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Europe’s Refugee Crisis
and the Balkans

THE BALKANS ARE NO STRANGER TO MIGRATION. LIKE SO
many other corners of Europe, the region has witnessed a
great deal of population movement in both its recent and
more distant past. The painful memory of forced dis-
placement during the Yugoslav Wars of Succession in the
1990s lives on to this day. But there have been countless
other episodes: from the myriads of Albanians storming
into Italy and Greece after the collapse of communism to
the exodus of 300,000 Bulgarian Turks in the hot summer
of1989. One should also mention the time-honoured tra-
ditions of labor migration in Western Europe, which are
as alive today as when the first Yugoslav Gastarbeiters
arrived in Germany, Austria or Switzerland in the 1960s.
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Absract: This paper explores the
question of how the Western Bal-
kans have been affected by the
crisis. It looks at the emergence

of the migration corridor through Now, however, the Balkans are not just exporting but also
the region, responses from the importing - or, rather, allowing the transit of - people.
countries involved, and the fall- This turnaround should come as no surprise. The region’s
out from EU policy intended to intermediary location, tucked between the violence-rid-
address the challenge at hand. den Middle East and Western Europe, goes a long way to

explaining the emergence of the so-called “Balkan route.”
Still, it is remarkable how quickly the change came about.
The figures speak for themselves. According to the EU
border agency FRONTEX, 764,000 refugees and asylum
seekers from Syria, Afghanistan, and Iraq trailed through
Macedonia and Serbia in 2015 on their way from the Ae-
gean islands to Germany and other well-to-do parts of
Western Europe. That compares to 43,360 passages in
2014, 19,950 in 2013 and just 6,390 in 2012 (see Figure 1
below). The Balkans have become Europe’s front door.
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Number of registered refugees and asylum seekers along the Balkan route. Source: FRONTEX website
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Though formally outside the EU, the Western
Balkans - the cluster of countries once part of
Yugoslavia as well as Albania - became cen-
tral to deliberations in Brussels and member
states’ capitals about how to address the crisis
as the number of transiting asylum seekers
increased. World media discovered obscure
sites like the border village of Idomeni, which
hosted a makeshift camp, and sent despatch-
es from Belgrade’s crammed central bus sta-
tion. Migration thus bound together the Mid-
dle East, the Western Balkans, and the EU.

What is the Balkans route?

The Balkan route, stretching between the
EU and the Middle East via Turkey and
South East Europe, has actually been in ex-
istence for more than a decade and a half.
Greece, the only Balkan country which is an
EU member and part of the Schengen pass-
port-free zone, plays a key role. From the
1990s onward, asylum seekers from places as
far-flung as Pakistan and Bangladesh began
arriving.! Many continued their journey on to
Western Europe - as is the case with the 2015-
16 wave. Others stayed, often finding a niche
in the country’s large grey sector. However,
the grave crisis plaguing Greece since 2010
has made it much less attractive to migrants.

According to the EU border
agency FRONTEX, 764,000
refugees and asylum seekers from
Syria, Afghanistan, and Iraq
trailed through Macedonia and
Serbia in 2015 on their way from
the Aegean islands to Germany
and other well-to-do parts of
Western Europe. That compares
to 43,360 passages in 2014, 19,950
in 2013 and just 6,390 in 2012 (see
Figure 1 below). The Balkans
have become Europe’s front door.
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Migration is one of the long list of unresolved
or partly resolved issues in Greek-Turkish
relations. The 2013 readmission agreement
concluded between Turkey and the EU? was
not implemented until recently, while the bi-
lateral protocol signed by Ankara and Athens
in 2002 is being applied in a patchy manner.
As a result, Greece has not been able to re-
turn third country nationals back to Turkey,
which in any case applies a geographic ex-
ception under the 1951 UN Refugee Conven-
tion and accepts refugees only from Europe.

Immigration to Greece has had multiple
consequences. First, it is one of the factors
contributing to the rise to prominence of
the far-right Golden Dawn party in recent
years. Second, Athens has been one of the
most vocal advocates of a common EU policy
based on fair burden-sharing by all member
states. The absence of a unified approach
has often pushed Greece to take unilateral
action. In December 2012, authorities com-
pleted the construction of a barbed wire
barrier along a 12.5 km stretch on its border
with Turkey - fencing off a Turkish territorial
enclave lying westwards of the river Evros/
Merig, which separates the two countries.?
This fence set a precedent soon to be fol-
lowed across Central Europe and the Balkans.

The Balkan route that took shape in the
summer and autumn of 2015 is an exten-
sion of the corridor through Greece. This is
the reason some experts speak of an “Ae-
gean-Balkan route”. In the period between
March 2015 and March 2016, hundreds of
thousands of destitute Syrians, Afghans,
Iraqis, etc. made the short but life-threat-
ening journey from the coast of Asia Minor
to the nearby islands of Lesbos, Chios, Sa-
mos, Kos and Leros. From there they would
reach mainland Greece by boat, and, helped
by GPS technology available through smart
phones, trekked all the way to the border
with Macedonia, some 8oo km to the west.
Then they would head to Vienna or Munich
via Serbia and Hungary or Serbia, Croatia and
Slovenia. The Western Balkans became, in ef-
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fect, Europe’s refugee and migrant highway.

The route through former Yugoslavia replaced
established corridors between North Africa
and the EU across the Mediterranean. The
reasons behind that shift include increased
control of maritime borders and a shortage
of boats operated by smugglers from Libya.
In 2015, the number of migrants crossing into
Malta and Italy (mostly from sub-Saharan Af-
rica) fell by a tenth. The other principal cause
isthe upsurge of violence in Syriaand Iraq. The
deteriorating situation on the ground there
has led more people to flee into Turkey and,
from there, across the Aegean into Greece.

What has also come into play is the (partial)
closure of the “other” Balkan route leading
across the Bulgarian-Turkish border. In the
summer of 2014, the Bulgarian government
built a 30 km-long fence and deployed addi-
tional police staff. Bulgaria, which has been
part of the EU since 2007, saw a big upsurge
in asylum seekers in 2013, with numbers
rising to 10,000. Despite restrictions, the
number of applications went up, but only by
a negligible margin: 11,081 in 2014 and 11,742
in 2015. Currently, 75% of these applicants
are Syrian Kurds.* Overall, the figure is still
modest compared to the flow through the
former Yugoslavia, which remains the pre-
ferred route to the West. Obtaining asylum
status in Bulgaria opens the door for trav-
el to other EU members, and the approval
rate of applications is very high, yet the Yu-
goslav branch of the Balkan route has been
more popular. The reason is simple. While
the Western Balkan corridor remained open
until March 2016, restrictive border poli-
cies have made it more difficult for asy-
lum seekers to enter Bulgarian territory.

Local responses to the crisis

The numbers of refugees and asylum seekers
along the Balkan route picked up dramatical-
ly in the spring of 2015, reaching a climax in
September and October when, according to
FRONTEX data, some 150,000 and 216,000
refugees and migrants entered the EU (see
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Table 1 below). What caused the rapid rise
was Chancellor Angela Merkel’s decision in
early September 2015 to welcome refugees in
Germany. Her intention was to lead by exam-
ple and encourage others in the EU to share
the burden. But the fallout on the Western
Balkans was dramatic as Germany'’s decision
led to a sharp increase of through migration.

Being outside the EU, the Western Balkan
countries had few incentives to act as gate-
keepers. Indeed, the region saw itself as fac-
ing the collateral damage of external events
from the wars in Syria and Iraq to Merkel’s
professed policy. The Balkan governments’
initial choice was to keep borders open and
therefore pass on the burden to EU members
Hungary, Austria and Germany. At the same
time, politicians from the region called for a
pan-European solution, which would then
help governments in the region deal better
with the humanitarian emergency on their
hands. Serbia and Macedonia in particular
were fearful that a closure of the EU border
would turn them into buffer countries, with
tens of thousands of stranded migrants suck-
ing in scarce resources. Meeting Merkel in
September, Serbian Prime Minister Aleksan-
dar Vuci¢ criticised the “egotism” underlying
EU members’ resistance to the quota system
proposed by the European Commission.”

The crisis caught Balkan countries off-guard
and exposed a lack of preparedness. Their
poorly resourced governments did not invest
a great deal of effort and money, leaving few
reasons for newcomers to consider staying in
the region. As ever, international organisa-
tions and NGOs had to step in and fill the
gap. To quote one example, the camp at Pre-
shevo, a mainly Albanian-populated border
town in South Serbia, is managed by the UN
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR),
with money raised by activists and NGO net-
works in the West. Local civil society was mo-
bilised as well, particularly in Serbia where
the Refugee Action Serbia network launched
a successful relief operation8To their cred-
it, leaders refrained from using hate speech
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Irregular migration through the Western Balkans in numbers (source: Frontex¢ )
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in relation to the refugees. Even Aleksandar
Vuci¢, a politician with roots in the Serbian
extreme nationalism of the 1990s, adopt-
ed a nuanced discourse and eschewed the
link between migrants and terrorism made
by his Central European colleagues. At the
World Economic Forum in Davos, he point-
ed out that Serbia was prepared to host up
to 5,000 migrants but could not go fur-
ther than that. Macedonia’s Prime Min-
ister Nikola Gruevski, by contrast, called
on EU member states to help with per-
sonnel and equipment to guard the bor-
der with Greece and help seal off econom-
ic migrants from genuine asylum seekers.?

Ultimately, the push to close the Balkan
route came from certain EU members. Re-
jecting Merkel’s Wilkommenskultur (“culture
of welcome”), Hungary and Austria decid-
ed to take control into their own hands. By
September 2015, Hungary had built a wall
along its southern borders and, on Octo-
ber 16, officially declared the corridor from
Serbia blocked. Hungary's decision move
set off a domino effect across the Balkans.
In November 2015, Macedonia erected a 30-
km long barrier modelled on Hungary’s. Ni-
kola Gruevski visited Budapest that month,
while Orban travelled to Sofia in January,
showing he had the support of Greece’s
neighbours. In the final analysis, however,
Hungary’s diplomatic moves did not lead to
a complete blockage of the migratory flows,
but merely redirected them towards Croa-
tia and Slovenia and from there to Austria.

The negotiations in Vienna were
also a strategy to put pressure on
Angela Merkel and the European
Commission while they were
negotiating a deal on migration
with Turkey and an insurance
policy in case of failure.

At this point, Austria became more active,
using its political influence in South East
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Europe. On February 18, 2016, Vienna coor-
dinated a meeting of police chiefs from Cro-
atia, Serbia, Slovenia and Macedonia, result-
ing in a decision to cap the daily number of
people admitted into each of the countries to
580. Austria also limited the number of asy-
lum application to 8o a day, a decision crit-
icised by the European Commission. Vienna
then followed up with a summit of interior
ministers from the Western Balkan coun-
tries and Bulgaria on February 24. Angered
by the bid to seal off Greece, Athens hurried-
ly recalled its ambassador in Vienna. This
coordinated effort by Balkan governments
and Austria was seen as pointing a finger
at Greece -- and making it pay the price by
blocking its northern border. “We will not
tolerate being turned into a warehouse of
souls,” was Alexis Tsipras’ defiant reaction.”

Ultimately, the push to close the Balkan
route came from certain EU members.
Rejecting Merkel’s Wilkommenskultur
(“culture of welcome”), Hungary and
Austria decided to take control into their
own hands. By September 2015, Hungary
had built a wall along its southern
borders and, on October 16, officially
declared the corridor from Serbia
blocked. Hungary’s decision move set
off a domino effect across the Balkans.

The negotiations in Vienna were also a strat-
egy to put pressure on Angela Merkel and the
European Commission while they were nego-
tiating a deal on migration with Turkey and
an insurance policy in case of failure. They
preceded the EU Council meeting on March
7 attended by Prime Minister Ahmet Davuto-
glu and the EU-Turkey Summit eleven days
later. As both EU leaders and Turkey bar-
gained over the parameters of a final deal,
the Balkan group raised the stakes. On March
9, Macedonia declared its border closed.
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“The Balkan route for illegal migration no
longer exists”, declared the Slovenian Prime
Minister Miro Cerar. The Austrian author-
ities, Interior Minister Johanna Mikl-Leitner,
heartily endorsed the former Yugoslavs’ joint
decision. Amultinational team from EU mem-
ber states and Serbia was despatched to aid
Macedonian police at the border with Greece.

Prospects

The shut-down of the Balkan route in March
2016 may or may not hold, depending on
whether the EU and Turkey continue to co-
operate on migration. Still, the crisis has
underscored the central role the Western
Balkans play in the management of EU bor-
ders. There are certain tradoffs involved. For
instance, in September 2015, Germany add-
ed Kosovo, Albania and Montenegro to the
list of “safe countries of origin”, ruling out
asylum applications from their citizens®,

but this is hardly a concern. Overall, Balkan
governments will be happy to guard the EU’s
gates as long as the EU rewards them - or at
least sparesthem criticism. Thislinkisalready
visible in the case of Macedonia. As protes-
tors took to the streets in mid-April, prompt-
ed by a presidential pardon of politicians
implicated in a corruption scandal, commen-
tators in the West argued against the “colored
revolution” threatening to undermine a key
ally in dealing with the refugee crisis.™ Bal-
kan leaders have also gained leverage vis-a-
vis Brussels by aligning themselves with EU
members - Hungary, Austria, Slovenia, Croa-
tia and Bulgaria. Reports from Brussels sug-
gest that the Macedonian government is in-
tent on using the migrant crisis to revive the
country’s accession bid, not unlike Turkey.”

The crisis highlights the Balkans’ strong link
to Turkey. It was the agreement reached be-
tween Turkey and the EU on March 18 that
relieved the pressure on the region. How-
ever, if the deal falls apart, the Western Bal-
kans will pay the price, as will Greece. |If
numbers climb up once again and pressure
starts mounting again, there will be friction.
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Ties between Skopje and Athens are already
strained, with the Macedonian government
blaming Greece for not doing a good job
in controling migration to the EU. In ear-
ly April, the Macedonian police repelled an
attempt by migrants, stranded at the bor-
der, to cross over with tear gas and rubber
bullets. Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras, in
turn, accused Skopje of “shaming Europe.”
In truth, the police acted with the EU’s tac-
it approval, but neighborly relations might
turn much uglier if the Balkan route is re-
activated. It won't take much for other pairs
of countries, for instance Serbia and Croatia
that moved into a more nationalist direc-
tion after the November 2015 elections, to
fall out over border controls and migration.

Overall, Balkan governments will
be happy to guard the EU’s gates
as long as the EU rewards them -
or at least spares them criticism.

The main problem, however, is in the EU, not
the Western Balkans. Internal splits make it
hard for the institution to work with the ac-
cession countries further south. In Septem-
ber 2015, Germany opted for a unilateral solu-
tion, opening its doors for refugees. Central
Europeans - notably Orban, but other leaders
too - demanded complete closure. Greece
and lItaly traditionally advocate a common
approach and burden-sharing embedded in
EU law. The Western Balkan countries have
had to adjust to the changing tides: first to
Chancellor Angela Merkel’s decision to open
the doors, and then to the Central Europeans'
pushback. Craftingacommon approach atthe
EU level is therefore a vital interest. The deal
with Turkey, for all its flaws, is a step in that
direction. However, if a fresh wave of hun-
dreds of thousands of asylum-seekers reach-
es the EU and member states start diverging,
the Balkans will once more be left exposed.
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Crafting a common approach at
the EU level is therefore a vital
interest. The deal with Turkey,
for all its flaws, is a step in that
direction. However, if a fresh
wave of hundreds of thousands
of asylum-seekers reaches the
EU and member states start
diverging, the Balkans will once
more be left exposed.

There are several policy recommendations
that flow from this analysis. First, the West-
ern Balkans should not be turned into a buf-
fer zone where asylum seekers are stranded.
They lack the means and the capacity to deal
with large-scale migration. Second, a beefed-
up common EU approach on asylum and mi-
gration is essential.Providing legal avenues
for asylum seekers to move into the Union
will alleviate pressure on the likes of Mace-
donia and Serbia, which have been at the
forefront of the crisis. Third, the EU should
invest into capacity in the region: e.g. recep-
tion facilities and administrative resourc-
es. Last but not least, the Western Balkans
should also be involved in the coordination
mechanisms emerging between the EU and
Turkey. It is not realistic to expect that they
cannot take part in the political negotia-
tions, but they can fully participate in tech-
nical bodies dealing with migration issues.
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