration and asylum decisions,
but so far there is no agreed system
to distribute migrants and refu-
gees fairly within the EU’s 28
member states.

This year, the EU’s first (and
possibly only) success was the
trebling — to €120 million ($191m)
— of the budget for Operation Tri-
ton, which replaced the Italians’
courageous mid-sea rescue opera-
tion Mare Nostrum last Novem-
ber. Unable to sustain the €9m-a-
month cost on their own, the
Italians sought assistance — but
only 15 countries, not all of them
EU members, offered to help fund
its replacement. 

Many, including British Prime
Minister David Cameron, insisted
that Triton’s primary focus should
be border security rather than
search and rescue. But the budget
hike for Triton was not a conse-
quence of reasoned debate and
cool heads. Rather, it was a re-
sponse to yet another emergency
after more than 1000 asylum-

seekers — 800 from a single 20m
fishing boat — drowned under
Triton’s watch in April.

One month later, the European
Commission proposed to replace
the Dublin agreement with a sys-
tem of quotas decided on econ-
omic performance, population size
and unemployment figures. 

The initial trial aimed to redis-
tribute 40,000 refugees, beginning
with those who had arrived the
previous month in Italy and
Greece; it was estimated that Ger-
many would take nearly 20 per
cent of the total, with France a
close second. 

However, within hours, several
eastern European member states
rebelled, quickly followed by Spain
and Hungary. Britain, Ireland and
Denmark invoked their opt-out
clause. And there was no indi-
cation this week that attitudes had
changed.

European union?
“The Schengen treaty is under

threat, that’s absolutely clear,” the
European Parliament’s president

Martin Schulz warned on Thurs-
day. “This is a crucial moment for
the European Union. A deeper
split of the union is a risk we can-
not exclude.”

The stark reality of Europe’s
migration dilemma is that while
the postwar principle of a unified
Continent, underpinned by shared
economic goals, free movement
and commitment to peaceful, civil
and democratic societies remains,
the leadership of each of the 28
member states must face its own
electorate and political demands.

Across Europe, populist na-
tionalist movements, from
France’s National Front to the UK
Independence Party and Sweden’s
neo-Nazi National Socialist Front,
have harnessed fears of cultural
decline and economic insecurity. 

Viktor Orban, Hungary’s na-
tionalist Prime Minister, encapsu-
lated this tendency on Thursday in
describing Europe’s response to
the migration crisis as “madness”
and arguing for the need to defend
European Christianity against a

Muslim influx. Faced with such
vociferous opposition, Tusk was
forced on Thursday to concede an
east-west split is emerging among
the EU’s member states, with one
side advocating “Fortress Europe”
and the other wanting to open the
gates and redistribute refugees eq-
uitably between all nations.

“There is a divide between the
east and the west of the EU … some
member states are thinking about
containing the wave of migration,
symbolised by the Hungarian
fence. Others want solidarity in
advocating a so-called obligatory
basis for quotas,” he said.

“This is not a European prob-
lem, it’s a German problem” re-
sponded Orban in Brussels, “They
all want to go to Germany.”

Amid saturation coverage of
the crisis and focus on the refugee
camps of Calais and the push to-
wards Britain over the past few
weeks, it would indeed be easy to
forget that the preferred desti-
nation for the vast majority of new
arrivals is, in fact, Germany. Over

the past 12 months, 300,000 asy-
lum claims have been lodged in
Germany, 10 times more than last
year’s numbers for Britain.

What is more, Chancellor
Angela Merkel’s pledge this week
suggests Germany is prepared to
take up to 800,000, perhaps even a
million, refugees in the next year.
This represents 1 per cent of its
population — and equals four
times last year’s numbers. And this
is on top of the normal migration
under the Schengen rules on free-
dom of movement in the EU.

Germany’s generosity is ob-
viously not devoid of political and
economic pragmatism: its 82 mil-
lion-strong population is ageing
and will benefit from an injection
of youthful immigrants. The Ger-
man economy remains robust and
the nation’s unemployment rates
are among the lowest in Europe.

However, it is also true that if
Merkel’s approach was mirrored
in Britain or Australia — even in a
small way — the political backlash
would be unfathomable. 

And yet Merkel, a leader
known as much for her economic
caution as for her steady political
hand, is fast becoming the most
influential and powerful force in
the campaign to preserve
humanity and compassion in an
increasingly incendiary global mi-
gration debate.

Germany’s vast and varied re-
gions, especially in the east where
less than 1 per cent of the popu-
lation was non-German during
the communist era, are not with-
out vocal and fierce opponents of
refugees and migration. Camps
have been torched and refugee
homes attacked, and a refugee
centre in eastern Germany was re-
cently the scene of a riot led by
right-wing extremists.

Merkel’s responses have been
calculated and swift.

Last week she chose to visit the
beleaguered centre immediately
and was deliberately filmed in
front of a forest of ugly anti-
migration placards. There, she
stood her ground and stated une-

Merkel on a mercy mission to change
minds as refugees test Europe’s unity  

quivocally that she — and her
country — would not tolerate
those who question the “human
dignity of others”.

“There will be no tolerance of
those who are not ready to help,
where, for legal and humanitarian
reasons, help is due,” she said.

Quentin Peel, a Financial Times
correspondent and senior fellow at
London’s Chatham House think
tank, argues Merkel has been a
potent influence in changing atti-
tudes towards migration in her na-
tion.

Peel, who lived in Germany
during the 90s, when the nation
was absorbing asylum-seekers
from the Balkans as well as from a
collapsing former Soviet Union,
says that was a time of “great
national tension”. The backlash
against refugees, particularly in
smaller towns and villages, was
ferocious and extreme right-wing
parties fared well in provincial
elections.

“When I returned from Ger-
many this time — and I’ve only
been back a year — I left feeling
that this is the most liberal and tol-
erant country in Europe,” he tells
Inquirer. “That is not to say there is
not friction between minority
groups, concerns about Islam and
Islamists in particular, or the fear
that Muslim migrants don’t inte-
grate as well as they might … in-
deed a book that effectively argues
that Germany is destroying itself
in this way recently sold very well. 

“But while there is a level of
concern in Germany, it has never
become an effective political issue.
None of the major political parties
was prepared to use immigration
in that populist way.

“Indeed they did the opposite.
They all stood up and said toler-
ance is what we believe in.”

According to Demetrios
Papademetriou, president of the
Washington based Migration Pol-
icy Institute (Europe), this is a de-
fining moment for Merkel’s
leadership.

“It is also a defining moment for
(Germans) to shed, once and for
all, the collective guilt and reserva-
tions they retain about their past.
And it is a defining moment for
Europe,’’ he tells Inquirer.

“Merkel’s words also contain a
clear warning about Schengen and
the principles of freedom of move-
ment that underpin a united
Europe. She has said ‘ja, we will
protect refugees, take them and
feed them’, but also made clear this
cannot be unlimited.”

Jurgen Kronig, author and
commentator for the weekly
newspaper Die Zeit, takes this
analysis a step further, arguing
Germany does not understand
that the dream of an ever closer
union, where everyone can move
freely without passports, is slowly
dying.

“The idea of a border controls is
returning. And the idea of a quota
system for refugees across Europe
does not take into account the
truth that refugees don’t want to
go to Slovakia, to Bulgaria, to
Romania. They want to go to Brit-
ain, to Sweden, to Holland and
Germany, he tells Inquirer.

“So, even if you manage to
place refugees according to a
quota system, how — under
Schengen — do you prevent them
returning to the nations they real-
ly want to go, where there are jobs
and a more civil society? That is
the uncomfortable reality.”

As the world continued to pro-
cess the images and devastating
story of the Syrian children Aylan,
3, and his brother Galip, 5, washed
up dead on the sands of Turkey’s
most famous beach, the public
mood in Europe appeared to be
softening.

Merkel flew to Switzerland late
on Thursday to attract support for
what is now solidifying into a
powerful Franco-German al-
liance, calling on member states to
“share their duty (under) a prin-
ciple of solidarity” to deal with the
refugee crisis.

President Francois Hollande of
France supported her call, describ-
ing the proposed reforms as a
“permanent and obligatory mech-
anism” to absorb and redistribute
refugees — while meticulously
avoiding mention of the word
“quota”.

Even in Britain, a visibly shock-
ed Cameron appeared to be
softening his stance as a growing
chorus of Conservative voices, in-
cluding the former party co-chair-
woman and foreign minister
Sayeeda Warsi, implored Britain
to rediscover its humanity and
reassess refugee numbers.

Meanwhile, as overnight trains
laden with migrants entered
Munich station, volunteers and re-
porters witnessed the surreal sight
of refugees chanting: “Ich liebe
Angela” (I love Angela).

Germany has a 
chance to shed 
historical guilt 

PAOLA TOTARO

PICTURES: GETTY IMAGES/AFP/AP

Clockwise from above, refugees outside Budapest’s Keleti station; the body of Aylan Kurdi in Turkey; asylum-seekers disembark in Sicily; Angela Merkel; a refugee girl in Budapest


