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ABSTRACT 

Approximately one million people used the Mediterranean Sea routes to 

reach the European Union (EU) and seek asylum in 2015. The vast majority of 

these people used the eastern Mediterranean route from Turkey to EU member 

state, Greece. They continued along the Western Balkans route to re-enter the 

EU, either through the Republic of Croatia (Croatia) or Hungary. In March 2016, 

the Western Balkans route was declared closed by EU representatives. These 

border closures coincided with the implementation of the EU-Turkey Statement. 

Agreements between the EU, Turkey, and the countries of the Western Balkans 

ended the influx of people seeking asylum in the EU. More people lost their lives 

trying to reach the EU to seek asylum in 2016 than in 2015 using alternative 

routes to the eastern Mediterranean route, such as the central Mediterranean 

route, and there are increasingly more people seeking asylum being detained in 

Turkey and Greece. In addition, as of May 2019, there were just under 4000 

people waiting in limbo in the Republic of Serbia, most of whom were in the 

recently opened ‘migrant reception and transit centres,’ while over 500 people 

are estimated to be camping close to borders with Croatia, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina or Hungary.  

My hypothesis is that by strengthening the EU’s external borders for 

people seeking asylum, the EU has attempted to restrict access to asylum and the 

arrival of people in need of international protection in Europe. The ‘saving lives’ 

rhetoric, which is the purported aim of policies such as the EU-Turkey Statement, 

does not appear to capture fully the motivations of EU actors or acknowledge the 

impacts of EU actions on people seeking asylum. It is important to delve deeper 

into the consequences of the EU and individual member state responses to the 

2015 influx of people seeking asylum in order to (i) analyse for whom these 

measures ensure security, (ii) determine why they have been implemented, and 

(iii) describe how these measures impact on the right to asylum.  

This thesis employs the theoretical framework of securitisation to analyse 

the reasons behind the closure of the Western Balkans route and the EU-Turkey 
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Statement in order to identify the dominant security paradigm and how 

securitisation impacts access to asylum in Europe. The consequences of the EU-

Turkey Statement and the closure of the Western Balkans route suggest that 

providing protection for people seeking asylum is not imperative in the EU and 

reinforces the narrative of only EU citizens deserving freedom and security from 

the perceived ‘threat’ of unmanaged migration. To test my hypothesis that the 

‘saving lives’ rhetoric is misleading, I collected empirical data in the form of 

interviews from government officials along the Western Balkans route, Greece 

and Hungary, as well as non-governmental organisations, and intergovernmental 

organisations. In addition to empirical research, I conducted a doctrinal analysis 

of EU regulatory frameworks and provide a background analysis of EU law 

concerning matters of migration and asylum and its increasingly restrictive 

tendencies, as well as that of the countries of the Western Balkans and Turkey. I 

used triangulation to validate my findings.  

This thesis presents how European governments fuelled the 2015 

‘migration crisis’ with their mismanagement and reluctance to work together to 

resettle and relocate people from Turkey and out of Europe’s ‘hot spots.’ 

Empirical data shows that people seeking asylum are not perceived by the 

interviewees of this research as a real(ist) existential threat, but that their 

presence has been constructed as ‘burdening’ and threatening in other ways, such 

as to the labour market, social services and religious and cultural makeup of 

European society. The ‘crisis’ and threat of undocumented migration was used 

for electoral benefits and to reinforce the power and control of EU governments, 

institutions and agencies.   

The year 2015 brought the plight of millions of people displaced around 

the world to Europe’s doorstep. In order to ‘save lives,’ European governments, 

institutions and agencies mobilised to secure the borders to prevent people from 

drowning at sea. Stronger border security, however, has resulted in adverse 

consequences: an increase in smuggling, more dangerous alternative pathways, 

and has externalised the EU border, restricting access to asylum on European 
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territory. While tragic, the majority of interviewees viewed the influx as a ‘crisis’ 

and ‘threat’ predominantly in terms of the numbers and irregularity (transit) – 

and not in the number of lives lost. Measures implemented in 2016 as a result of 

the 2015 influx privilege the security of EU citizens over those in need of 

international protection. 
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DEDICATION 
 

you have to understand, 

that no one puts their children in a boat 

unless the water is safer than the land 

no one burns their palms 

under trains 

beneath carriages 

no one spends days and nights in the stomach of a 

truck 

feeding on newspaper unless the miles travelled 

mean something more than journey. 

no one crawls under fences 

no one wants to be beaten 

pitied 

 

i want to go home, 

but home is the mouth of a shark 

home is the barrel of the gun 

and no one would leave home 

unless home chased you to the shore 

unless home told you 

to quicken your legs 

leave your clothes behind 

crawl through the desert 

wade through the oceans 

drown 

save 

be hunger 
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beg 

forget pride 

your survival is more important 

no one leaves home until home is a sweaty voice in 

your ear 

saying- 

leave, 

run away from me now 

I don’t know what I’ve become 

but I know that anywhere 

is safer than here 

 

Excerpts from ‘Home’ by Warsan Shire. Dedicated to the undocumented 

refugees in Europe and for anyone who has experienced or lived around grief 

and trauma in that way. 
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‘Ici vous êtes en sécurité’ – You are safe here 

Photograph taken by the author in front of Moria Reception and Identification 

Centre on Lesvos, Greece in July 2017. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The impetus for this thesis is what is commonly referred to as the 2015 

‘European migration crisis’—a crisis that evolved from several migrant 

shipwrecks off the coast of Libya in early 2015, in particular, one in April in 

which 675 people are reported to have drowned.1 I will refrain from using the 

term ‘European migration crisis’ throughout this thesis for three main reasons. 

First, while it is true that the number of displaced people globally rose to 65.3 

million in 2015 (a 75% increase from twenty years prior accounting for about 

one in every 113 people being displaced),2 it was not ‘Europe’ or Europeans that 

were risking their lives, fleeing conflict and seeking international protection.3 

Second, while the arrival of approximately one million people in the European 

Union (EU) in 2015 was commonly referred to as a ‘crisis,’ 86% of all refugees 

under the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) mandate 

in 2015 were hosted by countries in what the UNHCR refers to as ‘developing 

regions.’4 Third, ‘crisis’ discourse lacks acknowledgement that displacement is 

a consequence of genealogies of unequal power relations and not a sudden and 

contemporary phenomenon unique to Europe.5  

The human cost of war in the Middle East since September 11, 2001 has 

displaced 21 million people from Iraq, Afghanistan, and Pakistan not considering 

the half million people who have lost their lives in The Syrian Arab Republic 

                                                           
1 Isla Binnie, ‘Italy says up to 675 migrants died in April 2015 shipwreck’ Reuters (online at 15 July 

2016) <https://www.reuters.com/article/us-europe-migrants-italy-shipwreck-idUSKCN0ZU21A>.   
2 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), Global Trends. Forced Displacement in 

2015 (Report, 20 June 2016) 6. (‘Forced displacement in 2015’). 
3 While acknowledging the displacement of 321, 300 Ukrainians within Europe in 2015, the 10 countries 

from which the highest number of refugees fled in 2015 were: The Syrian Arab Republic, Afghanistan, 

Somalia, South Sudan, Sudan, Democratic Republic of Congo, Central African Republic, Myanmar, 

Eritrea and Colombia: ibid 16. 
4 The 10 countries hosting the largest numbers of refugees at the end of 2015 were: Turkey, Pakistan, 

Lebanon, The Islamic Republic of Iran, Ethiopia, Jordan, Kenya, Uganda, Democratic Republic of Congo 

and Chad: ibid 15. Note that the United Nations Statistics Division classifies Turkey as belonging to 

Western Asia: UN Statistics Divison, 'Standard Country or Area Codes for Statistical Use' (2010). 
5 See generally Edward W Said, Reflections on exile: and other literary and cultural essays (Granta 

Books, 2001). See also Polly Pallister-Wilkins, ‘Interrogating the Mediterranean “migration crisis”’ 

(2016) 21(2) Mediterranean Politics 311-315.; John Tirman, ‘Introduction: The movement of people and 

the security of states’ (2004) The Maze of Fear: Security and migration after 9/11 1-16. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-europe-migrants-italy-shipwreck-idUSKCN0ZU21A
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(Syria) since 2011.6 The crisis in Syria is considered to be one of the greatest 

tragedies of our time,7 with an estimated 13.1 million people in need of 

humanitarian aid of which 6.6 million are internally displaced.8 Over five million 

Syrians are refugees, with the majority finding protection in neighbouring 

countries of first asylum (Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey).9 Consequently, it should 

not come as a surprise that 84% of the arrivals to arrive via the Mediterranean to 

Europe in 2015 were made up of four nationalities: Syria (50%), Afghanistan 

(21%), Iraq (9%), and Eritrea (4%).10 Fifty-eight percent of the Mediterranean 

arrivals were men, 17% were women and 25% were children.11   

The European Border and Coast Guard Agency (formerly the European 

Agency for the Management of Operational Cooperation at the External Borders 

of the Member States of the European Union12 and hereinafter referenced to as 

Frontex) reported that an estimated one million people ‘illegally’ entered the EU 

through its external borders during 2015.13 Of the 1 014 973 people to arrive by 

sea, 856 723 arrived in Greece.14 Over half a million of these people arrived on 

the Greek Aegean island, Lesvos, which is situated less than 10 km at its closest 

point from Turkey.15 Owing to the different geographical (and historical) 

positions of Italy and Greece, the demographics of the people arriving to these 

two countries differed as well. While the majority of asylum applications in Italy 

                                                           
6 Neta C Crawford, Human Cost of the Post-9/11 Wars: Lethality and the Need for Transparency 

(International & Public Affairs, Brown University Report, November 2018) <https://watson. brown. 

edu/costsofwar/files/cow/imce/papers/2018/Human% 20Costs% 2C% 20Nov 202018>. 
7 UNHCR, ‘Syria conflict at 5 years: the biggest refugee and displacement crisis of our time demands a 

huge surge in solidarity’ (Press Release, 15 March 2016) 

<http://www.unhcr.org/afr/news/press/2016/3/56e6e3249/syria-conflict-5-years-biggest-refugee-

displacement-crisis-time-demands.html>. 
8 UNHCR, ‘Syria Emergency’ (Web Page, 19 April 2018) <http://www.unhcr.org/en-au/syria-

emergency.html>. 
9 UNHCR, ‘Syrian Regional Refugee Response’ (Web Page, 3 June 2019) 

<https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria>. 
10 Forced displacement in 2015 (n 2) 34. 
11 Ibid 33. 
12 European Border and Coast Guard Agency, ‘European Border and Coast Guard Agency Launches 

Today’ (Web Page, 6 October 2016) <https://frontex.europa.eu/media-centre/news-release/european-

border-and-coast-guard-agency-launches-today-CHIYAp>. 
13 Frontex, Risk Analysis for 2016 (Report, March 2016) 5. (‘Risk Analysis for 2016’). 
14 UNHCR, Refugees and Migrants Sea Arrivals in Europe (Monthly Data Update, December 2016) 

<https://data2.unhcr.org/ar/documents/download/53447>. 
15 UNHCR, Greece: Lesvos Island snapshot (Infographic, 31 December 2015) 

<https://reliefweb.int/report/greece/greece-lesvos-island-snapshot-31-dec-2015>. 

http://www.unhcr.org/afr/news/press/2016/3/56e6e3249/syria-conflict-5-years-biggest-refugee-displacement-crisis-time-demands.html
http://www.unhcr.org/afr/news/press/2016/3/56e6e3249/syria-conflict-5-years-biggest-refugee-displacement-crisis-time-demands.html
http://www.unhcr.org/en-au/syria-emergency.html
http://www.unhcr.org/en-au/syria-emergency.html
http://www.unhcr.org/en-au/syria-emergency.html
http://www.unhcr.org/en-au/syria-emergency.html
http://www.unhcr.org/en-au/syria-emergency.html
http://www.unhcr.org/en-au/syria-emergency.html
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria
https://data2.unhcr.org/ar/documents/download/53447
https://data2.unhcr.org/ar/documents/download/53447
https://reliefweb.int/report/greece/greece-lesvos-island-snapshot-31-dec-2015
https://reliefweb.int/report/greece/greece-lesvos-island-snapshot-31-dec-2015
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were lodged by nationals from West Africa (Nigeria, Gambia, Senegal, Mali), 

Eritrea, Pakistan, and Bangladesh,16 nationals from Syria made up nearly half of 

the arrivals in Greece in 2015.17 

From the Greek islands and mainland, people seeking asylum then 

continued through the Western Balkans route to central and northern Europe to 

seek asylum. The Western Balkans route comprises the journey from EU 

member state Greece through the non-EU member states of the Republic of 

North Macedonia (Macedonia),18 to the Republic of Serbia (Serbia) and then, 

back into the EU either through Hungary or the Republic of Croatia (Croatia). 

This route was the most popular passage from Greece to central European EU 

member states in 2015, with 764 03819 detections of undocumented border 

crossings by migrants recorded in that year.  

A number of policy developments were implemented in the EU and the 

region in response to the influx of people seeking asylum in Europe in 2015, 

most notably the EU-Turkey Statement20 and the ‘closure’ of the Western 

Balkans route.21 The focus of this thesis will be on the official EU and regional 

responses to the 2015 influx, as well as their consequences. As background, EU 

asylum legislation will be explained, however, the analysis will focus on events 

which occurred between 2015 and 2017 to prevent undocumented migration via 

the eastern-Mediterranean and Western Balkans route.  

                                                           
16 Forced displacement in 2015 (n 2) 39. 
17 Nationals from Afghanistan and Iraq also made up a significant number of arrivals: ibid 7. 
18 In June 2018, Greek and Macedonian political leaders settled long-standing disputes between the two 

countries by signing the Treaty of Prespa. Most notably, Macedonia’s constitutional name changed to 

the Republic of North Macedonia. Both countries ratified the agreement by January 2019 and it came 

into effect on 12 February 2019: Final Agreement for the settlement of the differences as described in 

the United Nations Security Council Resolutions 817 (1993) and 845 (1993), the termination of the 

Interim Accord of 1995, and the establishment of a Strategic Partnership between the Parties, opened 

for signature 17 June 2018 (entered into force 12 February 2019) < 

www.ekathimerini.com/resources/article-files/aggliko-1.pdf>.    
19 Risk Analysis for 2016 (n 13) 16. 
20 European Council: Council of the European Union, ‘EU-Turkey Statement’ (Press Release, 18 March 

2016) <https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/03/18/eu-turkey-statement/>. 

(‘EU-Turkey Statement’). 
21 See Map 2 on page 17. I use ‘closure’ in inverted commas to place emphasis that I do not agree with 

the use of the term as my findings show that the Western Balkans route has not been closed.  

http://www.ekathimerini.com/resources/article-files/aggliko-1.pdf
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The International Organisation for Migration (IOM) defines ‘irregular 

migration’ as ‘[m]ovement that takes place outside the regulatory norms of the 

sending, transit and receiving countries.’22 ‘Irregular migration’ is explained as 

migrants crossing international borders without authorised travel documents 

and/or entry visas for transit and destination countries, and not fulfilling 

administrative requirements to leave a country of residence. The IOM elaborates 

that there is a tendency to restrict the use of the term ‘illegal migration’ to 

instances of smuggling of migrants and trafficking in persons.23 In this thesis, the 

term ‘undocumented migration’ will be used when referring to people entering 

the EU to seek asylum. The reason this term will be used, as opposed to 

‘irregular’ or ‘illegal’ is that there is nothing irregular or illegal about seeking 

asylum. ‘Undocumented’ in this sense is more appropriate. 

More than half of first instance asylum decisions had positive outcomes 

in the 28 EU member states in 2015 which resulted in either refugee status, 

subsidiary protection or authorised stay based on humanitarian reasons.24 With 

regard to final decisions on appeal, a further 14% were granted protection 

status.25 In 2016, there were still over one million first-time asylum applications 

being processed.26 In that year, over 700 000 people received some type of 

protection status either refugee status (55%), subsidiary protection (37%) or 

authorisation to stay for humanitarian reasons (8%).27 As a result of the 

2015/2016 influx of people arriving to seek asylum, over one million people 

received international protection in the EU over the two years, of which Syrians 

were the largest group of beneficiaries in both years. In 2016, Syrians made up 
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57% (or 405 600 people) of all positive decisions on asylum, followed by citizens 

of Iraq (9%) and Afghanistan (9%).28 

In March 2016, however, the Western Balkans route was closed. On 7 

March 2016, the President of the European Council, Donald Tusk, stated that 

‘[i]rregular flows of migrants along the Western Balkans route have come to an 

end.’29 He confirmed that this was a joint decision of the 28 EU member states 

and not a unilateral decision.30 Fewer than ten days later, Turkey and the 

members of the European Council confirmed the EU’s strategy for stopping the 

flow of ‘irregular migration’ via Turkey to Europe by implementing the EU–

Turkey Joint Action Plan31, thus strengthening the EU's external borders and 

keeping the Western Balkans route closed.32  

There were no signs of a decrease in the number of people reaching 

Europe to seek asylum in early 2016;33 however, there was a sharp decrease in 

the number of people seeking asylum in the EU by the fourth quarter of 2016.34 

This abrupt decline amidst ongoing protection needs raises questions regarding 

the process of securitisation and the extraterritorial effects of EU law and 

policies; specifically, the consequence of the measures implemented to terminate 

undocumented migration from Turkey to the EU, which was the most popular 

migratory route for people seeking asylum in Europe in 2015. Considering the 

positive outcomes of people seeking asylum in 2015/2016, the responses of the 

                                                           
28 Ibid. 
29 European Council, Council of the European Union, ‘Statement of the EU Heads of State or 
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EU, such as the ‘closure’ of the Western Balkans route and the implementation 

of the EU–Turkey Statement, do not appear to provide adequate safe pathways 

for people in need of international protection but restrict access to territory thus 

hindering the right to asylum. 

1.1 The International and European Union Legal Regime on Asylum 

The right to seek asylum is a fundamental human right. Asylum seekers 

are guaranteed protection both under international refugee law and international 

human rights law.35 The Universal Declaration of Human Rights states in Article 

14(1) that ‘Everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries asylum 

from persecution.’36 Article 13 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

states that (1) ‘Everyone has the right to freedom of movement and residence 

within the borders of each state’37 and (2) ‘Everyone has the right to leave any 

country, including his own, and to return to his country.’38  

The right to liberty of movement and freedom to choose residence is 

legally binding on state parties to the International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights.39 Furthermore, Article 2 of Protocol 4 to the European 

Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) also guarantees the freedom of 

movement.40 No country can impose restrictions on people trying to leave, 

except in the interests of national security and public safety.41 Protection of 

refugees should also be ensured by state parties to the 1951 Convention Relating 

to the Status of Refugees42 (hereinafter, the Convention) later modified by the 
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(10 December 1948). (‘Universal Declaration of Human Rights’). 
37 Ibid Art 13 (1). 
38 Ibid Art 13 (2). 
39 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Article 12, GA Res 2200 (XXI), UN GAOR, UN 
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1967 Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees43 (hereinafter, the Protocol). 

Article 1A (2) defines a refugee as someone who: 

owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 

religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political 

opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing 

to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; 

or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of his 

former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing 

to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.44 

 

The Convention which is modified by the Protocol is recognised as the 

foundation for the protection of refugees in the international legal regime.45 The 

Convention was developed after World War II to prevent the human suffering 

which occurred then from happening again. The Protocol expanded the 

protection guaranteed to refugees by removing the spatial and temporal 

limitations of the Convention.46 Protection and rights have been further expanded 

under complementary protection provided by customary law and other 

international agreements,47 the most recent being the New York Declaration for 

Refugees and Migrants48 and the two complementary global compacts; the 

Global Compact on Refugees (Refugee Compact) and the Global Compact for 

Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration (Migration Compact).49  

The right to asylum is guaranteed de jure as outlined above and with 

regard to the EU, which is the focus of this thesis, Article 18 of the Charter of 

Fundamental Rights of the EU establishes the EU’s position in relation to 

asylum, stating:  

                                                           
43 Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees, opened for signature 31 January 1967, 606 UNTS 267 

(entered into force 4 October 1967). (‘The Protocol’). 
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The right to asylum shall be guaranteed with due respect for the rules of 

the Geneva Convention of 28 July 1951 and the Protocol of 31 January 

1967 relating to the status of refugees and in accordance with the Treaty 

on European Union and the Treaty on the Functioning of the European 

Union.50 

 

However, there is no legal instrument which deals with how asylum 

seekers should access asylum in another country, which country, or how a 

refugee should find themselves outside of their country of nationality. States use 

this gap in the law to rely on ‘protection elsewhere’, in a so-called, safe third 

country, or first country of asylum. These actions often result in countries 

neighbouring those facing conflicts taking in the majority of the world’s 

refugees.51   

Despite the EU’s legal commitment to upholding international standards 

concerning refugee protection, the number of asylum seekers who are able to 

lodge an asylum application in the EU is limited. Under the Common European 

Asylum System (CEAS), asylum seekers must lodge their application on EU 

territory.52 Asylum seekers are forced to risk their lives in order to apply for 

international protection as there are few or no legal pathways available for 

persons in need of international protection to access EU territory.53 Family 

reunification is one of the ‘legal’ ways of entry for persons in need of 

international protection.54 Since 2015, family reunification has become 

extremely difficult. For example, some EU member states, such as Germany, 

Sweden, Austria, and Denmark have imposed legal restrictions preventing 
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family reunion, particularly for those with subsidiary protection.55 Other legal 

routes, such as protected entry procedures, humanitarian visas, or temporary 

protection programmes, are rarely used, or not used at all.56  

Amongst the three durable solutions57 ‘available’ to refugees, resettlement 

to a third country annually assists less than 1% of the refugees of concern to the 

UNHCR around the world.58 The three main reasons resettlement and 

humanitarian admission programmes are not expanded are: lack of funding, anti-

immigrant sentiment and related political implications, and security concerns.59 

Nationals of countries facing conflict often face restrictive visa policies, and 

decreased migration opportunities despite their urgent need to leave their 

countries which contributes to a growing number of internally displaced people 

(IDPs).60 While some EU member states have a tradition of offering resettlement, 

Europe’s efforts have not been ‘remarkable’, compared with resettlement 

opportunities offered by the United States, Canada, and Australia.61 The number 

of asylum applications in the EU member states compared with other ‘rich 

democracies’ is, however, much higher.62  

As of June 2019, Turkey hosts over 3.6 million Syrian refugees on its 

territory.63 This is nearly double the number of people in need of international 

protection on its territory than in 2014, which makes Turkey the host country of 
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the world’s largest refugee population.64 The lack of opportunities to access 

protection in Turkey (which will be elaborated throughout this thesis) alongside 

securitising measures to restrict access to asylum in the EU (which will be 

discussed in the following section and throughout this thesis), often forces people 

seeking asylum to undertake dangerous journeys with people smugglers to 

‘illegally’ enter the EU and seek asylum.65 People smugglers are both extremely 

dangerous and very expensive. The journey from Turkey to Greece on an unsafe 

and full sea vessel costs between €500-2000.66 Describing people seeking 

asylum, however, as ‘illegal arrivals’ is contrary to Article 31 of the Convention. 

Article 31(1) of the Convention proclaims that states should not impose penalties 

on refugees who enter a country for purposes of refuge.67  

1.2 Securitisation 

There are several institutional and legal barriers governments use to 

prevent people seeking asylum reaching national borders. These include, but are 

not limited to: interdiction at sea, airway carrier fines, the declaration of airports 

as international zones, safe country of origin and safe third country rules, along 

with strict visa requirements.68 These measures allow states to avoid processing 

asylum applications in their territories and scholars argue that they amount to the 

securitisation of asylum as they attempt to bring refugee and asylum policy under 

the remit of military, security and policing policy.69 The securitisation of asylum 
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occurs when the initially humanitarian institution of asylum is shifted to the 

realm of security.70 The type of historical and current threats people seeking 

asylum have been associated with include, but are not limited to: linkages to 

terrorism, abuses of the EU internal market and welfare provisions, as well as 

threats to national identity such as the ethnic and religious makeup of a country.71 

This portrayal mischaracterises the problem of displacement as a national 

security problem instead of a humanitarian issue.72  

People who seek asylum have in most cases had their human rights 

violated in their country and consequently have pursued international protection 

in a country which is not their own. States exercise their sovereignty by applying 

laws which separate citizens and foreigners, mainly in terms of the level of rights 

guaranteed.73 The concept of individual sovereignty is central to Giorgio 

Agamben’s theory of ‘bare life’,74 which Elspeth Guild applies in describing 

immigrants who lack citizenship status thus rights and guarantees tied to the 

nation state.75 The premises of this thesis is that EU member states have found it 

difficult to find the correct balance between upholding the human rights and civil 

liberties of people seeking asylum on the one hand and their desire to control 
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their borders for the assertion of (border) security and sovereignty on the other.76 

By portraying people seeking asylum as ‘illegal’ or as a potential threat, their 

right to asylum and security is contested while the security of citizens and 

government (or EU) institutions is prioritised.  

1.3 Forward Movement of Asylum Seekers through ‘Safe Third Countries’ 

A safe third country according to Article 38 of the Asylum Procedures 

Directive77 is a non-EU member state which ensures people seeking asylum are 

treated in accordance with principles guaranteeing that: their life and liberty are 

not threatened on account of race, religion, nationality, membership of a 

particular social group or political opinion; there is no risk of serious harm; the 

third country respects the principle of non-refoulement;78 there is no violation of 

the right to freedom from torture and cruel, inhumane or degrading treatment; 

and there exists a possibility to request refugee status in the third country.79  

The majority of people who entered the EU without proper documentation 

in 2015, crossed the Aegean Sea from Turkey to reach the Greek islands.80 Until 

2014, the official response of the Turkish government to the growing number of 

Syrians in Turkey was based on the assumption that the Syrian conflict would 

come to a swift conclusion, allowing people to go back to their homes.81 Despite 

acceding to the 1967 Protocol, Turkey maintains the geographical limitation of 
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the Convention and denies refugee status to persons originating from non-

European countries.82  

In 2014, there was no sign of the Syrian conflict ending and the number 

of Syrians in Turkey continued increasing, so Turkey implemented a ‘temporary 

protection’ regime for Syrian asylum seekers and stateless Palestinians.83 This 

regime confers on beneficiaries the right to stay legally in Turkey as well as some 

services. However, more significant changes are required to accommodate for 

legal and administrative shortcomings taking into account the long-term and 

possibly permanent displacement of Syrians, Palestinians and other (non-

European) nationals seeking asylum in Turkey.84  

As a consequence of the ongoing crisis in Syria, reception facilities in 

Turkey have limited capacities and asylum seekers are finding housing in the 

towns and cities, often in abandoned houses.85 They are engaging in the informal 

economy and Turkish citizens are concerned about their impact on the country’s 

unemployment rate and rising housing costs.86 Despite these concerns and 

Turkey’s geographical limitation of the Convention which only recognises 

Europeans as refugees, the European Commission considers Turkey as a safe 

third country. The European Commission has stated that they find the legal 

framework which provides protection status to Syrians in Turkey as sufficient 

and equivalent to that of the Convention.87 As already outlined, however, many 

people did not consider Turkey as providing adequate protection, and so they 

crossed the Aegean Sea from Turkey to the Greek islands. 
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1.3.1 Greece 

Even before the 2015 influx, the conditions for a significantly smaller 

number of people seeking asylum in Greece were described as ‘terrible’, 

‘overpopulated’, and ‘inadequate’.88 In 2011, the European Court of Human 

Rights (ECtHR) found that Greece’s asylum system suffered from ‘systemic 

deficiencies.’89 Returning asylum seekers (from northern EU member states) to 

Greece was thus prohibited because of inhumane and degrading conditions for 

asylum seekers in the country.90 Since 2016, and the ‘closure’ of the Western 

Balkans route, refugees have been known to wait an extended amount of time 

before they can apply for asylum in Greece, in addition to enduring inadequate, 

dangerous, and even ‘prison’ like conditions in the asylum centres on the Greek 

islands.91  

In 2015, local fisherman on Lesvos were rescuing people from boats 

arriving to the island,92 artists were providing food and water,93 elderly women 

were feeding babies,94 nightclubs became refugee camps,95 and restaurants 

became feeding centres.96 There were, and still are, various push and pull factors 

to go to northern European countries as a consequence of legal and systematic 

deficiencies in transit countries. While legal barriers and ‘prison-like conditions’ 

motivated some, others wanted to continue their journeys to northern European 
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countries because of family members and members of the community who were 

already resettled in these countries. They believed that these countries already 

had a history of welcoming and integrating refugees. In addition, they believed 

more job opportunities existed, as well as better welfare support, the chance of 

securing residency or ‘papers’97, and a higher probability of a positive refugee 

status determination. This is mainly due to the uneven implementation of 

legislation concerning asylum (the CEAS) amongst the EU member states. In 

order to get to northern EU member states, people seeking asylum need to go 

through the countries of the Western Balkans. 

1.3.2 The Western Balkans Route 

The Western Balkans countries, Macedonia and Serbia, are the transit 

countries between Greece and central European EU member states. These 

countries face their own troubles including industrial decline, high 

unemployment rates, deteriorating national infrastructure and still have a 

displaced population because of the conflicts in the 1990s and a large 

undocumented Roma population.98 Asylum seekers predominantly abandon their 

asylum applications in these two countries (if they apply) due to a lack of 

adequate information concerning asylum processing and a shortage of reception 

facilities with adequate conditions.99 

Before 2016, these two countries did not have established refugee systems 

nor enough reception centres and people passing through were generally 

encouraged to just keep going as neither the countries nor the people seeking 
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asylum wanted to stay.100 In 2016, both Macedonia and Serbia faced mass 

protests due to increasing political oppression, corruption and lack of media 

freedom.101 While Macedonia had a change of government in 2017 as a result of 

increasing protests and pressure,102 protests in Serbia are still ongoing at the time 

of writing.103 Matters concerning immigrants and people seeking asylum are not 

on the agenda of protesters indicating that undocumented migrants are not an 

issue of concern to citizens in the Western Balkans.  

These two countries have been in a state of transition since the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia which began in 1991 and their peace has been 

referred to as ‘fragile.’104 In order to leave Macedonia and then Serbia, people 

seeking asylum needed to re-enter the EU through Serbia’s northern border with 

Hungary or Croatia.   

1.3.3 Hungary 

Hungary’s response to people seeking asylum has been clear; the 

government is determined to prevent people from entering its territory and has 

always rejected accepting refugees through relocation schemes.105 Even before 

2015, Hungary had a very low positive refugee status determination rate.106 

Attila Juhász et al. state that by the end of 2015, it had become nearly impossible 
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to receive any type of international protection in Hungary due to the 

implementation of new restrictions.107   

On 15 September 2015, Hungary completed the construction of a 175 km 

long, 4-metre-high, border fence along its border with Serbia to prevent any 

people seeking asylum from entering its territory.108 People then started moving 

through Croatia. In October 2015, Hungary completed its border fence also with 

Croatia,109 despite both countries being EU member states110 and so, the flow 

was redirected to Croatia from Serbia.  

In addition, Hungary implemented an array of measures to restrict access 

to asylum, which include: the border fence, criminalising anyone for up to ten 

years for trying to jump the fence or damage it, and enforcing an 8 km rule so 

authorities may return anyone found within 8 km from the border to Serbia (this 

was extended to all of Hungary’s territory in March 2017).111 What followed was 

a domino effect of anti-solidarity measures throughout the EU and as a result the 

EU institutions reacted to reduce the number of undocumented migrants and 

regain the appearance of control.  

1.4 EU Agreements with Third Countries: The EU-Turkey Statement and the 

Leaders’ Statement 

1.4.1 Turkey 

Throughout 2015, the EU made agreements with Turkey and the countries 

of the Western Balkans to stop the flow of undocumented arrivals. In March 

2016, government officials from Turkey and the representatives of the EU set 

out their obligations for the implementation of the EU-Turkey Statement, which 

was signed on 18 March 2016. This statement came into effect two days later. 
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As from 20 March 2016, the EU-Turkey Statement foresees that all new 

‘irregular’ migrants crossing from Turkey into the Greek islands will be returned 

to Turkey. Furthermore, for every Syrian being returned to Turkey from the 

Greek islands, another Syrian will be resettled from Turkey to the EU.112  

Although there is an aspect of resettlement in the EU-Turkey Statement, 

since its implementation in March 2016, the number of asylum seekers arriving 

in Greece from Turkey drastically reduced from approximately 1740 per day to 

81 per day on average, as of June 2016.113 Three years on since the 

implementation of the EU-Turkey Statement, over 20 292 Syrian refugees have 

been resettled from Turkey to the EU, while 2441 asylum seekers have been 

returned from the Greek islands to Turkey and just under 15 000 people from the 

Greek islands and mainland have returned to Turkey (or their countries of origin) 

via the Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration Programme (AVRR).114 

The statistics concerning the one for one mechanism suggests it is ineffective as 

people are still attempting to leave Turkey and reach the Greek islands no matter 

the risk, while return to Turkey is not always possible due to protection needs. 

This disbalance in arrivals and resettlement also suggests that containment 

methods outweigh resettlement efforts and that the push-factors to leave Turkey 

are still there.   

The number of people seeking asylum in Turkey has not declined as it has 

in the EU, it has risen by 2 million; from 1.5 million registered Syrian refugees 

in 2014 to 3.6 million in 2019.115 Turkey has increased its border control as under 

the EU-Turkey Statement, Turkey must take ‘all necessary measures to prevent 

irregular migration’116 and as section 2.4 will point out, Turkey has also taken an 
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array of measures to prevent people (mainly Syrians) from arriving to Turkey 

(from Syria).  

1.4.2 The Western Balkans 

Also in March 2016, restrictive border policies were introduced in the 

countries of the Western Balkans because of the seventeen-point plan 

(hereinafter referred to as the Leaders’ Statement).117 The Leaders’ Statement 

was agreed upon between Macedonia, Serbia, Croatia, and some EU member 

states and non-member states bordering the Western Balkans route. The EU 

institutions also agreed upon this Statement. The purpose of the Leaders’ 

Statement is to manage the flow of people seeking asylum along the eastern 

Mediterranean–Western Balkans route and it encourages Western Balkans 

countries to limit the movement of undocumented migrants across borders.  

This Statement shows commitment by those countries and institutions 

involved to take immediate operational actions to ‘better’ manage migration 

along the Western Balkans migratory route. While the Leaders’ Statement, like 

the EU-Turkey deal, is not legally binding, the political will and financial gain 

of the countries and institutions has meant it has been successfully implemented. 

The Leaders’ Statement has resulted in an increase of people seeking 

asylum residing in EU funded migrant transit and reception centres along the 

Western Balkans route, predominantly in Serbia.118 One of the hypotheses of this 

thesis is that these are the asylum seekers the EU has disregarded in south-eastern 

Europe and that the large presence (3592 people in Serbia as of May 2019)119 of 
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nationals from the Islamic Republic of Iran (Iran), Pakistan and Afghanistan,120 

is both a novel and involuntary consequence of EU externalisation policies.121         

1.5 Ending Deaths at Sea 

One of the EU’s main priorities behind the EU-Turkey Statement and 

Leaders’ Statement has been presented as ending deaths at sea, specifically, the 

Aegean Sea by offering ‘migrants an alternative to putting their lives at risk’.122 

The IOM reports that overall, 4054 people lost their lives trying to reach the EU 

in an undocumented manner in 2015.123 Of these people, at least 803 went 

missing and are presumed to have drowned attempting to cross the eastern 

Mediterranean in 2015.124 Seventy people lost their lives in the Aegean Sea, in 

the year following the implementation of the EU-Turkey Statement.125 This is a 

drastic decrease compared to 1100 lives lost in the same period before its 

implementation (March 2015-March 2016).126 The European Commission 

describes the 98% decrease of arrivals since 2015 and lower death count as 

‘tangible’.127 The report however does point out that arrivals continue to outpace 

returns and praises efforts made by the Greek and EU-Turkey Statement 

Coordinator to ‘help speed up returns’, one of which includes imposing 
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geographical restrictions [on Syrians in Turkey].128 I will discuss this further in 

section 2.4.  

Conversely, the overall number of people who lost their lives trying to 

reach the EU in an undocumented manner increased in 2016.129 In contrast to the 

decline of people arriving into Greece from Turkey to seek asylum via the eastern 

Mediterranean route, arrivals into Italy via the central Mediterranean route were 

comparable to arrivals in 2015.130 The number of deaths along this route even 

rose in 2016.131 In 2015, 3149 people lost their lives crossing the central 

Mediterranean route from Libya to Italy, while 803 people lost their lives 

crossing the eastern Mediterranean route from Turkey to Greece.132 The death 

count for the eastern Mediterranean route was significantly lower as Nando 

Sigona points out, ‘both in absolute and relative terms’ considering 806133 deaths 

against 885 386134 arrivals.135  

The spokesperson for the UNHCR, William Spindler, stated that ‘the 

chances of dying on the Libya to Italy route are ten times higher than when 

crossing from Turkey to Greece’.136 The central Mediterranean route is by far the 

more dangerous journey to reach the EU without authorisation. The year 2016 

has been marked as the ‘deadliest year for refugees crossing to Europe via the 
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central Mediterranean route.’137 There were 5143 deaths recorded in 2016 of 

people trying to reach the EU.138 Although the number of deaths on the eastern 

Mediterranean route decreased to 434 for 2016 (and 70 lives lost in the Aegean 

Sea after the implementation of the EU–Turkey Statement; March 2016 – March 

2017), the number of deaths along the central Mediterranean route rose to 

4581.139  

Although EU officials described the 2015 influx as a ‘humanitarian’ 

concern,140 they have also previously associated undocumented migrants with 

various problems, such as linkages to terrorism, criminality and social unrest.141 

The threat of undocumented migration was once again brought up in the Frontex 

Annual Risk Analysis Report for 2016.142 The report highlighted that 

‘protecting’ the EU’s external (and internal) borders had been given heightened 

priority after the terrorist attacks in Paris in November 2015.143 This was due to 

two of the terrorists involved possessing false Syrian documents and, having 

been registered by the Greek authorities on Leros, using the Western Balkans 

route to continue their journey to France.144 The report states that the ‘already 

difficult problem of irregular migration’145 was further exacerbated by the Paris 

attacks and the growing threat from terrorists.  

The migration ‘crisis’ was no longer separate from the ‘crisis of terrorism’ 

following the attacks in Paris.146 The Frontex report elaborates that the Paris 

attacks were a ‘dreadful reminder that border management also has an important 
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security component’147 as undocumented migration can be used by terrorists to 

enter the EU.  The Paris Attacks provided the excuse to close the borders to 

people seeking asylum within Europe (the Western Balkans) as well as the 

external borders between Turkey and Greece.  

1.6 Security Paradigms and Securitisation Processes 

Anthony Burke, Katrine Lee-Koo and Matt McDonald identify four major 

security paradigms within international security studies; realism, liberalism, 

post-structuralism and critical theory.148 The methodology Burke et al. use to 

differentiate the four major security paradigms is to define clearly the meaning 

of security, the referent actor (whose security matters), the securitising agent and 

what constitutes a threat to security.149 This thesis will ‘unpack’ these four major 

security paradigms using the criteria provided by Burke et al. and apply them to 

events which occurred throughout 2015/2016 in Europe. 

It will also address three different securitisation processes identified by 

Anne Hammerstad.150 These are inclusive security which is focused on a 

discourse of human security or common security, the speech act approach of the 

Copenhagen School, and the sociological approach.151 These two processes and 

the discourse of human security are governed by different security paradigms. 

The scholars of the Copenhagen School understand securitisation as a 

speech act by a securitising agent who publicly declares an issue as a threat and 

thereby legitimises extraordinary measures (which sometimes circumvent 

democratic procedures) in order to counteract the threat.152 Their analysis on 

securitisation is based on the idea that there are no security issues in themselves, 

but only issues constructed as such through securitising moves (speech acts).153 

Their critique of securitisation in essence questions the validity of the term 

                                                           
147 Ibid. 
148 Anthony Burke, Katrina Lee-Koo and Matt McDonald, Ethics and global security: A cosmopolitan 

approach (Routledge, 2014) 23.  
149 Ibid 37. 
150 Hammerstad (n 69). 
151 Ibid. 
152 Barry Buzan et al, Security: a new framework for analysis (Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1998) 22.  
153 See generally Buzan et al (n 152). 
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security, particularly realist understandings of security. In other words, if a 

government official declares an issue to be a threat to national security, then such 

threat is constructed through a realist approach focussing on state interests.  

Realist approaches to security are concerned with the security of the state 

and they perceive real threats to the state as military threats, whereas post-

structuralists consider threats as a social construction.154 Whether people seeking 

asylum are an actual threat in a realist sense is highly questionable; the only 

legitimate way people seeking asylum can be perceived as being threatening is 

through connecting them to terrorism. Otherwise, the threat people seeking 

asylum pose can be considered as constructed, or an ontological threat, in terms 

of disrupting established dominant identities, economies, and religions in 

Europe.  

The sociological approach on the other hand favours ‘securitising 

practices’155 over securitising speech acts in analysing whether an issue has been 

securitised. The reason ‘securitising practices’ are favoured over speech acts is 

that the police and military are known to be capable of securitising an issue 

without publicly declaring it a threat. Securitising practices can be considered as 

(secretive and public) administrative practices such as population profiling, risk 

assessment, statistical calculation, category creation, and proactive 

preparation.156 Securitising practices can be a network of technologies that are 

linked to tracking and controlling (or ‘managing’) populations.157  

Human security provides a more normative framework of how security 

should be achieved, as opposed to the analytical framework offered by the 

Copenhagen School158 and the sociological approach. It is a different way of 

thinking about security, which is similar to a securitisation process. The agenda 

                                                           
154 Ibid. 
155 Léonard and Kaunert, Refugees, security and the European Union (n 69).  
156 Didier Bigo, ‘Security and immigration: Toward a critique of the governmentality of unease’ (2002) 

27(1) Alternatives 63-92. 
157 Jef Huysmans, ‘A Foucaultian view on spill-over: freedom and security in the EU’ (2004) 7(3) Journal 

of International Relations and Development 294-318. 
158 Rita Floyd, 'Human security and the copenhagen school’s securitization approach' (2007) 5(37) 

Human Security Journal 38-49. 
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of human security is to outline threats to individuals and the possible responses 

to such threats.159 Human security as a paradigm provides very little of a 

conceptual framework in analysing or understanding security in international 

relations.160  

Hammerstad explains that the process of ‘positive securitisation’ provided 

by human security entails the use of security language to bring people and 

institutions together161 in order to achieve a heightened sense of urgency and 

cooperation to resolve the nature of the threat.162 She provides the example of 

the UNHCR in the 1990s which evolved into a major humanitarian organisation 

providing aid to the displaced and obtaining a voice in the Security Council 

debates.163 The UNHCR is the main agency responsible for protecting refugees, 

which is outlined in its mandate as seeking lasting solutions to the challenges 

refugees face.164 It argued that the promotion of security for refugees was in the 

security interest of states and the international community and thus contributed 

to the trend of placing refugees higher on the political agenda for both.165  

Although some scholars argue that the strategy backfired,166 the UNHCR 

has explained that without the agency, ‘hundreds of thousands, if not millions, 

of refugees would be left unassisted and unprotected’.167 Human security derived 

from the United Nations Development Program in 1994 and during the 1990s, 

the UNHCR advocated for the personal security of refugees as an essential 

element of international protection.168  

                                                           
159 Burke, Lee-Koo and McDonald (n 148) 34. 
160 Ibid. 
161 See also Savitri Taylor, ‘Migration and Human Security in the Asia–Pacific Region’ (2007) 19(3) 

Global Change, Peace & Security 173.  
162 Hammerstad (n 69). 
163 Ibid. 
164 Statute of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, GA Res 428(V) (14 

December 1950); Gil Loescher and James Milner, ‘UNHCR and the Global Governance of Refugees’ 

in Alexander Betts (ed), Global Migration Governance (Oxford University Press, 2011) 189-209. 
165 Ibid. 
166 Jeff Crisp, ‘Refugees, persons of concern, and people on the move: The broadening boundaries of 

UNHCR’ (2009) 26(1) Refuge: Canada's Journal on Refugees 73-76.; Gil Loescher, 'UNHCR and the 

Erosion of Refugee Protection' (2001) 10 Forced Migration Review 28-30. 
167 Loescher (n 166).  
168 The personal security of refugees, UN Doc EC/1993/SCP/CRP.3 (5 May 1993).  
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Human security provides an alternative to the concept of state control-

orientated securitisation analysed by the Copenhagen School’s approach and the 

sociological approach. It points out the limitations of traditional institutions and 

practices that claim to provide security for individuals and focuses on individual 

agency, as opposed to state control.169 Human security places the personal 

security of refugees at the forefront, and not that of states, and perceives all 

individuals as possible securitising agents.  

1.7 Research Questions 

Securitisation processes vary in their aims and consequences and are 

influenced by security paradigms. The definition of security and whose security 

is served are also dependent on the security paradigm. This thesis questions why 

the EU would strategically block safe passages for people seeking asylum to 

access the EU. The question that arises is, ‘For whom is the EU trying to achieve 

security?’ My hypothesis is that there has been an emphasis on ‘saving lives’ 

with the implementation of measures such as the EU–Turkey Statement and the 

‘closure’ of the Western Balkans route; however, the consequences of these 

measures demonstrate that the rhetorical emphasis on saving lives is not genuine.  

Migration and security have a long history, however, the implication of 

strengthening borders in order to ‘save lives’ is a recent development170 and one 

which I describe as EU institutions and governments orchestrating to strengthen 

their legitimacy and reinforce a sense of control. While numerous scholars have 

written about the securitisation of migration in the EU,171 the developments 

concerning matters of asylum in the Western Balkans since March 2016 are a 

novel occurrence and less researched.172 I provide a background analysis of EU 

                                                           
169 Burke, Lee-Koo and McDonald (n 148).   
170 Jill M Williams, 'From humanitarian exceptionalism to contingent care: Care and enforcement at the 

humanitarian border' (2015) 47 Political Geography 11-20. 
171 See above (n 69). 
172 The containment visible in the 2015/2016 responses to people seeking asylum in the Balkans echoes 

the Report by the Commission of Investigation Concerning Greek Frontier Incidents, Frontier 

Commission Report, UN Doc S/360, vol. 1170 (27 May 1947) particularly sections on encouraging 

inactivity around borderlands in order to safeguard peace and security and ‘refugees should be placed in 

camps or otherwise segregated.’ See Tzouvala (n 104).    
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law concerning matters of migration and asylum, and its increasingly restrictive 

tendencies, as well as that of the countries of the Western Balkans and Turkey.  

I will demonstrate that for decades there has been a dominant security 

paradigm governing the EU’s response to people seeking asylum, which has 

been magnified in the 2015 ‘European migration crisis’, and this is, to restrict 

access to asylum. Ultimately, whether the measures behind the border closures 

were intended to elevate human security for people seeking asylum, or exclude 

them to protect the EU’s external borders, EU citizens or EU cohesion, depends 

on the security paradigm influencing the securitisation process. This thesis will 

explore the particular security paradigm and securitisation process behind the 

border closures and explain the intentions and means to achieve ‘security’.  

This thesis builds upon work, most notably by Sarah Léonard, that 

discusses the securitisation of asylum in the EU incorporating theoretical 

analyses of EU responses to people seeking asylum.173 My analysis unpacks the 

theoretical framework of securitisation provided by the scholars of the 

Copenhagen School of Security Studies (Barry Buzan, Ole Waever, and Jaap de 

Wilde) and the scholars of the Paris School of Security Studies (Thierry Balzacq 

and Didier Bigo) and applies it to explain EU actions and agreements formed 

with the countries of the Western Balkans and Turkey to restrict access to asylum 

in the EU.  

My analysis builds on the security paradigms provided by Burke et al.174 

Although I do not build upon the cosmopolitan approach to security that Burke 

et al. outline, I provide a possible example of a human security approach in 

section 3.5.3. Germany’s response to Syrians in 2015 is presented as an 

alternative to the previously control-oriented security approaches mentioned 

above,175 however, the main reasons I argue that the liberal security paradigm is 

not suitable to address current displacement are most aligned with researchers 

                                                           
173 For securitising ‘speech acts’ see Léonard, ‘The “securitization” of asylum and migration in the 

European union: Beyond the Copenhagen School’s framework’ (n 69) for securitising practices see 

Léonard, ‘EU border security and migration into the European Union: FRONTEX and securitisation 

through practice’ (n 141).   
174 Burke, Lee-Koo and McDonald (n 148).   
175 See Hammerstad (n 69). 
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engaged in post-colonial analyses and neo-liberal critiques of migration 

(mis)management.176   

Due to the very recent nature of events on which this thesis is based, I rely 

on policy reports, media reports, EU press releases, and NGO country reports 

but also the academic literature around securitisation and refugee law in Europe, 

particularly that provided by Elspeth Guild.177 The primary source of evidence 

are the interviews I conducted in Greece (Lesvos), Macedonia, Serbia, Hungary, 

and Croatia. I acknowledge that the law has been largely neglected in 

implementing political agreements such as the EU-Turkey Statement and the 

‘closure’ of the Western Balkans route, hence my primary original contribution 

is presenting (i) the aims and consequences of the responses to the 2015/2016 

influx as perceived by the interviewees and (ii) how security has impacted the 

right to asylum in the EU in parallel to the strong regional human rights 

framework. 

1.8. Structure of the Thesis 

This thesis commences with an overview of EU legislation in the field of 

asylum; specifically, the Common European Asylum System and the 

background to its creation. It will provide a historical perspective on the 

securitisation of migration in the EU, using document analysis, EU legislation 

and press releases and media outlets. This second chapter (the first being the 

introduction) will also present the response of the EU to the arrival of asylum 

seekers in 2015; specifically, the European Agenda on Migration.178 The 

European Agenda on Migration aims to provide the EU with the steps to 

achieving a ‘coherent and comprehensive approach to reap the benefits and 

address the challenges deriving from migration’.179 The European Agenda on 

                                                           
176 See Tzouvala (n 104); Ida Danewid, 'White innocence in the Black Mediterranean: hospitality and the 

erasure of history' (2017) 38(7) Third World Quarterly 1674-1689.; Anja K Franck, 'The Lesvos Refugee 

Crisis as Disaster Capitalism' (2018) 30(2) Peace Review 199-205. 
177 Elspeth Guild, 'The Europeanisation of Europe's asylum policy' (2006) 18(3-4) International Journal 

of Refugee Law 630-651.; S. Peers et al, EU Immigration and Asylum Law (Text and Commentary): 

Second Revised Edition: Volume 3: EU Asylum Law (Brill, 2015).; Guild (n 69); Guild and Bigo (n 69). 
178 European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the 

Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions: A European 

Agenda on Migration (Report COM 240 final, 13 May 2015). 
179 Ibid. 
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Migration is binding upon the EU Commission in managing the 2015 ‘migration 

crisis’ in the EU and provides EU member states with guidelines. Agreements 

between EU member states and non-EU member states will also be addressed in 

Chapter Two, specifically the EU–Turkey Statement and the Leaders’ Statement. 

These agreements are based on countries’ cooperation, in exchange for financial 

support from the EU, but also Turkey and the Western Balkan countries gaining 

membership into the EU, as all three countries involved (Turkey, Macedonia and 

Serbia) are EU candidate countries. Chapter Three is a literature review of 

securitisation. This chapter elaborates on the above-mentioned securitisation 

processes and security paradigms and will outline my theoretical approach to 

securitisation.  

Chapter Four is a methodological chapter. A methodological chapter is 

necessary as this thesis uses a triangulation method to validate the data; it 

combines doctrinal analysis and empirical research which is analysed through 

the lens of securitisation theories. My original contribution is the presentation of 

the empirical data I collected with the aim of identifying what actors on the 

ground believe are the intentions and consequences behind the border closures 

and what dominant security paradigm explains the EU border closures.  

The importance of this research lies in the projected fear that in 2015, 

there was a ‘1662%’180 annual increase in people seeking asylum in central 

European EU member states who passed through the Western Balkans route to 

seek asylum. Despite existing push and pull factors for people in need of 

international protection to access the asylum system in the northern EU member 

states, such reporting from a European Union agency invokes the sentiment of 

crisis and urgency. Border closures within Europe along the Western Balkans 

route and along the external borders of the EU have had detrimental effects on 

people seeking asylum and have led to tens of thousands of people being detained 

                                                           
180 Risk Analysis for 2016 (n 13) 17. 
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in Turkey and Greece,181 as well as waiting in limbo in Macedonia and Serbia 

(mainly Serbia).182 My aim is to critically assess whether the ‘saving lives’ 

rhetoric which is the purported goal behind responses to the 2015/2016 influx is 

genuine, how it impacts the right to asylum by restricting ‘irregular’ access to 

European territory and for whom such measures provide security. Chapters Five 

and Six present the results of my analysis. Chapter Seven is the conclusion of 

my thesis.  

                                                           
181 Amnesty International, ‘Greece: Europe must shoulder the burden for 46,000 refugees and migrants 

trapped in squalor’ (Press Release, 18 April 2016) 

<https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2016/04/refugees-trapped-in-greece/>. 
182 UNHCR, ‘Europe’s Refugee Emergency Response Update 25’ (Web Page, 18 April – 9 May 2016) 

<http://reliefweb.int/report/greece/europe-s-refugee-emergency-response-update-25-18-april-09-may-

2016>. 
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2. The European Union on Asylum 
 

This chapter outlines the European Union (EU) asylum legislation, 

specifically the Common European Asylum System (CEAS). The aim of this 

chapter is to provide a legal outline concerning matters of asylum in the EU as 

well as the situation in Turkey, Greece, Macedonia, Serbia, Croatia and Hungary 

as these countries had the highest number of people seeking asylum either 

transiting or remaining in their territories in 2015 (in Europe). The information 

provided in this chapter serves as a legal and policy framework of past and 

current EU asylum rules. This is vital information to know before going into the 

theoretical framework of securitisation, which will be described in Chapter 

Three. These two chapters (Two and Three) are the basis for the analysis section, 

Chapters Five and Six, of this thesis. The information provided in this chapter 

will be expanded upon in Chapters Five and Six where I will go into more detail 

on the consequences of the measures introduced in Greece, Macedonia, Serbia, 

Croatia and Hungary as a result of approximately one million people arriving to 

Europe to seek asylum throughout 2015.  

This chapter is organised into two parts with Part One divided into two 

sections. The first section provides an introduction to EU law followed by an 

historical overview of the formation of the CEAS. The second section outlines 

the historical backdrop to the securitisation of migration in the EU.  

Part Two of this chapter describes the EU’s response to the influx of 

people seeking asylum in Europe in 2015 and is also divided into two sections. 

The first section addresses the European Agenda on Migration. The second 

section covers two main issues. It first explains the EU-Turkey Statement and 

provides an overview of the situation in Turkey and why people risked their lives 

to cross the Aegean Sea to Greece. It then outlines the ‘closure’ of the so-called 

Western Balkans migratory route. This includes an overview of the situation in 

the countries of the Western Balkans (Macedonia, Serbia and Croatia) and 

Hungary prior to 2015, as well as the measures with which these countries 
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responded to the influx of people seeking international protection in 2015. This 

section is followed by a chapter summary and concludes with acknowledgement 

of the limitations of this chapter.  

Part One 
 

2.1 Introduction to European Union Law and the Common European Asylum 

System 

The EU recognises three sources of European Union law. These include 

primary law, secondary law and sources of supplementary law.1 Primary law 

includes the Treaty on the EU (TEU)2 and the Treaty on the Functioning of the 

EU (TFEU).3 Both treaties were amended by the Lisbon Treaty which entered 

into force in 2009.4 EU primary law is supreme law that prevails over all other 

EU law. Secondary law comprises unilateral acts and agreements. Agreements 

are understood as Conventions, international agreements (signed by the EU and 

a third country or organisation), agreements between member states, and 

interinstitutional agreements between EU institutions.5 International agreements 

are binding for the signatories. Unilateral acts can be binding on the EU member 

states as recognised in Article 288 of the TFEU and include Regulations, 

Directives and Decisions. Opinions and Recommendations have no binding 

force on member states.6 Supplementary sources of law include case law of the 

Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU)7 and international law.  

                                                           
1 Paul Craig and Gráinne De Búrca, EU law: text, cases, and materials (Oxford University Press, 2011). 
2 Treaty on European Union [1992] OJ C 191/1. (‘Treaty on European Union’). [cited historically].  
3 Consolidated Version of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union [2012] OJ C 326/47. 

(‘TFEU’). See also Consolidated Versions of the Treaty on European Union and the Treaty on the 

Functioning of the European Union [2016] OJ C 202/1. 
4 Treaty of Lisbon amending the Treaty on European Union and the Treaty establishing the European 

Community [2007] OJ C 306/1 (entered into force 1 December 2009). (‘Treaty of Lisbon’). 
5 Craig and De Búrca (n 1).  
6 TFEU (n 3) art 288. 
7 The Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU) is the institution of the European Union that 

encompasses the whole judiciary. The CJEU is made up of the Court of Justice (ECJ), unofficially 

referred to as the European Court of Justice, the General Court and specialised courts. The ECJ is the 

highest court in the European Union. The CJEU ensures that the interpretation and application of the 

Treaties is observed in EU law. It is the case law of the ECJ which makes up the supplementary law of 

the EU, and not that of the General Court or specialised courts: Treaty of Lisbon (n 4) art 9F.  
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The EU possesses traits of a state-like entity and at the same time those of 

a traditional international organisation.8 It is an economic and political union 

made up of 289 sovereign states located in Europe.  The powers of the EU are 

distributed amongst its institutions. The main EU institutions are the European 

Parliament, the Council of the EU and the European Commission. The CJEU is 

the judicial institution of the EU and the Court of Justice (ECJ) is the highest 

court in the EU tasked with the interpretation of EU primary law.10 The Council 

of the EU and the European Parliament adopt legislation which has been 

proposed by the European Commission and comprise the main decision-making 

bodies of the EU. The European Commission reserves the right to publish and 

propose ‘soft-law’ instruments, which include: Action Plans, White Papers, 

Green Papers and Communications. These documents are policy documents with 

no mandatory authority,11 however, they outline intended legislation.12   

The shift from national governments dealing with matters of asylum to 

EU institutions, namely the European Commission, European Parliament and 

CJEU was a result of the Amsterdam Treaty of 1999 that amended the Treaty of 

the European Union (the Treaty of Maastricht).13 As a consequence of the Treaty 

of Amsterdam, the power of the European Community extended to almost all 

matters dealing with immigration and asylum law.14 In the same year, the CEAS 

was established as a result of the ‘Tampere Conclusions’ which set out broad 

principles in relation to Justice and Home Affairs matters, particularly 

                                                           
8 August Reinisch, Essentials of EU law (Cambridge University Press, 2012). 
9 The United Kingdom (UK) voted to leave the EU in a referendum vote which was held on 23 June 

2016. The UK government started the withdrawal process on 29 March 2017 and it was anticipated that 

the UK will leave the EU by April 2019. As of May 2019, agreements for Britain to leave the EU, 

‘Brexit’, are still being negotiated.  
10 Koen Lenaerts and José A Gutiérrez-Fons, 'To say what the law of the EU is: methods of interpretation 

and the European Court of Justice' (2013) 20 Columbia Journal of European Law. 3. 
11 European Judicial Network, Glossary 

<http://ec.europa.eu/civiljustice/glossary/glossary_en.htm#Communication>. 
12 Reinisch (n 8). 
13 Christian Kaunert and Sarah Léonard, 'The development of the EU asylum policy: venue-shopping in 

perspective' (2012) 19(9) Journal of European Public Policy 1396-1413. 
14 Steve Peers, Violeta Moreno-Lax, Madeline Garlick, and Elspeth Guild, EU Immigration and Asylum 

Law (Text and Commentary): Second Revised Edition: Volume 3: EU Asylum Law (Brill, 2015). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom_European_Union_membership_referendum,_2016
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom_European_Union_membership_referendum,_2016
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom_European_Union_membership_referendum,_2016
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom_European_Union_membership_referendum,_2016
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom_European_Union_membership_referendum,_2016
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom_European_Union_membership_referendum,_2016
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom_European_Union_membership_referendum,_2016
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom_European_Union_membership_referendum,_2016
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom_European_Union_membership_referendum,_2016
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom_European_Union_membership_referendum,_2016
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom_European_Union_membership_referendum,_2016
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom_European_Union_membership_referendum,_2016
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom_European_Union_membership_referendum,_2016
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom_European_Union_membership_referendum,_2016
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom_European_Union_membership_referendum,_2016
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom_European_Union_membership_referendum,_2016
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Article_50_of_the_Treaty_on_European_Union
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immigration and asylum.15 The original aim of the CEAS was to provide EU 

member states and institutions with common procedures concerning asylum.16  

The CEAS is made up of Regulations and Directives. Regulations are 

binding legislative acts which must be applied entirely across the EU while 

Directives are legislative acts which set out goals that all EU countries must 

achieve.17 It is up to the individual member states to establish their own laws on 

how to reach the goals of a Directive.18 The legislative instruments which make 

up the CEAS are the Asylum Procedures Directive19, the Reception Conditions 

Directive20, the Qualification Directive21, the Dublin Regulation22 and the 

EURODAC regulation.23 These Regulations and Directives are often referred to 

as the asylum acquis.24 I will provide a critical outline of the acquis below.  

The Dublin Regulation outlines the member state responsible for 

examining the asylum application. As opposed to the Regulation ensuring fair 

sharing and solidarity amongst EU member states, the Dublin Regulation has 

                                                           
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 TFEU (n 3) art 288. 
18 Craig and De Búrca (n 1). 
19 Council Directive 2013/32/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 26 June 2013 on 

Common Procedures for Granting and Withdrawing International Protection (recast) [2013] OJ L 

180/60 (‘Recast Procedures Directive’). 
20 Council Directive 2013/33/EU of the European Parliament and Council of 26 June 2013 laying down 

standards for the reception of applicants for international protection (recast) [2013] OJ L 180/96 

(‘Recast Reception Conditions Directive’). 
21 Council Directive 2011/95/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 December 2011 

on standards for the qualification of third-country nationals or stateless persons as beneficiaries of 

international protection, for a uniform status for refugees or for persons eligible for subsidiary 

protection, and for the content of the protection granted (recast) [2011] OJ L 337/9 (‘Recast 

Qualification Directive’). 
22 Council Regulation (EU) No 604/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 26 June 2013 

establishing the criteria and mechanisms for determining the Member State responsible for examining 

an application for international protection lodged in one of the Member States by a third-country 

national or a stateless person (recast) [2013] OJ L 180/31 (‘Dublin III Regulation’). 
23 Council Regulation (EU) No 603/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 26 June 2013 

on the establishment of 'Eurodac' for the comparison of fingerprints for the effective application of 

Regulation (EU) No 604/2013 establishing the criteria and mechanisms for determining the Member 

State responsible for examining an application for international protection lodged in one of the Member 

States by a third-country national or a stateless person and on requests for the comparison with Eurodac 

data by Member States' law enforcement authorities and Europol for law enforcement purposes, and 

amending Regulation (EU) No 1077/2011 establishing a European Agency for the operational 

management of large-scale IT systems in the area of freedom, security and justice (recast) [2013] OJ L 

180/1 (‘Recast EURODAC Regulation’).  
24 The Community acquis, or acquis communautaire, referred to as the EU acquis, is the accumulated 

legislation, legal acts, and court decisions which constitute the body of European Union law. 
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been criticised for putting pressure on particular member states. Articles 7-15 

provide the member state responsible for the asylum claim is the state which was 

the first point of entry into the EU by the person seeking asylum.25 This puts 

extreme pressure on EU member states that are on the EU’s external borders, 

such as Italy, Greece and Spain.  

The Asylum Procedures Directive aims at a quicker, fairer and better 

quality of decisions concerning asylum applications, however, it has been the 

focus for much critique.26 The three focal points on which the Directive has been 

criticised are: 1) safe country of origin, 2) first country of asylum and 3) safe 

third country.27 The safe country of origin concept allows states to consider 

asylum claims from a group of nationals of one country as automatically 

unfounded for international protection resulting in an accelerated asylum 

procedure.28 The first country of asylum concept allows asylum applications to 

be rejected where an applicant has already been recognised as a refugee in a 

country which provides ‘adequate’ protection and meets the 1951 Convention’s 

standards.29  

In principle, the second point may appear to be well-founded, however, 

as mentioned previously, 86% of the world’s refugees are in developing 

countries bordering those of conflict. Although countries like Turkey, Jordan and 

Lebanon are considered by the EU as providing adequate protection and meeting 

international standards, they struggle to meet these standards, and in reality, 

often do not meet minimum requirements due to the large number of people 

residing within their territories fleeing persecution and harm.30 There is a severe 

imbalance of responsibility sharing ensuing and low income countries struggle 

                                                           
25 Dublin III Regulation (n 22) art 7 – 15.  
26 Cathryn Costello, 'The asylum procedures directive and the proliferation of safe country practices: 

deterrence, deflection and the dismantling of international protection' (2005) 7(1) European Journal of 

Migration and Law 35-69. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Recast Procedures Directive (n 19) art 33-40. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Sarah Bidinger et al, Protecting Syrian Refugees: Laws, Policies, and Global Responsibility Sharing 

(Boston University School of Law, International Human Rights Clinic Boston, 2014). 
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with their own economic and political situations in addition to hosting large 

numbers of displaced people from bordering countries.31  

Despite 145 countries (75%) being signatories of the 1951 Convention, 

and 146 countries being signatories of the 1967 Protocol,32 it has proven difficult 

to enforce universal standards in refugee protection. The disproportion of 

refugees in developing countries compared to richer Western countries suggests 

the latter are content with shifting the responsibility of hosting refugees onto the 

former. It has also proven difficult to implement legally binding agreements on 

European countries as a response to managing the large number of displaced 

people who reached Europe in 2015, as seen in the attempted ‘relocation scheme’ 

proposed by the European Commission in 2015.33 In recognition of the need for 

more cooperation to manage migration effectively, developments such as the 

Global Compact on Refugees and the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and 

Regular Migration were established.34 The Compacts, which are non-binding, 

come at a time when there appears to be a trend leaning away from formal 

processes of governance and international law towards political agreements and 

mutual benefits between states.35   

The EU-Turkey Statement is one of these examples.36 Reports on the level 

of protection provided for people that have been returned to Turkey from the EU 

show that once a person is returned to Turkey, they face severe difficulty to 

                                                           
31 Ibid. 
32 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, States Parties to the 1951 Convention relating to 

the Status of Refugees and the 1967 Protocol (Report, April 2015) <http://www.unhcr.org/en-

au/protection/basic/3b73b0d63/states-parties-1951-convention-its-1967-protocol.html>. 
33 Heaven Crawley, ‘Named and shamed: EU countries are failing to share responsibility for refugees’, 

The Conversation (online at 19 July 2017) <https://theconversation.com/named-and-shamed-eu-

countries-are-failing-to-share-responsibility-for-refugees-80918>. 
34 UN General Assembly, New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants: resolution adopted by the 

General Assembly, 3 October 2016, A/RES/71/1; Global Compact on Refugees, GA Res 73/12, UN Doc 

A/RES/73/12 (Part II) (2 August 2018); Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration, GA 

Res 73/195, UN Doc A/RES/73/195 (19 December 2018). 
35 James C Hathaway, ‘The Global Cop-Out on Refugees’ (2019) 30(4) International Journal of Refugee 

Law 591-604.; Thomas Gammeltoft-Hansen, Elspeth Guild, Violeta Moreno-Lax, Marion Panizzon, 

Isobel Roele, 'What is a compact? Migrants’ Rights and State Responsibilities Regarding the Design of 

the UN Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration (Report, October 11 2017) 27.  
36 See Violeta Moreno-Lax, ‘The Migration Partnership Framework and the EU-Turkey Deal: Lessons 

for the Global Compact on Migration Process?’ in Gammeltoft-Hansen et al (n 35) 27.  



54 
 

access international protection.37 Reasons why refugees leave Turkey in the first 

place include, but are not limited to: lack of financial, health, education, 

accommodation, livelihood opportunities but also fear of being forcibly returned 

to Syria.38  

The third criticism of the Asylum Procedures Directive is focused on the 

principle of the ‘safe third country’. The ‘safe third country’ concept means that 

claims by asylum seekers who have passed through countries which are 

considered safe by the EU, may be dismissed without the EU member state 

assessing the merits of the application.39 Being a signatory to  the 1951 

Convention or the 1967 Protocol does not necessarily mean that such countries 

meet international standards for providing people seeking asylum with the 

minimum standards they are prescribed.  

The Reception Conditions Directive seeks to ensure that there are humane 

reception conditions for people seeking asylum across the EU and that detention 

is a measure of last resort. The influx of people seeking asylum in 2015, once 

again highlighted the worrying asylum reception conditions in Greece. Earlier in 

2009, Greece was found to be in violation of Article 3 of the European 

Convention on Human Rights, on account of detaining asylum seekers, 

providing scarce reception and poor living conditions, deficiencies in the asylum 

procedure, presenting asylum seekers with the risk of expulsion without any 

serious examination of asylum applications and not providing the possibility of 

an appeal or solution to asylum seekers stuck in limbo.40  

The year 2015 was obviously not the first time that Greece was struggling 

to uphold international standards for people seeking asylum. The question that 

remains is whether this is because of lack of experience, equipment, and 
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knowledge, or political will and an absence of solidarity amongst the EU member 

states. As mentioned in the introduction, reception conditions for people seeking 

asylum in Greece have been described as ‘prison-like’41 and in 2016 the 

European Commission issued reasoned opinions to Greece for not upholding the 

Reception Conditions Directive or the Asylum Procedures Directive.42  

The Qualification Directive clarifies the criteria for beneficiaries of 

international protection (refugee status or subsidiary protection). The 

Qualification Directive is one of the central documents of the CEAS and the first 

supranational instrument binding EU member states to cover those in need of 

international protection under both refugee and subsidiary protection.43 This 

Directive has, however, not been implemented consistently across the EU. The 

best example of the Qualification Directive being unevenly implemented 

throughout the EU is evident in the recognition rate of asylum applications from 

Somali nationals at first instance in 11 European countries in 2013. Positive 

outcomes varied from 17% to 96%.44 The patchy implementation of the CEAS 

contributes considerably towards preventing asylum seekers’ access to asylum.  

The EURODAC Regulation established a database system which obtains 

fingerprints from asylum seekers and undocumented immigrants and has been in 

place since 2003.45 It allows law enforcement to access the EU database of 

asylum seekers’ fingerprints and identification information. I will go into more 

detail concerning the EURODAC Regulation when explaining the Schengen 

Borders Code in section 2.2.2. 
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Other notable developments in the first phase of the CEAS include the 

Temporary Protection Directive46 of 2001, which established a joint EU response 

in the case of a mass influx of displaced persons unable to return to their country 

of origin, and the Family Reunification Directive.47 The European Refugee 

Fund48 was also created in 2000 to enhance financial solidarity amongst the 

institutions and EU member states. The European Refugee Fund, along with the 

European Integration Fund, and the European Return Fund, were replaced by the 

Asylum Migration and Integration Fund (AMIF) established for the period 

2014–2020.49 The following section will go into more detail on the second phase 

of the CEAS (which was in force in 2015) and provide more overview of the 

evolution of the CEAS. 

2.1.1 The Second Phase of the Common European Asylum System 

On 17 June 2008, the European Commission published a Policy Plan on 

Asylum.50 The Policy Plan outlined that there was a need to increase solidarity 

and responsibility amongst EU member states and non-EU States on matters of 

asylum. The Policy Plan also highlighted that differences existed in recognising 

and rejecting asylum requests from applicants from the same countries of origin 

and that this represented a critical flaw in the current CEAS.51 The basis for the 

European Commission’s Policy Plan on Asylum was a Green Paper which 

identified possible options for shaping the second phase of the CEAS.52 This 
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document was also published by the European Commission in June 2007. The 

aims and content of the second phase of the CEAS were also detailed in the 2007 

TFEU, which entered into force on 1 December 2009 as the Treaty of Lisbon.53 

The European Commission’s Policy Plan on Asylum was established with the 

aim of providing an integrated approach to protection across the EU and shaped 

the revised legislation which made up the CEAS.54  

In September 2008, the CEAS entered its second phase. This brief 

overview of the evolution of the CEAS has the aim of providing background 

information into how the asylum acquis has developed since its formation. This 

is important because the European Commission has proposed a third phase of 

the CEAS under the European Agenda on Migration which will be addressed 

later in this chapter (section 2.3.3). The second phase of the CEAS coincided 

with the European Pact on Asylum, which the European Council explained was 

a response to the European Commission's Policy Plan mentioned earlier. The 

European Pact on Asylum stated that its full implementation ‘is likely to require 

changes to the treaty bases.’55 Since the entry into force of the Treaty of Lisbon 

in 2009, matters of asylum are identified in Title V of Part 3 of the TFEU; 

specifically, the areas of freedom, security and justice.56 The areas of freedom, 

security and justice are recognised under ‘shared competences’ which means that 

member states can exercise their own competence where the EU does not, or 

where it does not have binding authority. In other cases, EU law is primary and 

binding.57  
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Article 3 (2) TFEU is important because it lays down the foundation for 

one of the main arguments contesting the legality of the EU-Turkey Statement; 

that the member states are not allowed to conclude international agreements that 

may affect or alter the scope of common rules, for which the EU has already 

addressed in a legislative act.58 The EU-Turkey Statement disregards the EU-

Turkey Readmission Agreement, which is the agreement instrumental in 

addressing co-operation between the EU and Turkey in combating ‘illegal’ 

immigration.59 I will go into more detail into the EU-Turkey Statement in section 

2.4, however, it is vital to grasp that the implementation of the EU-Turkey 

Statement maybe unlawful under the TFEU and while the second phase of the 

CEAS did not require changes to the treaty bases, the third phase may do so. 

The European Council outlined five commitments in the European Pact 

on Asylum to influence the second phase of the CEAS: 1) to organise legal 

immigration in a way that takes into account the priorities, needs and reception 

capacities of each EU member state, and to encourage integration; 2) to control 

‘illegal immigration’ by ensuring ‘illegal migrants’ are returned to their countries 

of origin or to a country of transit; 3) to make border controls more effective; 4) 

to construct a ‘Europe of asylum’; and 5) to create partnerships with countries of 

origin and transit to encourage migration and development possibilities.60  

The construction of a ‘Europe of Asylum’ was focused on resolving 

disparities between member states in refugee recognition rates for refugees from 

the same country of origin. The ‘Europe of Asylum’ commitment was the basis 

for the European Asylum Support Office (EASO),61 the push for a single asylum 

procedure with common guarantees and the adoption of a uniform status for 

refugees and the beneficiaries of subsidiary protection. Most notably, this meant 
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the even implementation of the Qualifications Directive62 and establishing a 

procedure in the case of one member state facing a massive influx of people 

seeking asylum.  

By June 2013, the second stage of the CEAS was completed, meaning that 

the European Parliament and the European Council had finally agreed on the 

legislative measures introduced in the second phase of the CEAS. This also 

meant that no further EU measures (except a revision of the European Refugee 

Fund) on asylum were under discussion and that the current asylum acquis would 

govern matters of asylum for future years.63 As underlined in the 2009 

Stockholm Programme, the objective of the second phase of the CEAS was to 

establish ‘a common area of protection and solidarity based on a common asylum 

procedure and a uniform status for those granted international protection’ with a 

focus on higher protection standards.64 The European Pact on Asylum also 

encouraged member states to provide personnel working at the external border 

controls with training on the rights to international protection.65 I have not 

addressed the establishment of the European Border and Coast Guard Agency 

(Frontex) in this section. Frontex is not a part of the CEAS, but a border guard 

agency established in 2004. I will discuss this in greater detail, together with the 

EURODAC Regulation and Schengen Borders Code in section 2.2.2. 

2.2 Human Rights and Security under the Common European Asylum System 

Since its establishment, the EU has developed from an economic union, 

into a fully functioning political union and one in which human rights have a 

predominant position within the legal order.66 The Treaty of Lisbon entered into 

force throughout the development of the second phase of the CEAS and 
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introduced improved rules on overall human rights protection, decision-making 

and judicial accountability in the EU.67  

The Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (hereinafter 

referred to as the Charter), gained full legal effect as a result of the entry into 

force of the Treaty of Lisbon and the Charter gained the same legal value as the 

Treaties of the EU.68 Article 18 of the Charter concerns the EU’s position with 

regard to asylum. The Charter highlights the EU’s guarantee to respect the rules 

of the 1951 Convention and 1967 Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees.69  

Article 78 (1) of the TFEU also points out that there needs to be:  

…a common policy on asylum, subsidiary protection and temporary 

protection with a view to offering appropriate status to any third-country 

national requiring international protection and ensuring compliance with 

the principle of non-refoulement…70 

 

International human rights, as outlined in the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, such as the right to freedom, civil and political rights, life and 

liberty, the right to food, the right to work, and the right to education,71 play a 

crucial role in defining minimum protection standards and rights of people 

seeking asylum. Article 6 of TEU identifies three sources of human rights law: 

the Charter, the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and 

Fundamental Freedoms (ECHR)72 and the ‘general principles of the Union’s 

law.’73 The general principles of the Union’s law are made up of legal principles 

and human rights, developed by the European Court of Justice (CJEU), drawing 
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from national constitutional traditions, the ECHR and other international treaties 

signed by the member states.74  

In theory, human rights are the pillar of the CEAS and protection ensured 

under the system goes beyond international refugee law in some instances and 

provides people seeking asylum with the option of international protection even 

if they fall outside the provisions of the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 

Protocol.75 This is done through EU member states granting people seeking 

asylum with subsidiary or temporary protection76 and relying on human rights 

law.  

In spite of the EU’s legal framework, which maintains its priorities are on 

upholding human rights, and a comprehensive system revolved around 

protection for refugees, scholars and activists77 have nevertheless sharply 

criticised the EU in the fields of immigration and asylum for neglecting and 

undermining the human rights of people seeking asylum.78 With regard to asylum 

being addressed under the umbrella of freedom, security and justice, a deeper 

analysis into; ‘whose “freedom” and whose “security” are being safeguarded’79 

is what I will analyse.  

While the Treaty of Lisbon has been praised for expanding human rights 

within the EU,80 others suggest that the Treaty of Lisbon, along with subsequent 

legislation, reinforce the narrative of only EU citizens deserving freedom and 

security81 from ‘the perceived security threat of unmanaged migration’.82 While 

protection standards have risen, access to asylum has been sharply decreased and 

securitised through Frontex and the Schengen Borders Code. European 
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governments have been accused of caring more about ‘reinforcing their borders 

than saving lives’ by putting migrants at risk as a result of outsourcing security 

along the external borders of the EU.83 These accusations suggest that the EU’s 

protective elements, as seen in its asylum legislation, may be subverted as a result 

of highly restrictive wider migration and border control policy.84  

2.2.1 Securitisation of Migration in the European Union: An Introduction into 

Restrictive Migration Policies 

This subsection will explore how security has influenced EU policies and 

legislation concerning matters of migration using historical examples to describe 

EU migration trends and their responses. A negative portrayal of immigrants and 

migration in the media can greatly impact public opinion. What this subsection 

will illustrate however is that historically, it has not been the media shaping a 

negative public opinion of immigrants in the 1970s in Western Europe; the media 

was simply reporting on legislative developments which were becoming 

increasingly anti-migrant. 

Securitisation is a long-term process. It does not occur at one specific 

moment in time.85 The process of securitisation can be identified when an issue 

is being addressed within the sphere of security; this is done by portraying the 

issue as a potential threat to the survival of a state or society. Some issues may 

be publicly declared as a security threat, while others may not be publicly 

described as threats, however, the agencies and technologies tasked with their 

management suggests that they pose some kind of security threat.  

In post-World War Two Western Europe, immigrants were generally 

considered as an extra workforce.86 Media outlets such as the German ‘Der 

                                                           
83 Amnesty International, S.O.S Europe, Human Rights and Migration Control (Report Eur 01/013/2012, 

June 2012) <https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/20000/eur010132012en.pdf>. 
84 Anthony Arnull and Damian Chalmers, The Oxford Handbook of European Union Law (OUP Oxford, 

2015). 890. 
85 Sarah Léonard, ‘EU border security and migration into the European Union: FRONTEX and 

securitisation through practices’ (2010) 19(2) European security 231–54 
86 Jef Huysmans, ‘The European Union and the securitization of migration’ (2000) 38(5) Journal of 

Common Market Studies 751-777.; see also Martin Baldwin‐Edwards and Martin A Schain, ‘The 

politics of immigration’ (1994) 17(2) West European Politics 1-16; James Frank Hollifield, 

https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/20000/eur010132012en.pdf


63 
 

Spiegel,’ portrayed immigrants as ‘tolerated guests’87 in the 1950s and 1960s. 

Although Germany was a particular case, as it had a policy of ‘guest workers’ or 

gastarbeiten and did not originally see itself as a country of immigration, other 

Western European countries also welcomed a foreign labour force to help boost 

their economies.88 There is a consensus that it was only in the 1960s and 1970s 

that immigration became a matter of public concern as states shifted towards 

‘control-oriented [and] restrictive polic[ies]’.89 In 1973, the emergence of the oil 

crisis, economic decline, and welfare insecurity contributed to the negative 

perception, often associated with migration now, of posing a burden on (or 

danger to) host countries. It was in the 1970s that migration stopped being 

perceived as a contributing factor to economic growth assisting Western 

European labour shortages. German news magazines in the 1970s were covered 

in banners explaining that ‘Das Boot ist voll’ (the boat is full).90  

Mehmet Ugur argues that the foundation for ‘fortress Europe’ in the area 

of immigration dates back to 1968 and lies in Council Regulation 1612/68.91 

Council Regulation 1612/68 distinguished for the first time between the right of 

free movement and employment within the European Economic Union (EEC) 

for nationals of member states and those from non-member states.92 Council 

Regulation 1612/68 states in Title II, Article 16, paragraph 2 that:  

[job] vacancies93 shall be notified to non-member states only if the 

member state having such vacancies considers that, for the occupations 
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corresponding to such vacancies, there are insufficient workers available 

who are nationals of the member states.94 

 

Economic insecurity is one of the main insecurities surrounding 

immigration and I will show that Europe has for decades been trying to limit 

entry to people presumed to not bring ‘economic benefits’ (the highly skilled).95 

While concepts such as identity and sovereignty contribute to anti-immigrant 

sentiment, economics often lay at the centre of arbitrary and harsh approaches to 

foreigners.96 Immigrants are often portrayed as ‘stealing jobs’ and are blamed 

for high unemployment rates.  

Council Regulation 1612/68 underlined the right of nationals from 

member states to work and live in other member states and stands as one of the 

key motives behind the creation of the EEC.97 Free movement within the EEC 

was further defined in the mid-1980s with the Schengen Agreement and the 

Single European Act.98 This background knowledge of important guidelines 

which have shaped present EU free movement (and work/migration) policies are 

imperative to understanding the institutional exclusion of third country nationals 

which began as early as 1968.  

Control-oriented and restrictive policies aimed at securing the external 

borders of the EEC, expanded furthermore in 198599 with the Schengen 
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Agreement.100 The abolition of checks at the internal borders of the EU had a 

direct effect on the strengthening of the external borders of the EU.101 Jef 

Huysmans explains that the securitisation of migration was directly correlated 

with the securitisation of the internal market.102 By portraying the internal market 

as being under threat, or in other words, the economic prosperity of the EEC, the 

securitisation of migration in the EU (now) is a direct consequence of earlier 

European integration.103 This can be seen in loosening the internal borders but 

strengthening the external borders; keeping third country nationals out.  

In the 1970s, there were approximately 30 000 asylum applications per 

year.104 A decade later, this figure rose to 300 000 applications a year, increasing 

to 700 000 by 1992.105 The borders of Western Europe slowly closed to 

immigration and particularly to countries which were likely to produce refugees, 

such as Iraq and Sri Lanka, but also within Europe for countries of the former 

Yugoslavia and Romania.106 For nationals of such countries, the asylum 

procedure became one of the limited ways that they could enter Europe,107 

however, they faced being portrayed as abusing the asylum system to enter the 

EU for better economic circumstances as opposed to requiring protection, and as 

a consequence, asylum seekers were portrayed as a threat to the internal market.  

At the time of signing the 1990 Schengen Convention, which was signed 

by the members of the EEC supporting the implementation of the Schengen 

Agreement of 1985 and the abolition of internal border checks between the 

member states, the following declaration was also adopted: 

In view of the risks in the fields of security and illegal immigration, the 

Ministers and State Secretaries underline the need for effective external 

border controls in accordance with the uniform principles laid down in 
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Article 6 [of the Schengen Convention]. With a view to implementing 

those uniform principles, the Contracting Parties must, in particular, 

promote the harmonisation of working methods for border control and 

surveillance.108 

 

In addition to EEC Members being encouraged to harmonise border 

control and surveillance in view of the risks in the fields of security and illegal 

immigration, as highlighted above, EEC Members were also encouraged to 

cooperate on matters of asylum.  

In 1992, the Treaty of the European Union was signed by the members of 

the EEC in Maastricht. The Treaty said:  

the Council will consider as a matter of priority, questions concerning 

member states' asylum policies, with the aim of adopting, by the 

beginning of 1993, common action to harmonise aspects of them...109 

 

 The Maastricht Treaty established the Third Pillar on Justice and Home 

Affairs (JHA) which governed policies concerning asylum, immigration and 

‘third country’ nationals.110 The Maastricht Treaty led to the incorporation of 

asylum and migration policy into the constitutional structure of the EU.  Matters 

of asylum were presented as ‘matters of common interest’, however, security 

discourses and technologies already began to dominate EU migration policy at 

the end of the twentieth century111 suggesting people seeking asylum pose some 

kind of threat to the EU, or a ‘common concern’ at the least. Huysmans argues 

that the Schengen Convention ‘connects immigration and asylum with terrorism, 

transnational crime and border control’.112 The need to ‘fence off’ the Schengen 

area already shifted matters of asylum away from the traditional humanitarian 

field of the legal system to an avenue dealing with internal security.113 The 

                                                           
108 See ‘Declaration by the Ministries and State Secretaries’ in The Schengen acquis: integrated into the 

European Union (1 May 1991) <http://www.statewatch.org/semdoc/assets/files/council/SCH.ACQUIS-

EN.pdf>. 95.  
109 Treaty on European Union (n 2). 
110 Craig and De Búrca (n 1) 269. 
111 Huysmans (n 86). 
112 Ibid.   
113 Philip Rudge, ‘European Initiatives on Asylum’ in Daniele Joly and Robin Cohen (eds), Reluctant 

Hosts: Europe and its Refugees (Avebury, 1989) 212-15. 



67 
 

increasing focus on asylum in EU policies and national media was an outcome 

of asylum being portrayed by politicians as an alternative path to achieving 

economic immigration within the EU.114 As outlined earlier, paths to reach 

Western Europe narrowed for nationals from countries that were likely to 

produce refugees. As a result of more restrictive migration pathways, there was 

a growing number of asylum applications from nationals of countries that had 

been restricted to migrate through the ‘front door’.115  

The media coverage was in accordance with the times and reported on the 

entry into force of the Schengen Convention with particular reference to its 

implications to internal security. The British newspaper The Guardian, reported 

that British travellers may experience queues and delays where ‘security is being 

strengthened’ along the Schengen’s external borders, such as the Calais ferry 

terminal, but that ‘most of western continental Europe is now entirely hassle-free 

when it comes to travelling’.116  

Britain opposed abandoning passport controls and The Guardian reminds 

its readers in the 1995 article, that ‘Europe Without Frontiers’ was to have started 

earlier under the Single European Act which endorsed the free movement of 

goods, services, persons and capital but that the Prime Minister of the United 

Kingdom (UK), Margaret Thatcher, opposed to the free movement of persons in 

negotiating the deal.117 The article goes on to explain that ‘worries about 

criminals [and] illegal immigrants’ have slowed down the realisation of Europe 

without frontiers, but that ‘closer’ and ‘newer’ cooperation mechanisms between 

national police forces are being implemented to compensate for the security risks 

which arise from eliminating border controls. The sentiment of member states 

requiring more security at their borders between 2015-2018 is reminiscent of the 
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1990s when the EEC/EU was forming the Schengen area and in the process of 

developing a joint asylum system.    

One of the mechanisms introduced as part of the Schengen (external) 

Border acquis was the Schengen Information System (SIS). The SIS is a central 

computer system built, as The Guardian explains, ‘in a bombproof bunker in 

Strasbourg’.118 The mention of the SIS being located in a ‘bombproof bunker’ 

implies how important this computer system is for purposes of national security. 

The SIS is an information management system which supports national police 

forces and the European Police Office (Europol). It was established in 1999 to 

‘preserve internal security’ (of the EEC/EU) in the absence of internal borders.119 

The Guardian explained earlier to its establishment in 1995 that the SIS had 

already been loaded with two million data files on stolen vehicles, false identity 

cards and people.120 The SIS operates by participating states sending ‘alerts’ into 

the database on matters of concern such as lost property, wanted or missing 

persons and entry bans. This information is then accessible to agencies who 

require the information to carry out law enforcement.  

Strengthening and securing the external borders of the Schengen area 

became a hi-tech operation and the SIS was only one part of the Schengen 

external borders acquis. The SIS, the Visa Information System (VIS), and the 

EURODAC database formed the essential databases of the EU for migration and 

border management. The VIS aims to improve consular cooperation and 

communication between central visa authorities concerning visa data. It is 

connected to all visa-issuing Schengen State consulates and their external border 

crossing points.121 The VIS preforms identification and verification functions, 

such as biometric matching (primarily of fingerprints), which assists border 
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guards in identifying individuals at border crossings.122 According to the 

European Commission, these three databases are ‘essential instruments in the 

implementation of EU asylum, migration and border management policies’.123 

They are managed by the European Agency for the operational management of 

Large-Scale IT Systems in the area of freedom, security and justice (eu-LISA) 

although law enforcement authorities, such as Europol, also have access to the 

databases for ‘preventing, detecting and investigating terrorist offences and other 

serious criminal offences’ and also ‘performing checks at external borders or in 

the territory, identifying third country nationals for migration or return purposes 

or examining asylum applications.’124  

Another instrument which makes up the Schengen external border acquis 

was initiated by Council Regulation (EC) 2007/2004 on 26 October 2004 – 

‘establishing a European Agency for the Management of Operational 

Cooperation at the External Borders of the Member States of the European 

Union’125 – most commonly referred to as Frontex. Frontex was established to 

assist operational cooperation in border management. The official website of 

Frontex describes the agency originating from the desire of Schengen member 

states ‘to keep a balance between freedom and security’.126 The main tasks of 

Frontex, according to its founding Regulation and subsequent amendments, 

include coordinating joint operations with member states concerning the 

management of the external borders of the EU, training national border guards 

and establishing common training standards, conducting risk analysis, serving as 

a research platform with regard to the management of the external borders of the 
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EU, providing a rapid response capability which includes human and technical 

resources from across the EU in case of a crisis situation at the external borders, 

assisting member states in joint return operations, and developing and operating 

information systems and an information sharing environment.127  

New rules and increased cooperation amongst the EEC in the field of 

border management starting from the 1960s, gave the impression that increased 

efforts and constant upgrades needed to be implemented to effectively control 

the borders of the EEC. Prior to the Schengen Agreement, each EU member state 

controlled immigration separately, so although control measures were already 

present, the Schengen Agreement represents one of the key foundations of 

‘Fortress Europe’ which brought together all EU member states (then the EEC). 

The establishment of the Schengen external border acquis to manage 

undocumented migration (which includes asylum seekers), terrorism and ‘other 

serious forms of international crime’ securitised asylum as the mechanisms 

combined asylum seekers with other threats to the Schengen area and internal 

security. The Schengen Agreement made it significantly harder for refugees to 

enter the Schengen area which resulted in their ‘criminalisation’ and a public 

portrayal of unwanted persons, which was expressed in the media. The 

establishment of Frontex further exacerbated this.   

2.2.2 Co-operation through What Means? 

This section will summarise how, despite improving asylum legislation, 

access to seeking asylum was becoming increasingly restrictive. One of the ways 

asylum legislation was improving was the establishment of the CEAS as a result 

of the 1999 Tampere Program.128 The idea behind the CEAS was to form 

common procedures and a uniform status with regard to granting and 

withdrawing of asylum in the EU.129 A decade later with the entry into force of 

the Lisbon Treaty in 2009, co-operation on matters of asylum was further 
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expanded and the ECJ’s jurisdiction over immigration and access to asylum 

could no longer be restricted by member states but was in the power of the 

Courts.130 Some scholars believe that asylum standards improved because of EU 

cooperation on the matter.131 They point out that EU institutional developments 

in the field of asylum have limited the restrictive tendencies of member state 

interior ministers and that the ‘judicialization of asylum’132 has strengthened the 

rights of asylum seekers and refugees.  

The argument that asylum and refugee rights improved as a result of EU 

cooperation in the twentieth century is based on EU asylum legislation which 

covers only those that have reached the EU and applied for international 

protection; it is not based on wider border control legislation, such as the 

Schengen external border acquis, which directly prevents third country nationals 

reaching EU territory. As asylum seekers are conferred more legal rights based 

on legislative developments in the field of asylum, a paradoxical situation arises 

in which the ability of asylum seekers to access asylum procedures in the EU 

becomes more difficult. The vast majority of people who enter the EU through 

‘illegal’ and undocumented pathways in order to seek asylum and are eventually 

recognised as beneficiaries of international protection rely on people 

smugglers.133 Peers et al point out that no legal channels to enter the EU and seek 

asylum have been opened in the wake of the CEAS and despite various 

commitments of the EU to ensure this, the commitment to control the external 

borders of the EU and stop ‘irregular’ immigration remains a top priority.134  

It is evident that the protective elements of the CEAS are suppressed by 

border control measures such as the SIS and VIS mechanisms, which limit access 

to asylum in the EU. In addition, the CEAS is unevenly implemented throughout 

the EU and member states lack the political will to consistently implement the 
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legislation of the CEAS. Also, certain aspects of the CEAS (the Dublin 

Regulation) place a heavy burden on countries at the external borders of the EU 

to process all the EU’s asylum applications, and it can be argued that the 

Schengen border acquis ensured this as well. The Dublin Regulation discourages 

asylum applications by making it difficult for people seeking asylum to apply for 

asylum in more than one member state. Although in principle this should not be 

a negative point as the system should not have various asylum applications from 

the same person, if the Qualification Directive is not implemented consistently, 

it severely impacts asylum seekers guarantee to international protection as well 

as their place of (‘irregular’) entry.135  

Contrary to suggestions that asylum standards increased as a result of EU 

cooperation on the matter, Huysmans argues that the EU restrictive migration 

policy is a result of European integration processes.136 He describes this as the 

exclusion of migrants in the internal market which fosters the social construction 

of migration into a challenge for European cohesion. Leila Simona Talani points 

out that the ‘restrictive and control-oriented nature of the Dublin Convention 

(1990)’137 along with its following regulation,138 were strengthened by the 

adoption of EURODAC. She argues that EURODAC ‘directly links asylum 

seekers to illegal migrants.’139  

Talani does this by reaffirming Thierry Balzacq’s analysis of how security 

tools can be transferred into securitising instruments and applying it to policing 

systems such as EURODOC. Talani explains how such systems are detrimental 

to the strengthening of human rights.140 This is particularly relevant for people 

seeking protection. The proliferation in surveillance, tracing and control 

measures which are an essential part of the EURODAC database perpetuate the 
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securitisation of asylum in the EU. Security agencies such as Europol and 

Frontex have contributed to the EU’s management of migration as a security 

issue.141 So, regardless of rights guaranteed within the EU, access to these rights 

is proactively restricted by the Schengen Border acquis. 

In summary, cooperation at the EU level regarding migration and the 

exclusion of third country nationals began as early as 1968. Towards the end of 

the century, the abolition of checks at the internal borders of the Schengen area 

had a direct effect on the strengthening of the external borders of the member 

states. The EU community has established sophisticated ‘securitising tools’ such 

as the SIS, VIS and EURODAC databases which contributed to securitising 

practices in the field of asylum, most notably on access and the right to asylum.  

The EEC (and later EU) has been imposing restrictive border management 

tools and portraying people seeking asylum as constituting a threat to the 

European Community for decades. In 2015, however, there was a sharp shift in 

perspectives with the emergence of a new ‘humanitarian securitisation.’142 EU 

institutions and leaders are increasingly describing the arrival of people seeking 

asylum as representing a humanitarian ‘crisis.’ Crisis discourse is important for 

my analysis. EU institutions and EU member states are urging undocumented 

arrivals to stop, as lives are being lost at sea. Since 2015, one of the EU’s main 

purported goals in ‘managing migration’ is to stop deaths at sea. Section 2.3 will 

describe how the EU is further implementing measures to restrict access to 

asylum procedures, in light of the influx in 2015 and the beginning of 2016.   
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Part Two 

 2.3 The European Union Response to the 2015/2016 Influx of People Seeking 

Asylum 

Official discourses by the EU institutions on asylum and migration have 

been increasingly been framed around humanitarian concerns.143 In January 

2017, the High Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and 

Security Policy and Vice-President of the European Commission, Federica 

Mogherini, confirmed that the EU has been working ‘intensively to reduce 

human suffering and the loss of lives’, regarding undocumented migration.144 

The EU Commissioner for Migration, Home Affairs and Citizenship, Dimitris 

Avramopoulos, concurred that ‘human rights are always part of our 

programmes...’ regarding the training of EU institutions dealing with matters of 

asylum and undocumented migration.145 Despite these assertions, the European 

Ombudsman, Emily O’Reilly, has argued that the European Border and Coast 

Guard Agency’s essential tasks; forced return operations, possesses the potential 

for ‘serious violations of fundamental rights’.146 Due to such contradictory 

positions, which include evaluations of the consequences of the ‘closure’ of the 

Western Balkans route and the EU-Turkey Statement, it is vital to analyse the 

practices and ‘speech acts’ of the EU institutions and agencies in dealing with 

matters of asylum. This will be done to identify patterns of securitisation of 

asylum and migration in response to the influx of people seeking asylum which 

began in the (European) Spring 2015.  

The EU is facing growing challenges concerning migration as the number 

of displaced people globally rose in 2015 to its highest level since World War 
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II.147 To meet the demands and face the challenges, the European Commission 

published the European Agenda on Migration on 13 May 2015.148 The Agenda 

constitutes secondary legislation which binds the European Commission to 

follow the guidelines outlined by the communication and to influence its 

implementation. EU member states are not bound by the Agenda. The European 

Agenda on Migration only provides EU member states with guidelines on how 

to better manage migration. The proposals under the Agenda are important as 

together with the supporting agreements with third countries (Turkey and the 

Western Balkans), they provide significant insight into how the EU is managing 

the 2015 influx and how it plans to manage matters of asylum in the future. These 

proposals have the potential to allow people from conflict zones to migrate to the 

EU for work purposes, thus preventing countries such as Turkey bearing the 

burden of hosting the largest refugee population, but also completely restricting 

access to the EU for undocumented migrants. 

The Agenda is subdivided into four pillars designed to better manage 

migration. These are: 1) reducing the incentives for irregular migration, 2) 

establishing a new policy on legal migration, 3) strengthening and ensuring full 

and proportional implementation of the CEAS, and 4) saving lives and securing 

the external borders.149 The main priorities of the ‘saving lives and securing the 

external borders’ pillar outlined in the European Agenda on Migration are the 

strengthening of the role of Frontex into a more influential European Border and 

Coast Guard Agency, strengthening co-ordination for the establishment of a 

European System of border guards, and formulating a revised proposal on smart 

borders and providing support to strengthen the capacities of third countries to 

assist migrants already residing in their territories and manage their borders.150 

Although this pillar describes ‘saving lives’ as one of its main goals, the way the 
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Commission wants to achieve this is by limiting the possibilities of people 

entering the EU in an undocumented manner. 

2.3.1 Proposals Under the European Agenda on Migration; ‘Border 

Management - Saving Lives and Securing the External Borders’ 

Of the four pillars recommended by the European Commission under the 

European Agenda on Migration,151 the pillar entitled ‘Border Management - 

Saving Lives and Securing the External Borders’ has had a relatively ‘successful’ 

realisation with the role of Frontex being strengthened and transformed into the 

European Border and Coast Guard Agency, and with the implementation of the 

EU-Turkey Statement and ‘closure’ of the Western Balkans route. The focus of 

this subsection will, therefore, be on this pillar, ‘Border Management - Saving 

Lives and Securing the External Borders’.   

After twelve years of Frontex’s existence, the European Commission 

proposed to reinforce Frontex's role and transform it into a European Border and 

Coast Guard Agency.152 The Commission’s proposal suggested the new 

Agency’s mandate be strengthened to include:  

…[M]onitoring and supervisory responsibilities, as well as the capacity 

to intervene in urgent situations either at the request of a member state or 

when a member state is unable or unwilling to act.153  

The European Council, along with the European Parliament, supported 

the European’s Commission proposal to expand Frontex’s mandate and on 6 

October 2016, the European Border and Coast Guard was officially launched at 

the EU external border between Bulgaria and Turkey.154 The Agency’s new 

mandate ensures it is ‘stronger and better equipped to tackle migration and 

security challenges at Europe’s external borders.’155 The European Parliament 

stated that the ongoing influx of ‘refugees and migrants’ in 2015, in conjunction 
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with heightened security concerns regarding terrorist threats, have triggered the 

‘Europeanisation of border management.’156 The ‘Europeanisation of border 

management policy’ is defined as all EU members states sharing one external 

border, both legally and operationally. The reinforced mandate of Frontex, which 

now has expanded roles and activities, prompts the question of whether the EU’s 

priorities are ‘saving lives’ or ‘securing the external borders’ of the EU, and for 

whom does the expanded mandate provide security?  

As mentioned earlier, around 90% of people who have received refugee 

status in the EU arrived with people smugglers.157 However, people smugglers 

and other ‘criminal networks’ are highlighted as portraying a major problem for 

the EU.158 While it is documented that people-smugglers exploit people who 

desire to come to Europe or need protection, more is being invested into breaking 

up their business model than opening new and safe pathways to Europe. Just one 

month before the official publication of the European Agenda on Migration, the 

European Agenda on Security stated that cooperation with third countries plays 

an essential part in stopping the smuggling of migrants and that this issue will be 

addressed in the ‘forthcoming European Agenda on Migration’.159 The European 

Agenda on Security reiterated twice that border management will be addressed 

in the European Agenda on Migration and that the European Agenda on Security:   

has to be seen in conjunction with the forthcoming European Agenda on 

Migration, which will address issues directly relevant to security, such as 

smuggling of migrants, trafficking in human beings, social cohesion and 

border management.160  

 

  The European Agenda on Security directly connected security to 

migration (as well as social cohesion which will be addressed in Chapter Three) 

and highlighted that preventative action against ‘irregular migration’ should take 
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the form of ‘better information gathering, sharing and analysis’.161 In contrast to 

the EU’s perception of smugglers exploiting people in need of international 

protection, one study conducted with asylum seekers along the Western Balkans 

route discovered that people interviewed were actually grateful to their 

smugglers and did not perceive them as exploiters.162 The same refugees that 

were interviewed did not have such positive feelings towards European security 

personnel.163 This research, along with various other reports from non-

governmental organisations (NGOs) contradicts the EU’s perception not only of 

people smugglers, but also the consequences of EU measures as a response to 

the influx of people seeking international protection which began in 2015. While 

the fact that NGO and EU institutional/government reports are not in alignment 

may not be a novelty, the issue being revealed is important in highlighting the 

emergence of the ‘humanitarian securitisation’ which in theory ‘ends deaths at 

sea’ but in practice keeps suffering ‘out of sight and out of mind’. 

Another aim under the pillar ‘Saving Lives and Securing the External 

Borders’ in the European Agenda is a revised proposal on Smart Borders. The 

Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the 

Council regarding Stronger and Smarter Information Systems for Borders and 

Security published on 6 April 2016164 highlights that crises in the world, 

particularly in Syria, triggered 1.8 million ‘irregular’ border crossings in the EU 

in 2015.165 The Communication explains that EU citizens expect external border 

controls and the management of migration to be effective to achieve security 

within Europe.166 The introduction of this Communication suggests that 

undocumented migration poses some kind of security threat to the internal 

security of the EU and (particularly) its citizens. The Communication continues 
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to point out that there is evidence that terrorists have entered the EU using 

irregular pathways and that EU citizens have travelled to conflict zones for 

terrorist purposes and returned to the Schengen area.167 The Communication 

addresses the terrorist attacks in Paris and Brussels in 2015 to demonstrate that 

the current instruments in place (SIS, VIS and EURODAC) are insufficient to 

address the challenges of undocumented migration. The Communication states: 

[T]he EU data management architecture is not perfect. This 

Communication sets out some possible options for maximising the 

benefits of existing information systems and, if necessary, developing 

new and complementary actions to address gaps.168      

 

The implementation of an Entry-Exit System (EES) is intended to 

facilitate stronger and smarter borders for the EU. It has been suggested that the 

EES registers all border crossings (entry and exit) of third country nationals 

visiting the Schengen area, including both visa-required and visa-exempt 

travellers with limited exceptions.169 The system will register personal 

identification data, four fingerprints and facial images. The Commission 

proposes the implementation of the EES to amend and assist the Regulation on 

a Union Code on the rules governing the movement of persons across borders 

(Schengen Borders Code).170  

In its opinion 06/2016 of 21 September 2016, the European Data 

Protection Supervisor (EDPS) suggested that the establishment of the EES may 

have a potentially intrusive nature.171 Nonetheless, on 30 November 2017, the 

Presidents of the European Parliament and the Council signed the legislative act 
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in Brussels and the act was published in the Official Journal of the European 

Union on 9 December 2017.172 The EES will become fully functional by 2020. 

What changes this will bring to asylum seekers arriving at the external 

borders is yet to be seen. There will be a possibility of transferring data to third 

countries and EU member states not participating in the EES for the purposes of 

law enforcement and returns to third countries.173 It is evident that the EU is 

consistently seeking new mechanisms and technologies to control and securitise 

the Schengen area. The European Agenda on Migration identified ‘border 

management’ as one of the four pillars to better manage migration. One of the 

aims behind the implementation of the EES is to ‘reinforce internal security and 

the fight against terrorism and serious crime.’174 Ensuring access to asylum 

procedures is not one of the aims of the EES, in fact the legislation does not 

mention asylum at all. In summary, the pillar titled ‘Border Management - 

Saving Lives and Securing the External Borders’ seeks to ‘save lives’ by 

preventing all undocumented migration by securing the external borders. The 

European Agenda on Migration does have the aim, however, of expanding 

(documented) legal migration. This pillar will be the focus of the following 

section 2.3.2. 

2.3.2 A New Policy on Legal Migration 

In contrast to the backdrop of securitisation as seen in the pillar, ‘Border 

Management - Saving Lives and Securing the External Borders,’ the European 

Agenda on Migration also highlighted creating safe and legal pathways for 

people seeking asylum to reach Europe as one of its aims. This sub-section will 

discuss the emergency relocation scheme established in 2015 as well as legal 

(skilled) migration as outlined in the Agenda.  

In May 2015, the European Commission initiated an emergency 

relocation proposal for 120 000 persons in need of international protection from 
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the EU ‘hot spots’.175 Greece, Hungary and Italy were referred to as the EU ‘hot 

spots’ based on their increase in undocumented migrant arrival rates. This 

scheme was initiated based on Article 78 (3) of the TFEU. 

In September 2015, an additional 40 000 people were to be relocated from 

the ‘hot spots,’ under Council Decision (EU) 2015/1523 of 14 September 

2015.176 This meant that the total number of people to be relocated by September 

2017 was supposed to be 160 000. Only asylum seekers who posed a high 

probability of being eligible for international protection were to be relocated 

from Italy and Greece to other member states, based on a relocation distribution 

key. The relocation distribution key took into consideration member state’s 

population, GDP, average number of asylum applications over the past four years 

and unemployment rate.177  

Originally, Hungary was to be a part of the EU’s ‘hot spot’ concept, as 

Hungary had also received an unprecedented influx of people arriving via the 

Western Balkans route, however, Hungary’s government objected to 

participating in this scheme.178 Hungary’s Prime Minister, Viktor Orbán, rejected 

taking part in any ‘burden sharing’ initiatives.179   

As of September 2017, by the time the relocations were planned to have 

been completed, only 29 144 people had been relocated (9 078 people from Italy 

and 20 066 people from Greece).180 The countries to which the asylum seekers 

were relocated received €6 000 per person, while Italy and Greece received €500 

per person relocated, for travel expenses.181 The EU budget proposed the 
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allocation of €780 million to implement the relocation.182 The relocation, 

however, only saw one fifth of the people benefitting from the proposal. One of 

the reasons given why 160 000 people were not relocated was due to there not 

being enough people meeting the eligibility requirements.183  

Eligibility requirements outlined that only nationals from countries who 

had a recognition rate higher than 75% on average across EU member states 

could be relocated.184 As outlined, recognition rates across the EU vary 

considerably, but also, that meant that only nationals from Eritrea, Bahamas, 

Bahrain, Bhutan, Qatar, Syria, United Arab Emirates and Yemen met this criteria 

– and not nationals from Afghanistan or Iraq. Considering the small number of 

applicants from Bahamas (and high positive recognition rate) the UNHCR185 

along with others have called the eligibility criteria arbitrary and necessary to 

reassess.186 In addition, EU member states were criticised for cherry-picking the 

religions of people seeking asylum (preferring Christians) as well as occupation 

and skills.187    

The main agencies providing operational assistance for the relocation 

program were Frontex, the European Asylum Support Office and Europol.188 

These agencies were also tasked with aiding the ‘frontline’ member states to 

conduct identification, registration and fingerprinting of migrants, and 

coordinating returns. While the relocation and resettlement proposals appear to 

be humanitarian in nature there was a lack of solidarity amongst the EU member 

states to assist ‘frontline’ countries, and the only consequences of the Visegrad 
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countries (Hungary, Poland, The Czech Republic, and Slovakia) rejecting the 

quota scheme were financial fines.189  

The second proposal of 2015 with the aim of initiating ‘legal’ and 

documented migration under the European Agenda on Migration outlines the EU 

Blue Card Directive190 as being the driving force of this proposal. The Blue Card 

Directive has been in force since 19 June 2009 and attracts non-EU nationals to 

live and take up high-skilled employment in the EU.191 In 2014, 38 774 highly 

skilled workers were accepted into the EU under the EU Blue Card and national 

schemes for highly skilled workers.192 The number of  people that received Blue 

Cards was 13 852, of which 12 108 were issued by Germany.193 The 

Commission’s proposal on implementing a new policy on legal migration 

suggests that the previous Directive failed to achieve its objective because there 

are not enough highly skilled workers arriving to the EU and they are not evenly 

distributed amongst the EU member states. 

The recommendations that the Commission proposed for a new policy on 

legal migration included: enhancing the mobility and circulation of workers 

amongst the member states, enforcing the Blue Card system as the sole means of 

admitting highly skilled third country nationals, and providing more favourable 

conditions under which non-EU citizens can apply for an EU Blue Card. The 

favourable conditions take into consideration young graduates who usually do 

not have the work experience or meet the salary threshold specified in the current 

Blue Card requirement.194 The Blue Card Directive holds the potential for 

combining humanitarian and labour needs if it is implemented successfully. The 
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number of Blue Cards issued 2015 - 2017 have been 62 393 with 17 104 issued 

in 2015, 20 979 in 2016, and 24 310 in 2017.195 Nearly 84.5% of Blue Cards in 

2017 were issued by Germany and the top three nationals to receive Blue Cards 

in 2017 were nationals from India, China, and Russia.196 

While this pillar, ‘Establishing a New Policy on Legal Migration’ stands 

in contrast to the restrictive nature of the previous pillar, ‘Saving Lives and 

Securing the External Borders,’ it appears that EU institutions and member states 

have prioritised securing the external borders over providing safe and legal 

pathways to the EU.  EU member states did not meet the aim to relocate 160 000 

people from Italy and Greece, in fact the quota scheme was decreased to 54 000 

people and just over half of this number of people were relocated, including the 

number of people resettled under the EU-Turkey Statement.197 Additionally, the 

Blue Card Directive has not yet been modified to ensure more highly skilled 

workers can qualify for a Blue Card, including those from countries facing 

conflict. While a larger number of people received Blue Cards in 2017 than in 

2014, there are no indicators to suggest that the scheme will enhance legal 

pathways for persons in need of international protection.198 The European 

Commission’s Recommendation on enhancing legal pathways for persons in 

need of international protection highlights the need for stronger engagement of 

all EU member states to contribute to the common effort to ‘save lives’ and offer 

alternatives to ‘irregular’ migration. One of the ways to achieve this aim is by 

reforming the CEAS. The following sub-section 2.2.3 will address the 

Commission’s proposals on reforming the CEAS. 
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2.3.3 Reform of the Common European Asylum System 

One of the main shortcomings of the CEAS which was continuously 

brought to attention throughout the migration influx in 2015 was the Dublin 

Regulation. As mentioned previously, this is the Regulation which defines the 

criteria for determining which member state should examine an asylum 

application. The European Commission had concluded that the Dublin 

Regulation ‘was not designed to ensure a sustainable sharing of responsibilities 

for asylum applicants across the EU’.199 The Dublin Regulation lists a number 

of criteria for determining which member state is responsible for examining an 

asylum application, however, the essential principle of this Regulation is that the 

member state responsible for the asylum applicant’s processing is the member 

state in which the asylum seeker first entered the EU. According to the European 

Commission, ‘out of all the Dublin criteria for deciding which member state 

should be responsible for an asylum application, the one applied the most is the 

‘illegal’ entry or stay in a member state’.200  

The Commission has proposed to revise the Dublin Regulation to ensure 

asylum applications are distributed amongst member states in those situations 

where an overwhelming number of asylum applications are filed in one member 

state. The Commission has also proposed the implementation of a ‘fairness 

mechanism’ which comprises a system that monitors the number of asylum 

applications in each member state along with the number of resettled refugees, 

to identify when a member state is under pressure because of excessive asylum 

applications.201 The ‘fairness mechanism’ would take into consideration the size 

of the EU member state population and gross domestic product (GDP) when 

relocating people seeking asylum ‘fairly’ amongst the EU member states.202  
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Under the current system, frontline States such as Italy and Greece, 

receive an overwhelming number of asylum applications compared to central EU 

member states. In 2015, the EU abstained from implementing the Dublin 

Regulation due to these countries receiving an unprecedented influx of 

undocumented arrivals.203 Germany’s Federal Office for Migration and Refugees 

was the first to publicly announce that Germany would suspend its use of the 

Dublin Regulation on 21 August 2015.204  Hungary, Poland, the Czech Republic 

and Slovakia have severely opposed the implementation of any mandatory 

quotas as outlined previously205 and all developments aimed at making the 

Dublin Regulation more ‘fair’ have come to a halt as EU efforts have 

increasingly turned towards external aspects of migration control.206 One of the 

other ways in which the European Commission has recommended management 

of migration is by supporting third countries and transiting countries. This will 

be the focus of the following section.  

2.4 Reducing the Incentives for Irregular Migration: Cooperation with Third 

Countries-EU-Turkey Statement 

The final pillar under the European Agenda on Migration is reducing the 

incentives for ‘irregular’ migration by increasing cooperation (including finance) 

with key third countries. ‘Key’ countries are those that are either refugee-

producing countries, or the main countries of transit for refugees to central/north 

Europe.207 Turkey and the Western Balkans countries have proved to be key third 

country partners of the EU in managing migration and the agreements which 

illustrate this cooperation are the EU-Turkey Statement and the Leaders’ 
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Statement. The remainder of this Chapter will provide an overview of the 

situation in Turkey, why people risked their lives to cross the Aegean Sea to 

Greece, and it will describe established asylum frameworks in Greece and the 

countries of the Western Balkans and Hungary. 

Turkey currently hosts over 3.6 million refugees on its territory,208 nearly 

double the number of people in need of international protection in 2014, which 

makes it the host country of the world’s largest refugee population. Since the 

beginning of Syria’s violent conflict, which has thus far forced nearly 5 million 

people to flee their homes and left 6.5 million people internally displaced within 

the country,209 Turkey said it would maintain an open-door policy, however, 

mid-2014 fragments of concrete slabs resembling a border wall were emerging 

at Turkey’s south-eastern border with Syria.210 The rationale behind the border 

wall has been described as a security precaution,211 aimed at ending ‘illegal’ 

border crossings and the threat from terrorist fighters.212 In 2015, Russia’s 

involvement and support for Syrian President Bashar al-Assad in fighting 

extremist groups such as the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIS) resulted 

in indiscriminate air-strikes and violence which targeted civilians and caused 

many to flee to neighbouring countries, such as Turkey.213 Another important 

event occurred in January 2015 which may have contributed to the influx of 

asylum seekers arriving to Greece; Greece elected a new government. The left-
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wing political party, Syriza, became the largest party in the Hellenic Parliament 

and Alexis Tsipras became Prime Minister on 26 January 2015. In early 2015, 

Greece's new immigration minister, suggested there would be a ‘180-degree 

turn’ concerning the detention of asylum seekers and border patrols in Greek 

waters, which has been the predominant focus of the country's migration policy 

for more than a decade.214 

Europe witnessed an unprecedented arrival of asylum seekers from 

Turkey in 2015, and the ‘solution’ to this influx was the implementation of the 

EU-Tukey Statement. The implementation of the EU-Turkey Statement has 

surpassed all the deterrence and detention policies Greece has ever implemented 

before, contrary to the new Government’s proposals in early 2015. Cooperation 

between the EU and Turkey concerning the management of the EU migration 

‘crisis’ began in October 2015. The EU-Turkey Joint Action Plan was activated 

at the EU-Turkey summit on 29 November 2015.215 This cooperation developed 

into the EU-Turkey Statement which was implemented on 18 March 2016.216  

In contrast to earlier criticism from the EU leaders on Turkey’s refugee 

policies, Turkey is now considered as a ‘safe third country’ for the purpose of 

returning undocumented migrants from the EU to Turkey. As previously 

mentioned, Turkey maintains the geographical limitation on the Convention in 

definition of a refugee. In 2014, however, Turkey implemented a Temporary 

Protection regime for Syrians and Stateless Palestinians due to the ongoing 

arrival of displaced people.217 The European Commission (along with the 

member states) now consider the protection mechanisms established for refugees 
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in Turkey as satisfactory to support cooperation on readmission between Greece 

and Turkey.218  

The main points underlying the EU-Turkey Statement are the EU 

providing financial aid (€3 billion) for concrete projects for refugees in Turkey 

and open discussion about accelerated visa liberalisation for Turkish citizens in 

the EU in exchange for Turkey ‘taking any necessary measures to prevent new 

sea or land routes for illegal migration opening from Turkey to the EU’.219 A 

second installation of €3 billion has been committed to Turkey under the 

agreement (2018-2019) to support refugees in Turkey.220 The European 

Commission’s progress report on the implementation of the European agenda on 

migration in March 2019 also outlined that a ‘strategic mid-term evaluation 

recommended that the EU Trust Fund would be extended beyond its current 

mandate of December 2019’,221 implying that the financial support that the EU 

provides Turkey will be ongoing.  The Statement also established a one-for-one 

mechanism for sending all ‘irregular migrants’ and asylum seekers who entered 

into Greece from Turkey after 20 March 2016, back to Turkey.  The one-for-one 

mechanism is designed to ensure that for every person returned to Turkey, the 

EU will resettle one Syrian refugee from Turkey.  

As discussed in the introduction, the one for one mechanism has not 

proven effective, as people are attempting to leave Turkey and reach the Greek 

islands no matter the risk, while return to Turkey is not always possible due to 

protection needs. If people seeking asylum are not intercepted by the Turkish 

coast guard, they are once again faced with heavily securitised border walls,222 
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or wait months on end for their asylum outcome, often in prison-like 

conditions.223 The disbalance in arrivals and resettlement shows that containment 

methods outweigh resettlement efforts and that the push-factors to leave Turkey 

are still present.  

The influx of people seeking international protection in the EU in 2015 

triggered a shift in EU practice. Despite being bound by international legal 

obligations to rescue persons in distress at sea, in particular the United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea 1982,224 which the EU and all its member 

states are party to, the blurring between Search and Rescue (SAR) with anti-

smuggling operations has ensured that border security has prevailed.225 This has 

to some extent ‘sealed’ the Aegean Sea between Turkey and Greece.226 EU 

member states are extremely cautious about another ‘European migration crisis’ 

occurring and as a result, human rights violations at the Turkey-Syrian border go 

largely undocumented or are under-reported.227  

Europe’s aim of ending deaths in the Aegean Sea, has only moved the 

deaths further away from Europe to the Syrian-Turkish border, a case of ‘out of 

sight, out of mind’.228 Despite the ongoing war,229 Syria’s neighbours further 

restrict entry onto their territory,230 and there is increasing discussion about 
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hundreds and thousands of people returning to Syria.231 Although the 

commencement of the border wall did not obstruct all people from seeking 

sanctuary in Turkey, Turkey’s border wall is made of seven-tonne blocks topped 

with razor wire standing 10 feet high and 6.5 feet wide.232 This border wall 

drastically deters people arriving to Turkey from Syria. There are also many 

observation towers along the border wall, equipped with weaponry, radars and 

night vision systems.233 The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights documented 

the death of 163 civilians, including 31 children and 15 women, all killed by 

Turkish border guards while attempting to cross onto Turkish territory 

throughout 2016.234  

Turkey’s border wall was built by TOKI,235 a housing development 

administration of Turkey, which primarily builds government-subsidized 

housing. The mobility of Syrians within the country is being limited by the 

Turkish government, as well as their right to enter and leave the country; the 

Head of the Gaziantep Migration Office is quoted saying ‘we are aiming to 

decrease the mobility of Syrians inside Turkey and keep everyone at the province 

where they are registered.’236 Syrians have been beaten attempting to enter 

Turkey sometimes fatally.237 The price to get smuggled into Turkey was 

approximately USD 400, although some reports even stated that this figure rose 
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to USD 1100 since the completion of the border wall.238 Despite the soaring 

expense, there was never any guarantee that a person would make it or even 

survive.    

The reasoning behind limiting the movement of vulnerable people is 

arbitrary, most often, they are perceived as some kind of threat to security in 

order to justify a government’s securitised response to a mass influx of people. 

As opposed to the EU, Turkey cannot close its border in order to ‘save lives,’ 

instead, the Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan justifies Turkey’s closure 

with Syria’s border for security reasons.239 Turkey is, however, following the 

lead of the European border closures and other Western countries restricting 

access to people seeking international protection.240 This response mirrors most 

prominently the United States’ wall, Hungary’s wall, Israel’s wall,241 and 

Australia’s Operation Sovereign Borders.242 The completion of Turkey’s border 

wall makes it the world’s third longest wall.243  

Through theoretical frameworks developed in the field of border studies, 

we can predict and analyse a decisive event that will reshape a border in a ‘radical 

way’.244 Tony Payan uses the example of the Schengen Agreement outlining how 

it changed European Borders. Payan outlines methodological tools that can help 
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explain the shape, nature and character of borders through analysing variables 

between states such as historical ties, cultural bonds, demographic trends and 

economic development gaps.245 I demonstrate in this thesis how the 2015 influx 

of people seeking asylum in Europe has exacerbated the external border of 

Europe and using the methodological tools developed by scholars in the field of 

border studies explain how Europe’s border has been further strengthened 

beyond the Schengen area with the aim of externalising refugee protection. 

Border regimes are being increasingly backed up by a vast military 

infrastructure of patrols and surveillance.246 In addition to producing devastating 

consequences for human lives,247 the process of ‘bordering’ does not end at ‘the 

edge’ of nation states but lays at the heart of state policies and is evident in 

everyday bordering practices which produce inclusion and exclusion.248 The rise 

in border walls and securitisation post-9/11 is evident considering that in 1990, 

there were just 15 states with walls and fences at their borders,249 today, there are 

more than seventy states.  Furthermore, in the past walls and fences were 

between states in a conflict like India and Pakistan or North and South Korea, 

but today they are aimed at restricting the movement of civilians. The restriction 

of movement is limited to ‘the global poor’ and represents a long-term effort to 

control those outside of Europe and uphold privileges that borders have 

created.250 The influx of people seeking asylum arriving in Europe from Turkey, 
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however, upset the state of exclusion that Fortress Europe represents, simply by 

people moving and refusing to abide by containment policies.251     

Prior to 2015, Turkey had an ‘open-door’ policy and Cavidan Soykan 

argues that the incorporation of EU legislation in Turkey’s Law on Foreigners 

and International Protection externalised migration control and encouraged 

restrictive asylum policies (in neighbouring countries).252 As a result of the EU-

Turkey Statement,253 undocumented migration from Turkey to Greece has 

decreased by 97% compared to the year before the Statement’s 

implementation.254 Deaths in the Aegean Sea have also decreased substantially 

along the eastern-Mediterranean route even though approximately 45 000 people 

still managed to arrive in an ‘irregular’ manner into Greece one year after the EU 

Turkey Statement was implemented.255 A lower death count is by all means a 

positive result of the EU-Turkey Statement, however, NGOs are continuously 

reporting on the degrading conditions and the suffering people are facing in the 

asylum reception facilities in Greece and beyond.256 Amnesty International 

reports that 46 000 refugees and migrants are ‘trapped in squalor’ in Greece 

while other reports state that this number exceeds 60 000.257 At the same time, 

nearly 300 000 people are presumed to have been detained in Turkish migration 
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detention centres258 and people are still risking their lives with smugglers in order 

to leave Syria and enter Turkey.259  

There are currently seventeen readmission agreements between the EU 

and non-EU countries.260 Prior to the EU-Turkey deal, undocumented migrants 

were returned from Greece to Turkey under a readmission agreement.261 A 

readmission agreement between Greece and Turkey came into force on 1 

October 2014. This bilateral agreement has since been succeeded by the EU-

Turkey Statement in practice. In February 2017, the General Court of the Court 

of Justice of the European Union (CJEU)262 declared that it does not have 

jurisdiction over the lawfulness of the EU-Turkey Statement as it is an agreement 

concluded between the EU member states and Turkey.263 The statement released 

by the General Court explicitly states that the EU-Turkey Statement is an 

agreement between EU Heads of State or Government and Turkey and not with 

EU institutions:264 

there were inaccuracies in the press release of 18 March 2016 regarding 

the identification of the authors of the ‘EU-Turkey statement’ as the press 

release indicates, first, that it was the EU, and not its member states, 

which had agreed on the additional action points referred to in that 

statement and, secondly, that it was the ‘Members of the European 

Council’ who had met with their Turkish counterpart during the meeting 

of 18 March 2016 which gave rise to that press release. 

 

In contrast to the actual text in the EU-Turkey Statement,265 the Court 

confirms that that it was not the EU (institutions) but EU member states, as actors 
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under international law, that conducted negotiations with Turkey on 18 March 

2016.266 The implementation of the EU-Turkey Statement is being carried out 

without the oversight of the European courts, without the approval of the 

European Parliament and without a legal basis. The political will for its 

implementation is proving strong and changes to Greek law have also allowed 

for the containment of new arrivals in the Greek ‘hot spots’ despite reports of 

degrading living conditions.267 

This chapter has previously outlined the pillar of the European Agenda on 

Migration which concerns ‘Saving Lives and Securing External Borders.’268 The 

chapter has outlined in practice the key actions carried out in order to achieve 

‘strengthening the capacity of third countries to manage their borders.269 The EU 

provides Turkey with financial aid and EU accession negotiations in exchange 

for Turkey to ‘manage’ its borders, or in other words; keep undocumented 

migrants within the confines of their own borders. The EU is operationally 

(financially) complicit in keeping people seeking asylum contained in Turkey.  

2.5 The Leaders’ Statement 

The geographical location of the Western Balkans means that Macedonia 

and Serbia are a gateway into central Europe from the south. These countries are 

accustomed to being influenced by external actors as well as being in the middle 

of conflicts between empires, such as the Ottoman Empire and the Austro-

Hungarian Empire.270  

In 1999, The European Council stated at the meeting on the creation of 

the area of freedom, security and justice in the EU, that it ‘attaches particular 

importance to regional co-operation and development in the Balkan region’.271 
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Similarly, the EU has an interest today in realising its strategic aims in response 

to the 2015 influx of people seeking international protection through closing the 

borders of the countries of the Western Balkans.272 This is particularly feasible 

considering Macedonia and Serbia are EU member candidates and are in the 

negotiating phase of harmonising their national legislation with EU legislation 

to gain access to the EU. Croatia, on the other hand, became an EU member state 

in 2013 and over the years has received lower numbers of asylum seekers than 

most other south-eastern European countries.273  

In October 2015, the President of the European Commission invited the 

Heads of State of Albania, Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, Macedonia, Germany, 

Greece, Hungary, Romania, Serbia and Slovenia, along with the President of the 

European Parliament, the President of the European Council, the current and 

incoming representatives of the Council of the EU and UNHCR to the ‘Leaders’ 

Meeting on Refugee flows along the Western Balkans Route’. As an outcome of 

the meeting, the countries of the Western Balkan countries gradually applied 

restrictions on the movement of refugees and migrants through their territories 

starting in November 2015.274  

The European Commission’s report on the follow-up to the Leaders’ 

Meeting on refugee flows along the Western Balkans Route275 highlighted that 

the Western Balkans route has become the ‘focus of the challenge faced by 

Europe’276 which requires an ‘operational and political solution at [the] European 
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level’.277 The report explained that Frontex and Europol have gained an increased 

presence in the region and that police officers have been deployed for border 

management.278  

Point three of the Leaders’ Statement (‘Limiting Secondary Movements’) 

discourages the movement of refugees or migrants to the border of another 

country of the region.279 Point thirteen (‘Border Management’) encourages the 

Western Balkans countries, where appropriate, to make use of the Rapid Border 

Intervention Team (RABIT) mechanism, even though this mechanism is 

reserved for EU member states.280 The Leaders’ Statement also encourages 

Western Balkan countries to activate the Union Civil Protection Mechanism. 

This assistance consists of governmental aid which is delivered to a State in the 

immediate aftermath of a disaster.281 It can take the form of in-kind assistance, 

deployment of specially-equipped teams, or assessment and coordination by 

experts sent to the field.282 All 28 EU member states are included in this 

mechanism, and also Iceland, Montenegro, Norway, Serbia, Macedonia, and 

Turkey. Serbia activated this mechanism on 21 September 2015 (remained active 

until August 2016),283 Slovenia on 22 October 2015, Croatia on 26 October 2015 

and Greece on 3 December 2015.284 

Also in 2015, the European Commission revealed that Greece issued a 

formal request for the deployment of the RABIT mechanism to support its 

external border on the Aegean Sea, and an operational plan with Frontex to 

manage its border with Macedonia.285 The RABIT mechanism provides 
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assistance in the form of deploying European Border Guard Teams to an EU 

member state that is under ‘urgent and exceptional pressure due to large numbers 

of third-country nationals trying to enter the territory of a member state 

illegally’.286 ‘Third country nationals’ are described as presenting ‘urgent’ and 

‘exceptional’ threats in the Regulation describing the RABIT mechanism. This 

is portrayed both linguistically (use of the word ‘illegal’) and through the type 

of ‘assistance’ that is provided by Frontex; border personnel.287  

Since 2016, Frontex personnel can also be deployed in third countries, 

which has resulted in the presence of Frontex personnel in Serbia for the first 

time.288 The agreement which regulates Frontex personnel in third countries 

foresees that Frontex personnel should ‘enjoy a full immunity from the criminal 

jurisdiction [of the Republic of Serbia/Macedonia] under all circumstances.’289 

The agreement also ensures Frontex personnel enjoy ‘immunity from civil 

jurisdiction [of the Republic of Serbia/Macedonia] for the acts performed by 

them in the exercise of their official functions.’290  

The EU provided the Western Balkan countries with over €45 million in 

financial aid to manage migration throughout the duration of the 2015 influx of 

people seeking asylum291 and continues its support to date by also deploying 

European Boarder Guard Teams in Serbia to carry out border control 

activities.292 The countries of the Western Balkans have welcomed the EU's 

commitment which they describe as; ‘providing support to States along the 

Western Balkans route, cooperating closely with the Commission, Frontex, and 

EU member states in strengthening the borders and managing migration and 
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monitoring migration flows more effectively.’293 Joint commitments agreed 

upon between the countries of the Western Balkans and the EU also include; 

‘maintaining respect for fundamental human rights (while managing the 

borders), fighting against trafficking in human beings, eradicating people 

smuggling and improving the accommodation response.’294  

The ‘closure’ of the Western Balkans route has resulted in thousands of 

people being detained in Macedonia and Serbia295 and tens of thousands of 

people stranded in Greece.296 However, there are still undocumented border 

crossings occurring despite the border ‘closures’ in the Western Balkans 

countries. Hungary is the only EU country accepting asylum seekers from Serbia. 

With the ‘closure’ of the Western Balkans route on 8 March 2016, there were 

approximately 2000 asylum seekers ‘stranded’ in Serbia.297 Hungary began 

implementing ‘transit zones’ on the two border crossings it has with Serbia; 

Tompa and Roszke, and allowing five people per day per transit zone to enter 

from Serbia and seek asylum in Hungary.298 This number is now one person per 

transit zone per day299 and the conditions inside the transit centres are reported 

to be degrading and NGO reports suggest Hungarian officials are starving people 
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seeking asylum inside the transit centres.300 Some people even said that they 

were denied food to encourage them to go back to Serbia.301  

The border ‘closures’ have resulted in detrimental and sometimes deadly 

consequences.302 Médecins Sans Frontières warns that the closure of the Western 

Balkans route in response to an influx of refugees leaves Belgrade ‘at risk of 

becoming a new Calais,’ despite the financial aid it receives to ‘manage its 

borders’.303 Never before have so many people originating from outside of 

Europe been ‘accommodated’ for such a long time in the Balkans, particularly 

against their will. These border restrictions in Serbia (Macedonia seems to be 

still a transit country) are a new development and echo what Cavidan Soykan 

expressed about Turkey’s migration policies becoming more restrictive in an 

attempt to harmonise its legislation with the EU.304  Twenty years prior to the 

2015 ‘migration crisis,’ it was presumed that the Schengen Convention almost 

completely prevented the arrival of non-EU citizens in the EU. The current 

closure of the Western Balkans route has a similar result utilising more 

sophisticated high-tech security equipment305 and political agreements.  

2.6 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has explained how EU asylum legislation has been shaped. 

The 2015 European Agenda on Migration and the supporting agreements with 

third countries mentioned in this Chapter provide significant insight into how the 

EU is intending to manage matters of asylum in the future. Although non-

binding, the significance of the Agenda and the agreements made with Turkey, 
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Serbia and Macedonia; the EU-Turkey Statement and the Leaders’ Statement is 

evident in the way they have been able to ‘manage’ undocumented migration.  

The most apparent consequence of these measures is the decrease in 

undocumented arrivals. However, while the European Commission describes the 

results of the EU-Turkey Statement, and the closure of the Western Balkans route 

as ‘tangible,’306 these agreements have only moved people out of the sight of 

European citizens. More people lost their lives trying to reach the EU in an 

‘irregular’ manner in 2016 than in 2015 using alternative routes to the eastern 

Mediterranean route such as the central Mediterranean route and an increasing 

number of people are detained in ‘horrendous’ conditions in Greece.307 It is 

important to delve deeper into the consequences of the EU and individual 

member state responses to the 2015 influx of people seeking asylum in order to 

analyse for whom these measures ensure security, why they have been 

implemented, and also describe how these measures impact access to asylum. 

But first, it is vital to unpack the theoretical framework guiding my research: 

securitisation.
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3. Securitisation 
 

The previous chapter has highlighted the importance of more in-depth 

analysis of the consequences of the EU-Turkey Statement and the Western 

Balkans border closures. Prior to looking at the consequences of these measures, 

this chapter will explain the theoretical framework of securitisation, which will 

identify how the influx of people seeking asylum in Europe has been presented 

as a security issue.  

Many scholars believe that the European Union (EU) response to the 

influx of asylum seekers in 2015 in Europe was handled the way it was, with 

border closures and an agreement between EU leaders and Turkey to prevent 

‘irregular migration’, owing to the refugee regime in Europe being based on the 

principle of deterrence.1 Deterrence can be described as the fixation of EU 

member states deterring (or restricting) asylum seekers’ access to asylum in the 

EU by strengthening border controls, or by detaining asylum seekers in transit 

countries. The right to seek asylum is triggered when a person reaches the border 

of another state,2 thus, by denying asylum seekers access to territory, states avoid 

refoulement of unwanted undocumented migrants. The core meaning of non-

refoulement is that states do not return refugees in any manner whatsoever to 

territories in which they face the possibility of persecution.3 As described in 

Chapter Two, the ‘safe third county’ concept is common practice that states use 

to avoid asylum seekers from staying on their territory.  

In order to justify deterrence measures, it is my hypothesis that the EU is 

securitising access to asylum under the guise of ‘saving lives.’ Securitisation in 

international relations is considered as a process, where securitising agents 
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(legitimate actors), transform subjects into matters of security; it is a construction 

of an issue into a threat, through heightened (media) attention, resources and 

security language.4 This chapter makes two contributions to our understanding 

of the securitisation of asylum. First it contributes to security discourse by 

unpacking how people seeking asylum are represented as some kind of threat to 

national security, leading to their restriction of movement. I argue that terms such 

as “refugee”, “asylum” and “migration” have increasingly become a part of a 

broader security discourse,5 by states attempting to connect asylum seekers to 

terror attacks and a disruption to international order. Second, I argue that only 

the post-structural security paradigm can enlighten us as to how and why EU 

policies frame asylum seekers as a security threat, as I will explain how asylum 

seekers do not represent a threat in realist (military) terms. This chapter critiques 

both realist and liberalist security paradigms by unpacking security paradigms. 

Focusing on colonial accounts of liberalism, I argue that Europe’s imperialist 

history and present involvement in the Middle East and Africa are why liberal 

accounts of security are problematic in discussing displacement, and also why 

liberalism directly contributes to the ongoing refugee ‘crisis’.6 

This chapter is organised into two sections. The first section unpacks the 

four major security paradigms within international security studies, as identified 

by Burke et al.7 realism, liberalism, critical theory and post-structuralism. The 

methodology Burke et al. use to differentiate these four major paradigms is to 

clearly define each paradigm with reference to a) the definition of security, b) 

the referent actor (whose security matters), c) what constitutes a threat to 

security, and d) who is the securitising agent (actor able to legitimise the 
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securitisation process).8 The section concludes with a critical reflection on the 

four previously mentioned different security paradigms in international relations.  

Paradigms influence how, and for whose benefit, a securitisation process 

is carried out. Hammerstad points out that ‘[d]ifferent versions of the 

securitisation approach are used to shed light on different securitisation 

processes’.9 In other words, different security paradigms explain different 

securitisation processes, which guide the aims and consequences of the 

securitisation processes.10 This becomes evident when comparing contrasting 

state policies; for example, Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán’s border 

defence policies and those of Germany’s Chancellor Angela Merkel throughout 

2015.  

 The second section of this chapter provides examples of real-life 

securitisations to illustrate the three different securitisation processes governed 

by different security paradigms. Hammerstad identifies three different 

securitisation processes: the speech act approach, the best-known exponents of 

which are Barry Buzan, Ole Wæver and Jaap De Wilde, scholars of the 

Copenhagen School for Security Studies; the sociological approach (securitising 

practices); and human security. An analytical framework is not the essence of 

human security, as it is for the ‘speech act’ or sociological securitisation 

processes. Human security is a concept which provides a different way of 

thinking about security, which is similar to a securitisation process, and why it 

is being used as an example in this section. 

The examples of the three real-life securitisations will serve as a basis for 

the analysis section of this thesis (Chapters Five and Six) which will identify the 

dominant security paradigm underlying the EU response to the 2015 influx of 
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people seeking asylum in Europe.  The chapter ends with a summary of the 

security paradigms and processes discussed throughout this chapter. 

3.1 The Liberal Security Paradigm 

The idea of security has been at the forefront of European political thought 

since the seventeenth century.11 The roots of security are entrenched in classical 

liberal ideas; Immanuel Kant spoke of individuals attaining security on the basis 

of ius cosmopoliticum (cosmopolitan law) within a cosmopolitan system,12 while 

Montesquieu defined security as political freedom achieved through an 

individual choosing to live under the rule of law.13 Liberals see security as 

achievable only through an authority, and ultimately on the international level as 

‘the protection of individuals within an international society of states’.14 It is 

liberal precepts that inform human rights discourse and international law.15 The 

security of individuals is of vital importance for liberals, while international 

organisations are essential actors in solving global security issues, such as 

discouraging conflict amongst states and promoting world peace.16 In liberal 

thought, the international system comprises a society of states and institutions, 

bound together by shared rules and norms.17 Security can be understood by 

liberals as achieved through four instruments: international law, international 

organisations, political integration and democratisation.18  

Liberals believe that conflicts can be both avoided, and initiated 

depending on the political systems adopted by the states.19 One such presumption 
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is that democratic states are less likely to go to war with each other than with 

totalitarian states.20 The EU is viewed as an important player in security and is 

an example of political integration,21 or in other words, the ‘grouping’ of 

sovereign states with similar values and norms endorsing liberal democratic 

political systems.22 Economic integration (the establishment of the EEC) within 

the EU has been successful in creating sustainable peace through economic 

interdependence, joint market, and political integration through democratic 

institutions (the Courts, European Parliament, etc.) both at the intergovernmental 

and transnational levels.23 Political integration also consolidates institutions to 

have more power than individual states by themselves.24  

Individuals are portrayed as the referent actors (whose security is 

essential) in the liberal security paradigm, whereas the ‘international society of 

states’ is the provider of security, or the securitising actor. Security is understood 

as cooperation amongst states and democratisation. Liberals view matters that 

may disrupt the international order and these norms, as the predominant 

challenges to international security.25 Threats vary from human rights violations 

to large-scale violence, and liberal states and institutions are likely to perceive 

illiberal states and institutions as a threat and a disruption to the international 

order.26 

While liberal states (supposedly) do not violate human rights and the 

security of individuals within their reach, as it is liberal precepts that inform 

practices of world politics, such as the United Nations system, human rights 

discourse and international law,27 critiques of liberalism are particularly evident 
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in post-colonial studies.28 Ida Danewid argues that the recent refugee crisis is a 

consequence of Europe’s imperialist history and historically violent encounter 

with the Global South,29 as the majority of migrants seeking asylum in Europe 

come from countries that until recently were under colonial rule.30 Libya, Eritrea 

and Somalia were under European colonial rule and Syria was a French 

protectorate under the Mandate System until the mid-20th century. Afghanistan 

was invaded three times by Britain before 1919, and under Soviet occupation for 

nearly ten years during 1979-1989.  

Russia’s current involvement in Syria and the West’s inaction are 

prolonging one of the most violent conflicts in the past 70 years.31 Despite ‘the 

democratic peace theory’ that spreading democracy in the world will maintain 

peace,32 the United States intervention in Iraq is used as a common example of 

the dire consequences of overstepping the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) 

doctrine.33 More recent examples of failed ‘democratisations’ include Libya’s 

overthrow of Colonel Gaddafi which has left the country with three governments 

battling for power. There are 1.3 million people in need of humanitarian aid in 

Libya34 which include over 200 000 internally displaced persons (IDPs) and 43 

113 refugees and asylum seekers facing serious human rights violations,35 

including evidence pointing to the existence of slave auctions.36  
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These findings, however, still do not prevent EU states in engaging with 

countries with questionable human rights records to keep migrants at bay. Italy 

is still implementing an agreement since 2008 between the then Prime Minister 

of Italy, Silvio Berlusconi, and Libya’s Colonel Ghadafi37 in which Libya agreed 

to prevent migration flows in return for colonial reparations.38 The situation in 

the central Mediterranean between Libya and Italy became so dire that in 2014 

NGOs established Search and Rescue (SAR) operations.39  

From four NGO vessels conducting SAR in 2015, including the Aquarius 

ship jointly operated by SOS Mediterranee and the medical organisation 

Médecins Sans Frontières, the number grew to 13 in 2016.40 In 2018, the Italian 

government blocked humanitarian vessels from entering Italian ports41 and EU 

governments have been increasingly strengthening Libya’s coastguard to 

intercept vessels heading for Europe.42 The language in the European 

Commission’s progress report on the implementation of the European Agenda 

on Migration significantly relies on the humanitarian securitisation, which I will 

address throughout this thesis, in stating, ‘The EU has helped the Libyan Coast 

Guard to significantly increase its capacity to rescue people at sea, and to prevent 

smugglers from sending people to sea in unseaworthy vessels’.43 The EU’s 

engagement with Libya is just one example of how historical colonialism 

continues to reverberate in the present and why modern liberalism has been 

criticised as imposing postmodern imperialism.44  
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The liberal security approach is not suitable for responding to the refugee 

‘crisis’ and even contributes to further inequality and displacement as modern 

European liberalism has contributed to the division of the world into the Global 

South and Global North while colonial conquest and transatlantic slavery have 

contributed to industrial growth in Western Europe.45 While liberal states 

guarantee human rights and individual security for their citizens, they do not 

ensure the same security to citizens of non-Western (liberal) countries. Recent 

examples are large European fashion suppliers exploiting underage Syrian 

refugees in Turkish textile factories46 and other increasing neo-liberal 

suggestions to humanitarianism such as global businesses and ‘the rich world’ 

recreating the refugee system through the creation of special economic zones.47 

Danewid argues that left-liberal interventions call for ‘empathy, 

generosity and hospitality’ and often neglect ‘accountability, guilt, restitution, 

repentance, and structural reform’.48 This analysis contributes to what Hesse 

calls ‘white amnesia’49 and provides reason why modern liberal accounts of 

security are not suitable for responding to the refugee ‘crisis’; liberalism does 

little to challenge established constructions of migrants as ‘others’.50 A liberal 

approach to displacement does not address European historical ties to the 2015 

‘European’ migration ‘crisis,’ (except to Eurocentricise it) nor does it 

acknowledge Europe’s ongoing exploitation of countries in Africa and Asia.51 
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This is why Europe cannot be considered as an ‘innocent bystander’52 and 

liberalism can be understood as directly contributing to the increase in forcibly 

displaced people in non-Western (liberal) countries.      

3.2 The Realist Security Paradigm 

Realism is based on four key assumptions.53 Firstly, the state is the most 

important or principal actor in international relations. Realists perceive the study 

of international relations (and security studies for that matter) as a study of 

nation-states as these represent the key ‘units of analysis’.54 All types of 

international organisations, whether they be multinational corporations or major 

organisations such as the United Nations, have lesser importance than the state, 

according to the realist’s view. Secondly, the state is a unitary actor. Paul Viotti 

and Mark Kauppi described this realist concept of the state as the state 

surrounded by a metaphorical hard shell,55 suggesting that the state has one firm 

stance on any particular issue, one voice that speaks out on behalf of the whole 

state as an ‘integrated unit’ or ‘black box’.56 Thirdly, the state is a rational actor 

and as a consequence, is capable of making decisions which maximise benefits 

and minimise costs in attaining its (national/state) objectives. Fourthly, national 

security, or the security of the nation or state is imperative and comes before 

everything else.57  

The period between the 18th century and the 1990s was largely dominated 

by a realist security paradigm.58 Burke et al. pointed out that violence and the 

state drive the realist security paradigm, which is preoccupied with how states 

can ensure their survival in an anarchic international system.59 Realist 

approaches are often contested by liberals, because liberals understand security 

as the maintenance of international order 60 and international order cannot exist 
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if each state is solely concerned with its own security, a pragmatic approach to 

international relations. National or state-centric security views states as the 

providers of security for individuals and as a result, individuals are merely an 

‘object’ of the state.61 Many scholars believe that security studies to this day are 

still dominated by the realist security paradigm.62   

Up to the end of the Cold War, the field of security studies was 

conceptualised traditionally as the study of the threat, use and control of force.63 

Realists focus predominantly on military issues such as conflicts between states, 

force and the prevention of any type of violent threat on its territory.64 Realists 

believe that there are no ‘real’ threats outside the realm of military threats and 

that inclusion of all other perceived threats within the security concept destroy 

the intellectual cohesion and undermine security studies.65 The realist security 

paradigm is one which is preoccupied with military relationships between states 

and state survival. Military issues are referred to as ‘high politics’ and economic 

and social issues as ‘low politics’.66 

Towards the end of the Cold War, many security scholars proposed 

widening the domain of what could be considered as a potential threat to the 

survival of the state.67 This is referred to as ‘widening and deepening’68 the 

security sphere. Wideners acknowledge a number of potential threats (along with 

military threats) to the survival of the state, such as environmental, social and 

economic issues. Deepeners expand on whose security should be served beyond 

the state and focus on individuals.69 The security sphere did begin to widen as a 

consequence of military threats decreasing after the Cold War, and both policy 
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makers and analysts noticed that states were facing challenges beyond traditional 

preoccupations with weapons, war and military invasion.70 As a result, the 

widening of the security sphere broadened the scope of what state actors 

considered as a potential threat to sovereignty and territorial integrity to include 

the aforementioned issues. Some scholars state that owing to the decrease in 

warfare threats as the result of the end of the Cold War, attention began to shift 

to welfare challenges.71  

The concept of the nation-state contributes to the perception of people 

seeking asylum representing a ‘threat’ to state cohesion. The concept of state, 

according to Benedict Anderson is, an ‘imagined political community,’72 made 

up of individuals who share common identity traits and are more reluctant to 

show loyalty towards strangers than each other.73 Anderson’s explanation of 

nationalism and state explain how people seeking asylum can be easily portrayed 

as strangers (and potentially dangerous) to the state as they do not possess the 

documentation to belong to the community.  

This section has sought to explain that it is not only the conditions of the 

refugee-producing state that causes the ‘refugee problem’ but that the realist 

paradigm contributes to this. The expanded realist paradigm contributes to the 

‘refugee problem’ by focusing on ‘wider’ state security matters, such as social 

cohesion, and discouraging ‘strangers’ from coming within state territory. 

Realists reinforce the division of the world into states74 with strong territorial 

boundaries75 (for purposes of ‘national security’). Borders have historically 

provided the basis for the construction and creation of refugee movements.76 In 
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this sense, realism directly reinforces the ‘refugee problem.’77 Although the EU 

is an example of a liberal internationalist project, it illustrates how an 

‘international society of states’ can replicate a state-centric approach when 

dealing with security challenges; strengthening fortress Europe.78  

3.3 The Critical Theory Security Paradigm 

Critical theorists’ understanding of security emerged as an alternative to 

the state-centric understanding of security dominating security studies in the 

1990s.79 The critical theory security paradigm guides the security approach of 

the scholars of the Welsh School of Critical Security Studies, Ken Booth and 

Richard Wyn Jones.80 These scholars are referred to as wideners and deepeners 

as they widen the sphere of what can be considered as a threat to security and 

deepen the sphere of to whom security should be served beyond the state, to 

focus on the individual. Security is understood by Ken Booth as, ‘emancipation 

of individuals and communities from structural constraints’.81 Booth defines 

structural constraints as constraints preventing ‘individuals carrying out what 

they would freely choose to do.’82 Such constraints include warfare, 

environmental change, poverty, hunger, and also inequalities between states and 

the state system itself in which security is undermined.83 This implies that 

individuals are the main subjects of security within the critical theory security 

paradigm. This paradigm emphasises a non-statist84 understanding of security, 

in contrast to the realist and liberal security paradigms. 

Critical theorists are critical of liberalism and liberal concepts of 

security,85 despite liberalism’s strong affinities with human security, which is a 
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concept that also sits well with critical theorists’ views on security. The reason 

is that the critical theory approach fiercely critiques states’ dominance in matters 

of security and urges us to de-link the state from security.86 Critical theorists 

stand equally opposed to approaches towards security provided by realists. States 

are supposed to be the providers of security; however, in some cases their actions 

in the security sphere has detrimental effects on individuals.87 The critical theory 

security paradigm implies that states may pose ‘structural constraints’ to the 

emancipation of individuals,88 particularly those most vulnerable, which would 

include people seeking asylum. Structural constraints to people seeking asylum 

include certain states’ contributing to but also benefiting from global inequality 

while, at the same time, being fixated with border control and security instead of 

providing security to people fleeing conflict and economic despair. 

The critical theory approach to security is much more than just a critique 

of the mainstream understanding of security, which is focused on the security of 

the state, or international society. It broadens the definition of security by 

elucidating the barriers to human emancipation. As a result, it broadens what can 

be considered as a threat to an individual beyond the use or threat of force and 

war.89 Although war and the threat of war are obvious constraints to the 

emancipation of individuals, challenges such as poverty, lack of education and 

political oppression’90 also have adverse consequences for human development 

and are considered as constraints on achieving security.  

Another contrast between the critical theory paradigm and that of the 

liberal and realist, is that critical theorists acknowledge that all actors and 

institutions have obligations in elevating security for the most vulnerable, not 

just states.91 In this respect, any actor can be a legitimate securitising agent when 

dealing with threats to individuals such as warfare, displacement, ecological 
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destruction, poverty and hunger. In contrast to the realist and liberal security 

paradigms which view the integrity of states and their interests as the priority 

and states as the main securitising actors, critical theorists appreciate human 

agency and the integrity of an individual.  

By maintaining a people-centred approach, where security is not only 

intended for individuals but can also be attained by individuals, and by pointing 

out structural constraints, which can sometimes mean constraints imposed by the 

state, the critical theory security paradigm is reminiscent of human security, but 

critical of liberal accounts of security at the same time. The critical theory 

security paradigm recognises vital elements that constitute security, such as food 

security, environmental security, economic security and political security, which 

ensures political freedom and individual rights. This distinguishes this particular 

security paradigm from the traditional military and state-centric approaches to 

security. 

3.4 The Post-Structural Security Paradigm 

Post-structuralists do not take concepts of security as givens but theorise 

about the way in which security is constructed.92 Securitisation is defined as a 

construction, where securitising agents transform subjects into matters of 

security, or a threat, with the use of heightened (media) attention, resources and 

security language.93 The post-structural security paradigm is agnostic in terms of 

whose security should be served. Many scholars have criticised this framework 

for its lack of a conceptual framework comprising a definition of security, the 

referent actor and the securitising agent, merely leaving it to the simple concept 

of a construction.94  

In post-structural thought, security is perceived as a ‘political value’ and 

achieved as an outcome of a social and political process.95 The scholars of the 
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Copenhagen School of Security Studies, Barry Buzan, Ole Weaver and Jaap de 

Wilde, are guided by the post-structural security paradigm, and they provide a 

way to analyse how any issue becomes securitised. They see securitisation as a 

constructed process through which an issue has been constructed as a ‘real’ threat 

that needs to be dealt with urgently as it presents a threat to ‘survival’ of the 

referent actor (‘actor’ whose security is imperative).96 A matter is ‘securitised’ 

when it is presented as an ‘existential threat’ which justifies ‘actions outside the 

normal bounds of political procedure,’97 or in other words, extraordinary 

measures such as secrecy, placing limitations on otherwise inviolable rights and 

levying taxes and/or focusing society’s energy and resources on a specific task.98  

The Copenhagen School’s securitisation framework does not define what 

poses a threat; rather only the manner in which an issue is constructed as such, 

through securitising speech acts.99 The Copenhagen School’s reasoning is that a 

threat can only be understood when analysing the character of the referent subject 

in question.100 Once the referent subject (whose security is imperative and under 

‘threat’) has been identified, then the deconstruction of the ‘threat’ is more 

visible. Buzan et al. provide examples of possible threats across different sectors 

and levels of analysis; in the environmental sector they provide the extinction of 

species as a possible threat, infringement of sovereignty is provided as an 

example of a threat in the political sector, while large groups of ‘others’ (such as 

migrants) were given as an example of a threat in the societal sphere.101  

Buzan et al. argue that the nature of threats will vary and that security is 

a form of power politics which enables the powerful to construct a securitisation 

process – the more power or influence the securitising agent has enables a more 

successful securitisation.102 What is considered a threat for one actor may not be 
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considered a threat for another. For example, while ecologists see climate change 

as one of the greatest existential threats, politicians see economic decline as more 

threatening.103 Threats can be anything (military and non-military) but to count 

as security issues they need to go through the securitisation process. 

Successful securitisations have three components according to the 

scholars of the Copenhagen School: a speech act, an emergency reaction and an 

impact on various factors which break free of rules that would otherwise bind.104 

The first component, a speech act, requires a securitising agent to publicly 

declare an issue to be an existential threat. The securitising agent is someone 

with accepted power, usually a government official. The rhetorical structure of 

the speech act must include a sense of priority and a threat to survival of the 

referent subject (usually the state) if the matter is not dealt with urgently. The 

speech act alone however is only a securitising move.105 A matter is only 

securitised when an audience accepts this speech act, which triggers emergency 

action. The third step of a successful securitisation is breaking free of rules or 

introducing extraordinary measures to counteract the threat. 

The construction of asylum seekers as threats to national security has 

initiated extraordinary measures by policy makers to counteract ‘the threat.’ 

Examples of this are particularly visible following the attacks that occurred on 

September 11, 2001; UN Resolution 1373 calls upon states to ‘take appropriate 

measures’ before granting asylum seekers refugee status by ensuring they have 

not planned, facilitated, or participated in terrorist attacks.106 Following this 

Resolution, a working paper by the European Commission similarly highlighted 

that states should ensure that those supporting or committing terrorist acts 

acquire no leverage to access the territory of the EU, and that EU member states 
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should reinforce security safeguards in different channels.107 The first channel 

that the working paper outlined was the asylum channel, although it pointed out 

that terrorists are ‘not likely to use the asylum channel much, as other, illegal, 

channels are more discreet and more suitable for their criminal practices.’108 In 

reality, terrorists are not even likely to use the asylum channel over other lawful 

channels, as a result of the extensive security screening and lengthy bureaucratic 

procedures asylum seekers must go through.109 Rhetoric following the 

September 2001 attacks often failed to highlight that all persons involved in the 

attacks held legal entry visas for the US,110 rather, it focused on restricting access 

to people seeking asylum. 

Scholars of the Copenhagen School argue that the mention of ‘security’ 

elevates an issue into a special kind of politics, or ‘above politics’.111 They see 

securitisation as an extreme version of politics, when an issue has been given 

increased attention, or portrayed as an emergency that must be dealt with 

immediately. As a result, security in their opinion should not be ultimately 

considered as a good thing.112 Weaver described security at its best as stability. 

He argued that securitisation is a failure of a state to deal with a matter in ordinary 

politics and consequently, the state must mobilise to achieve ‘security’ or 

stability.113 This perception of security fosters a rather negative outlook which 

benefits only the powerful or individuals in executive positions (agents capable 

of legitimising the process of securitisation) by enabling them to achieve their 

goals. This may result in negative consequences, particularly for people seeking 

asylum,114 and also may provide leverage for securitising actors to reinforce the 
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dominance of the realist security paradigm, as securitised matters most 

commonly are portrayed as threats to national security.  

The perception of threats being a mere social construction dependent on 

the securitising agent is in stark contrast to the realist security paradigm. While 

the threat of terrorism is ‘real and present,’115 as stated by the United Nations’ 

Counter Terrorism Committee, and terrorism is not a social construction, there 

is no basis for the public belief that asylum systems may be used to channel 

terrorists. Empirical research on the linkage between asylum seekers and 

terrorism show that the associations between the two are unfounded.116 The 

United Nations Special Rapporteur on counter-terrorism and human rights, 

condemns overly-restrictive migration policies as a response to concerns of 

terrorism, as they are unjustified and may actually be damaging to state 

security.117 Portraying asylum seekers as threats to traditional security issues, 

such as terrorism, is a construction and not a ‘real’ threat. Such constructions are 

‘analytically and statistically unfounded’118 and even Europol stated that there 

was no evidence that terrorists were using asylum routes to enter Europe.119 

Western leaders should be more worried about the radicalisation of displaced 

people stuck in limbo as a result of the states in which they seek sanctuary failing 

to provide them with alternative statuses as refugee camps are actual spaces 

where the radicalisation and recruitment of refugees has become a concern.120  
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In terms of health risks, the World Health Organisation ‘Public Health 

Aspects of Migration in Europe’ (PHAME) has indicated that there is no 

evidence that mass migration poses a threat in terms of the spread of infectious 

diseases.121 With regard to economic threats, the International Monetary Fund 

has said that the 2015 refugee influx could lift Gross Domestic Product by 0.25% 

in the EU by 2020, assuming refugees are properly integrated in the job 

market.122  

According to the scholars of the Copenhagen School, what scholars can 

do when studying security is not to assess the existence of real threats, but rather 

study the processes whereby an issue becomes socially constructed and 

recognised as a security threat.123 The post-structural security paradigm may be 

the only security paradigm which can explain how asylum seekers are viewed as 

a threat to the state, because asylum seekers do not clearly fit realist views of 

threats, or even liberal notions of threats, as it is not the asylum seekers who are 

a threat to the international society, but rather the circumstances from which they 

are fleeing.  

3.5 Securitisation Processes 

The following section endeavours to present real-life securitisations using 

the three previously mentioned securitisation processes outlined by Hammerstad, 

in the introduction to this thesis: the speech act approach of the Copenhagen 

School, the sociological approach and human security. While human security 

cannot be defined as a process, an example of the way human security can be 

applied will be presented in this section. The securitising agent, the referent actor 

and the threat to security will be highlighted, in addition to what is understood 

as ‘security’ in the following three examples of securitisation processes.  
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3.5.1 The ‘Speech Act’ 

In response to Europe’s migration influx in September 2015, Hungary’s 

Prime Minister Viktor Orbán, described asylum seekers traveling through 

Europe from the Middle East as appearing like an army and threatening European 

Christianity.124 Orbán also stated that ‘every single migrant represents a public 

security and terror risk.’125 His response was to defend Hungary’s border and in 

September 2015, Hungary built a fence along its border with Serbia.126 His 

statement included a sense of priority and threat to the survival of the state. He 

also implied that it was not just Hungary facing a threat, but the whole of the EU.  

Orbán’s statement is the first step in the securitisation process as described 

by scholars of the Copenhagen School, a speech act. Scholars of the Copenhagen 

School assert that the study of securitisation is the study of discourse.127 Security 

discourse is a response to perceived challenges to public order and domestic 

stability128 and the ‘speech act’ approach favours analysing how an issue is 

communicated in order to identify whether or not it is being constructed as a 

security concern. Orbán’s ‘speech act’ was clearly a securitising move and Orbán 

is therefore in the position of a securitising agent. 

Buzan et al., scholars of the Copenhagen School argue that defining ‘real 

security’ is unhelpful, either politically or analytically.129 Post-structuralism 

explains how processes of securitisation are constructed, hence it is important to 

understand security as a social construction and that the construction of asylum 

seekers as a threat to a nation’s security is attempting to position asylum seekers 
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as a security threat in realist terms.130 The construction of asylum seekers as a 

security concern in realist terms is achievable by focusing on a nation’s security 

(and survival).  Although it has already been pointed out that asylum seekers do 

not pose a threat under the realist security paradigm, Benedict Anderson’s 

‘imagined’ political community highlighted how the concept of nation can be 

used as a political tool for right-wing and anti-immigration politicians. Orbán 

attempted to portray asylum seekers as a threat not only in a traditional realist 

framework, by implying they pose a ‘terror risk,’ but also in terms of social 

cohesion by implying they pose a threat to ‘European Christianity.’131 Two years 

after the 2015 European ‘migration crisis’, asylum seekers have presented no 

terrorist threat to the Hungarian State, or to Europe’s Christian identity, yet 

Orbán continued to use ‘illegal migration’ as a tool in Hungary’s next 

parliamentary election in 2018.132  

It is not up to the securitising agent to construct a successful securitisation, 

but rather, the public to accept the speech act.133 This is a prerequisite for the 

second step of a securitisation to occur, which is emergency action to counteract 

the threat. Orbán initiated a referendum in October 2016 in defiance of the 

European Council’s proposal to relocate asylum seekers from the EU hotspots. 

His aim was to ‘close the door to refugees.’134 Ninety-eight percent of people 

who voted in the referendum sided with Orbán and voted against the admission 

of refugees to Hungary through the European Council’s initiated relocation and 

readmission schemes.135 Regardless of this outcome, the result was rendered 
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invalid because more than half of the electorate did not vote.136 Orbán was 

unsuccessful in convincing the majority of his population to vote in a referendum 

against asylum seekers and this undermined his campaign for not respecting the 

fundamental rights of asylum seekers and refugees.  

The Hungarian government’s measures and unwillingness to participate 

in the relocation and resettlement schemes have resulted in a financial fine issued 

to the Hungarian government.137 Hungary’s actions are evidently a 

circumvention of the rights to asylum and EU solidarity in dealing with an influx 

of asylum seekers. Orbán continues with deterrence policies and speech acts 

against people seeking asylum, and it is evident he intends to criminalise asylum 

seekers and frame them as threats to national security.138 It is essential to identify 

which ends are to be achieved as a result of an attempted and/or successful 

securitisation; Orbán attempted to frame the influx of asylum seekers in 2015 in 

Europe as a threat to Hungary and its citizens in order to build his own popularity 

as a nationalist and veil corruption allegations which sprouted in late 2014.139  

Security is understood through an analysis of a series of questions such as 

who the referent actor is, the securitising agent and the nature of the threat. This 

analysis illustrates that Orbán, who has a position of power, can construct a 

securitisation process, and he attempted to portray asylum seekers as threats in 

realist terms (as terror threats and as threatening the survival of ‘Europeans’ 

Christianity’).140 While Orbán may actually believe asylum seekers are a threat, 

as previously mentioned, two years after the sudden influx of asylum seekers in 

Europe, they have presented no terrorist threat to the Hungarian State, or to 

                                                           
136 James Rothwell, Peter Foster and Balazs Csekö, ‘Hungary referendum: 98 per cent of voters say “no” 

to EU migrant quotas’ The Telegraph (online at 3 October 2016) 

<http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/10/02/hungary-votes-no-to-migrant-quotas-polls-suggest---

but-what-does/>. 
137 European Commission v Hungary (Court of Justice of the European Union, C 112/19, 26 March 

2018). 
138 Leonid Bershidsky, ‘Why Hungary dares to lock up asylum seekers’ Bloomberg Opinion (online at 9 

March 2017) <https://www.bloomberg.com/view/articles/2017-03-08/why-hungary-dares-to-lock-up-

asylum-seekers>. 
139 Sandor Peto, ‘Hungarians rally against corruption, Orban Government’, Reuters (online at 18 

November 2014) <https://www.reuters.com/article/us-hungary-rally/hungarians-rally-against-

corruption-orban-government-idUSKCN0J128620141117>. 
140 See above (n 131); (n 132); (n 134). 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-hungary-rally/hungarians-rally-against-corruption-orban-government-idUSKCN0J128620141117
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-hungary-rally/hungarians-rally-against-corruption-orban-government-idUSKCN0J128620141117
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-hungary-rally/hungarians-rally-against-corruption-orban-government-idUSKCN0J128620141117


125 
 

Europe’s Christian identity. The successful construction of asylum seekers as a 

threat to justify deterrence measures is more prevalent than any threat asylum 

seekers supposedly represent.  

Post-structuralism deconstructs what might otherwise be viewed as 

‘real’.141 The three-step analytical securitisation process offered by Buznan et al. 

has been used in the example of deconstructing Orbán’s securitisation of asylum 

seekers in 2015. Orbán’s attempt at securitisation was not analytically successful 

because he was not successful in the referendum, however, Hungary continues 

its inhumane142 treatment of asylum seekers without much public objection. 

Orbán has been able to strengthen his grasp on power in light of the influx of 

asylum seekers in 2015143 which various commentators accredit to an indignant 

xenophobia that was embedded into Hungarian national identity as a result of its 

territorial losses following the Treaty of Trianon.144 This analysis has also shed 

light on the limitations of the EU asylum acquis; despite the legality of 

Hungary’s actions being questioned by the European Commission,145 Orbán 

continues with the inhumane treatment of asylum seekers which does not uphold 

EU rules on asylum.146   

3.5.2 The Sociological Approach 

The sociological approach pioneered by Didier Bigo, most notably 

associated with the Paris School of Security Studies, favours securitising 

practices rather than speech acts in analysing securitisation processes. 

Securitisation without a speech act or public security discourse is possible and 

this is particularly applicable to the secret services, and agencies whose work 
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resides outside the public service.147 These agencies include the military and the 

police as their work is classified and can be grouped under securitising 

practices.148 Bigo does not provide a precise definition of securitising practices, 

however, in addressing the securitisation of migration, he points out that 

securitisation emerges from the cooperation of political leaders and security 

professionals in tackling a common concern utilising a range of administrative 

practices, such as: population profiling, risk assessment, statistical calculation, 

category creation and proactive preparation.149 He describes security 

professionals as behaving in secrecy when dealing with the management of fear 

or unease,150 as opposed to publicly declaring a matter as a security threat (as a 

speech act does).  

In contrast with Bigo, Theirry Balzacq does not use the term ‘securitising 

practice’, instead he refers to ‘tool of securitisation’.151 Nevertheless, Balzacq’s 

‘tool of securitisation’ has the same connotation as Bigo’s ‘securitising 

practices.’ Both tools of securitisation and securitising practices are activities 

which convey the idea that the issue they are dealing with is a threat to 

security.152 Applying this approach regarding the securitisation of asylum in the 

EU, it would mean that securitising practices would be those activities that 
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project the idea that asylum-seekers are a security threat to the EU. This entails 

shifting the study of securitisation from discourse towards actions.153 

By focusing on securitising practices rather than only speech acts, 

incompatibilities may become evident with practices on the one hand and official 

discourses and policies on the other.154  This would include looking at the actions 

of specific agencies working on asylum matters, as well as the technologies that 

they use. Analysing securitising practices may prove to be more revealing in the 

EU with regard to asylum, as discourse concerning asylum is predominantly 

framed as a humanitarian issue.155 Practices on the other hand, such as the 

deployment of NATO army ships in the Aegean Sea to provide support to the 

EU member states in light of the 2015 migration ‘crisis’ in order to target people 

smuggling networks,156 again question the priorities behind such measures. 

There are two defining features of securitising practices which, when they 

are deployed, suggest that there exists a security threat; first, the deployment of 

military troops and military equipment.157 The involvement of security 

professionals, such as military personnel, influences the way an issue is 

perceived and constructed in the broader political community.158 Such measures 

convey the impression that the issue being addressed is a security threat that 

needs to be dealt with urgently.159 Second, securitising practices are seen as 

‘extraordinary practices’ because they are out of the ordinary, or have not been 

dealt with previously in this manner.160 The characteristics of such ‘extraordinary 

measures’ suggest that the problem they are tackling is exceptional and must be 

dealt with in a novel manner.161 These two features are not mutually exclusive, 
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and only one needs to be fulfilled for a certain issue to be considered as 

securitised.  

Borders have historically provided the basis for the construction and 

creation of refugee movements162 and as Chapter Two has shown, the EU began 

progressively closing its borders and restricting access to asylum seekers long 

before 2015. While increased border control in the EU is not a new development, 

the importance of ‘protecting’ the EU’s external (and internal) borders was 

exaggerated after the terrorist attacks that took place in Paris and Brussels in 

2015 and early 2016.163 The erection of border walls throughout Europe in 

2015164 and the completion of Turkey’s border wall with Syria in October 2017 

have significantly decreased the ability of asylum seekers to access asylum in 

the EU.165 The timing of the terror attacks with the migration influx in Europe 

also incited the promotion of Frontex (previously known as the European 

Agency for the Management of Operational Cooperation at the External Borders 

of the member states of the European Union) to a fully-fledged European Border 

and Coast Guard Agency.166 The Agency’s new mandate has a wider scope of 

powers and responsibilities as of October 2016, which required doubling the 

Agency’s personnel to expand the Agency’s activities to conduct risk analysis, 

purchase own equipment and intervene in border operations at short notice.167 

European Border and Coast Guard personnel may now also be deployed in third 

countries. The promotion of Frontex and the recently erected border walls 

suggest that EU member states are increasingly using security as a reason to 

restrict access to asylum in the EU. 
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Sarah Léonard applies the features of securitising practices to 

systematically analyse whether the activities of Frontex are securitising 

practices.168 The main tasks of Frontex are coordinating joint operations on the 

management of the EU’s external borders, training, risk analysis, research, 

providing rapid response capability, assisting joint return operations of 

undocumented migrants to their country of origin and, developing and operating 

information systems and an environment for sharing information.169 Frontex also 

works closely with non-EU and non-Schengen countries in returning migrants 

and strengthening the EU’s external borders. These are predominantly countries 

that have been identified as transit places for undocumented migrants to reach 

the EU and the countries of origin of most ‘irregular’ migrants in the EU. The 

European Union’s law enforcement agency (Europol) and the European Asylum 

Support Office (EASO) also liaise closely with Frontex in sharing information.  

Frontex has evolved since its establishment in 2004 and the agency now 

supports Greece in ‘managing migration’ with 878 personnel, of which over 60% 

are made up of security or border surveillance officers, 16 patrol vessels, two 

helicopters (one of which is surveilling Lesvos), 13 patrol cars, four buses for 

transportation and four thermovision vans.170 The establishment of Frontex and 

its expanded mandate in October 2016 displays both features of qualifying for 

securitising practices: 1) the deployment of military troops and military 

equipment and 2) exceptional and novel measures to address an issue which have 

not been applied before by an EU agency.171  

Although border guards are not the same as army troops, Frontex border 

guards undergo extensive training to provide experts and technical and security 

equipment to those EU Member states that find themselves under ‘significant 
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pressure [from undocumented migrants].’172 The European Council on Refugees 

and Exiles (ECRE) Senior Legal and Policy Officer, Kris Pollet argues 

agreements between Frontex and non-EU states shift the EU’s external borders 

and potentially restrict access to asylum in the EU.173 Pollet also highlights that 

agreements such as those between Frontex and Serbia, which is not considered a 

safe third country by the UNHCR, risks Frontex and EU member states’ 

complicity in ‘serious fundamental rights violations.’174  

This example of the sociological approach has explained the activities of 

one European agency, Frontex. The activities of Frontex can be considered as 

securitising practices and the agency has been criticised for blocking asylum 

seekers from accessing asylum in the EU and exercising restrictive border 

policies.175 However, Frontex does not securitise asylum in the EU, rather 

Frontex contributes to the securitisation of asylum in the EU as the agency acts 

on behalf of EU member states.  

The sociological approach and the speech act approach of the Copenhagen 

School complement each other in various ways;176 one looks at securitising 

speech acts while the other looks at securitising practices. Securitising speech 

acts and practices benefit those in a position of power (the securitising agents). 

Both securitisation processes will be used in this thesis to identify the dominant 

security paradigm governing the EU response to the influx of asylum seekers in 

2015 in Europe. The analysis section of this thesis will further address the role 

of Frontex and other border authorities in Europe.  
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3.5.3 Human Security 

In stark contrast to the above mentioned ‘combative, controlling and 

communitarian’ understandings of security, there is an approach offering a 

‘positive securitisation’;177 known as human security. Human security lacks the 

Copenhagen School’s three-step process178 of tracing what constitutes a 

securitisation process. An analytical framework is not the essence of human 

security, but rather the idea that security should be about individuals, and that it 

is a kind of securitisation of a different nature to the negative securitisation we 

have been looking at. The success of human security lies in its ability to influence 

security debate to benefit the individual, and particularly those who are not in a 

position to speak up for themselves.  

Human security is an essentially liberal internationalist concept. The 

concept of human security was outlined in the 1994 United Nations Development 

Program (UNDP) and its 1994 Human Development Report.179 The report 

embraced four essential characteristics of human security: that human security is 

a universal concern and relevant to people everywhere; that the components of 

human security are interdependent as the security of individuals is endangered 

everywhere; early intervention is better than prevention (the report gives the 

example of how education and health care could have contained the spread of 

HIV/AIDS); and human security is people-centred.180 The Human Development 

Report outlines six major real threats that it suggests will arise from the actions 

of millions of people, rather than from the aggression of a few nations.181 These 

are: unchecked population growth, disparities in economic opportunities, 

excessive international migration (due to lack of opportunities in migrants’ 

countries of origin), environmental degradation, drug production and trafficking, 

                                                           
177 Ibid. 
178 Three-step process: 1. Speech act or securitizing moves. 2. Emergency action and 3. Effects on inter-

unit relations by breaking free of rules. See also Rita Floyd, 'Human Security and the Copenhagen 

School’s Securitization Approach' (2007) 5(37) Human Security Journal 38-49. 
179 United Nations Development Programme, Human Development Report (Oxford University Press, 

1994). 
180 Ibid.  
181 Ibid. 



132 
 

and international terrorism.182 The report also reflects that these threats can be 

considered under seven categories: economic security, food security, health 

security, environmental security, personal security, community security, and 

political security.183 

This approach uses the language of security to achieve a heightened sense 

of urgency and greater cooperation on matters causing insecurity for all, such as 

climate change.184 The main difference with the other securitisation processes is 

that it has a people-oriented focus. In contrast to the negative connotation of 

security as offered by the scholars of the Copenhagen School and the Paris 

School, human security describes security as emancipation and freedom from 

structural constraints.185 Scholars of human security suggest that securitisation 

can result in a ‘win-win’ by bringing people together to address common 

problems,186 and the main difference between human security and the ‘speech 

act’ and sociological approaches is the aims behind the securitisation; the former 

are state and power-dominated, while human security is people-focused. 

Examples of ‘positive’ securitisations are provided by scholars who 

acknowledge that by securitising climate change, and by presenting it as an 

existential threat, urgency to addressing environmental issues may emerge.187  

Human security has been critiqued for its lack of a precise definition and 

some critics have compared it to sustainable development, explaining that 

‘everyone is for it, but few people have a clear idea what it means.’188 Human 

security has been referred to as ‘extraordinarily expansive and vague’189; and the 

Human Development Report has been criticised as presenting a ‘shopping list’ 
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of threats.190 The essential idea of human security is that the individual is at the 

heart of all security concerns.191  

One possible example of human security in the context of asylum in the 

EU would be that of Germany and Germany’s Chancellor Angela Merkel during 

the 2015 influx of people seeking asylum. In late August 2015, German 

Chancellor, Angela Merkel pledged to provide refuge to anyone coming from 

Syria, as well as others seeking protection from violence and warfare.192 

Merkel’s response to the 2015 influx to Europe has been referred to as an ‘open 

door’ policy.193 Governments were encouraged to ‘do a Merkel’194 implying that 

Germany stands firm in its commitment to human security despite an influx of 

undocumented migrants.195 Merkel stated in mid-2016, a year after the peak of 

the 2015 influx that ‘human dignity shall be inviolable,’ in Germany and that 

‘we (Germany) will give asylum to those who are politically persecuted and we 

will give protection to those who flee war and expulsion according to the Geneva 

Refugee Convention’.196 Merkel’s statement may have contributed to Germany 

receiving 35%197 of all the first-time asylum applications from all the 28 EU 

member states in 2015. Asylum seekers held posters of Merkel throughout 
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Europe in 2015198 and she has been referred to as Mama Merkel ‘the 

compassionate mother of Syrian refugees.’199  

A section of the German public responded with ‘refugees welcome’ 

posters, welcoming people seeking asylum in Germany. A mobile application 

(app) was even created in 2015 called ‘Germany says welcome’200 which 

provides asylum seekers with vital information such as navigation to nearby 

administrations and free Wi-Fi, answers to frequently asked questions, an online 

phrasebook and emergency telephone numbers. The German Institute for 

Economic Research (DIW) also highlighted positive long-term effects of refugee 

immigration to Germany, suggesting that it will positively contribute to the 

country’s economic performance and per capita income.201 Instead of security 

discourse and deterrence measures, Germany responded to the 2015 ‘migration 

crisis’ by publicly welcoming people seeking asylum and quickly providing 

opportunities for job integration and further education.202  

Germany had earlier committed to resettling Syrian refugees in 2013,203 

so some asylum seekers that arrived in Europe in 2015 already had family ties in 

Germany.204 The number of first-time asylum applicants in Germany increased 

                                                           
198 Jess McHugh, ‘Refugee Crisis in Germany: Immigration Official Resigns Amid Concerns Over 

Resettlement Efforts, Asylum Applications’, International Business Times (online at 17 October 2015) 

<http://www.ibtimes.com/refugee-crisis-germany-immigration-official-resigns-amid-concerns-over-

resettlement-2101495>. 
199 Philip Oltermann, ‘Mama Merkel: the “compassionate mother” of Syrian refugees,’ The Guardian 

(online at 2 September 2015) <https://www.theguardian.com/world/shortcuts/2015/sep/01/mama-

merkel-the-compassionate-mother-of-syrian-refugees>. 
200 Fachstelle für Jugendmedienkultur NRW, ‘Germany says welcome’, (Web page, 2015), 

<http://www.germany-says-welcome.de/>; see also: Workeer (Web Page) <https://workeer.de/>. 
201 Stefan Wagstyl, ‘Schäuble warns of refugee “avalanche” in dig at Merkel’, Financial Times (online 

at 12 November 2015) <https://www.ft.com/content/379d4afe-8930-11e5-9f8c-a8d619fa707c>. 
202 For an alternative to the three current durable solutions which encourages mobility (and labour and 

education) for people in need of protection see Katy Long, ‘Rethinking “durable solutions”’ in Elena 

Fiddian-Qasmiyeh et al. (eds), The Oxford Handbook of Refugee and Forced Migration Studies 

(Oxford University Press, 2014) 475-487. 
203 Marcus Lutticke, ‘Syrian refugees in Germany’, Deutsche Welle (online at 10 June 2014), 

<http://www.dw.com/en/syrian-refugees-in-germany/a-17697536>. See also Luisa Beck, ‘Germany’s 

refugee intake begins to boost economy as settlers soothe country’s worker shortage’, The Independent 

(6 May 2019) <https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/germany-refugee-intake-boost-

economy-ageing-population-unemployment-

a8901161.html?utm_medium=Social&utm_source=Facebook#Echobox=1557246391>. 
204 Ibid. 

http://www.germany-says-welcome.de/
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to 442 000 in 2015.205 Overall, Germany made the highest number of positive 

decisions on international protection in all of Europe in 2015.206 Germany has 

also been a driving force in attracting high skilled migrants from all over the 

world to Europe, most evident in Germany’s use of the EU Blue Card mechanism 

through which it has accepted more people than any other EU member state.207 

In addition, German prosecutors have been investigating into crimes against 

humanity in Syria since 2011208 and so far have pursued at least 36 cases against 

state and non-state actors as well as German nationals tried for belonging to 

jihadist groups.209 Germany has the most expansive laws on universal 

jurisdiction in Europe which has ensured it is leading the way for accountability 

for crimes committed in Syria.210   

Chancellor Merkel has managed to reverse draconian asylum policies 

imposed by previous German politicians, most notably Helmut Kohl, making 

Germany one of the most preferred countries of resettlement for refugees.211 

Merkel’s dedication to creating a ‘Willkommenskultur’ (welcoming culture) 

derives from the knowledge that Germany is facing a declining birth-rate and an 

economic reason to welcome more migrants.212 Since Merkel became Chancellor 

in 2005, she has been enforcing her National Integration Plan (NIP) focusing on 

core issues such as but not limited to integration courses, language acquisition, 

education, and labour market mobility, presenting the NIP as a ‘central task for 

all society’.213 By mid-2015, migration to Germany had increased to the highest 

level in the past twenty years.214 Facing a backlog of asylum applications and 

                                                           
205 Eurostat, ‘Asylum Statistics’ (Web page, 20 April 2016) <http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-

explained/index.php/Asylum_statistics>. 
206 Ibid. 
207 Kubicek (n 193). 
208 International Justice Monitor, ‘How Germany is Leading the Way for Accountability for Crimes in 

Syria’ (Web Page, 19 April 2019) <https://www.ijmonitor.org/2019/04/how-germany-is-leading-the-

way-for-accountability-for-crimes-in-syria/>. 
209 See here for full list of criminal cases and investigations into war crimes in Syria: Center for Justice 

and Accountability, ‘Syria Cases’ (Web Page, March 2018)   <https://cja.org/wp-

content/uploads/2018/06/Syria-Cases-Updated-March-2018.pdf>.  
210 International Justice Monitor (n 208). 
211 Joyce Marie Mushaben, ‘Wir schaffen das! Angela Merkel and the European Refugee Crisis’ (2017) 

26(4) German Politics 516 – 533. 
212 Ibid. 
213 Ibid. 
214 Ibid. 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Asylum_statistics
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Asylum_statistics
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Asylum_statistics
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Asylum_statistics
https://www.ijmonitor.org/2019/04/how-germany-is-leading-the-way-for-accountability-for-crimes-in-syria/
https://www.ijmonitor.org/2019/04/how-germany-is-leading-the-way-for-accountability-for-crimes-in-syria/
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hundreds of reports of sexual assaults carried out by ‘North-African-looking 

men’ in Cologne, an asylum package adopted by the Bundestag (German federal 

parliament) in January 2016 reduced certain ‘welcoming measures’.215 By this 

time, it was already difficult for people seeking asylum to reach Germany in the 

wake of border closures in Greece and along the Western Balkans migratory 

route. Despite these restrictions, Merkel has consistently denounced xenophobia 

and the construction of fear concerning the arrival of people seeking asylum even 

stating, ‘If we now have to start excusing ourselves for showing a friendly face 

in emergency situations, then this is no longer my country’ after hate speech was 

directed at her for visiting a refugee facility in Heidenau (Germany).216 

This condensed overview lacks a critical analysis on the fact that people 

had to risk their lives to reach Germany and that Germany is perceived as 

initiating border closures by many of the interviewees interviewed for this 

research which will be elaborated on in Chapters Five and Six. The success of 

human security is dependent to a large extent on cooperation between various 

actors including government officials due to the need to implement policy and 

legislation. The year 2015 lacked cooperation, political will and solidarity 

amongst EU member states and as a result there was a lot of suffering caused to 

people seeking asylum along the way.217  

This section has highlighted human security as a liberal internationalist 

concept as it is dependent on the cooperation and will of state officials and 

institutions. However, the will of citizens to welcome refugees,218 captures the 

importance of the individual and the impact one person can make on another. 

The human agency of those people arriving to Germany and the political will of 

Germany’s Chancellor, Angela Merkel, to welcome refugees despite rising 

                                                           
215 Ibid.  
216 Tina Hildebrandt and Bernd Ulrich, ‘Im Auge des Orkans’ Die Zeit (online at 20 September 2015) 

<https://www.zeit.de/2015/38/angela-merkel-fluechtlinge-krisenkanzlerin>. 
217 Amnesty International, ‘Europe’s borderlands: Violations against migrants and refugees in 

Macedonia, Serbia and Hungary’ (Web Page, 7 July 2015) 

<https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2015/07/balkans-refugees-and-migrants-beaten-by-police/>. 
218 Seth M Holmes, and Heide Castañeda. ‘Representing the ‘European refugee crisis’ in Germany and 

beyond: Deservingness and difference, life and death’ (2016) 43(1) American Ethnologist 12-24. 
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xenophobic, anti-immigration and physical barriers blocking people to Europe, 

provides a short but most relevant example of human security.  

Merkel’s ‘open door’ policy highlighted how Europe can respond to 

asylum seekers in a ‘humane’ and ‘moral’ manner, invoking notions of 

hospitality. However, hospitality, as opposed to solidarity, is based on power 

relations (between the host and guest) and one that invokes hospitality has the 

power to revoke it.219 Merkel’s ‘welcome’ was short lived and heavily criticised 

by right-wing EU leaders and even her own citizens for encouraging the 

migration ‘crisis.’220  

The ‘open door’ did not last long and was soon followed by the 

implementation of the EU-Turkey Statement and ‘closure’ of the Western 

Balkans route. For a short time, however, Merkel’s open door presented people 

seeking asylum with an open door instead of barbed wire fences and walls.  

3.6 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has shown that it is not enough to examine one securitisation 

process to analyse the impact of securitisation on access to asylum throughout 

the 2015 influx of people seeking asylum and its aftermath. All three 

securitisation processes—the speech act, the sociological approach, and a 

discourse based on human security—are important in understanding how an 

issue can be securitised in order to clearly explain and identify the EU response 

to the 2015 European ‘migration crisis’. The linkages between asylum seekers 

and terrorists have been debunked in this section. Asylum seekers do not pose a 

security threat (linked to terrorism or state cohesion and welfare systems). It is 

crucial to understand the realist, liberal and post-structural security paradigms to 

understand the contested position of people seeking asylum. The post-structural 

security paradigm best describes how asylum seekers are being constructed as 

                                                           
219 For the concept of ‘hospitility’ which challenges hospitality and hostility as being separate see Louise 

Berg Mette, and Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh. ‘Hospitality and Hostility towards Migrants: Global 

Perspectives–An Introduction.’ (2018) 1(1) Migration and Society 1-6. 
220 Kate Connolly, ‘Angela Merkel rejects criticism of open-door refugee policy’ The Guardian (online 

at 16 October 2015) <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/oct/15/angela-merkel-rejects-criticism-

open-door-refugee-policy-germany>. 
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posing threats – either by using realist security language (the ‘nation state’ and 

by constructing asylum seekers as threats to national security) or in the liberal 

security paradigm by positioning people seeking asylum as disrupting 

international order and calling for notions such as empathy and hospitality as 

opposed to accountability and structural reform.221  

Many scholars and activists are aware of the construction of asylum 

seekers as threats to national security and urge states to de-dramatize the right to 

seek asylum and bring it back to its essential humanitarian sphere, highlighting 

that there needs to be a better balance between national security and international 

refugee protection principles.222 I will highlight how the influx of people seeking 

asylum in Europe in 2015 has also been constructed as a security issue through 

the presentation of my empirical data gathered in Greece (Lesvos), Macedonia, 

Serbia, Hungary, and Croatia. The following chapter will describe the 

methodology employed for this thesis and describe the empirical data collection 

carried out in the fieldwork.

                                                           
221 Danewid (n 6). 
222 United Nations, Security Council Counter-Terrorism Committee (n 115). 
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 4. Methodology 

 

4.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter outlined the theoretical framework (securitisation) 

and highlighted that one securitisation process is not enough to examine the 

European Union (EU) response to the influx of people seeking asylum in Europe 

in 2015. Both securitising ‘speech acts,’ securitising practices and their 

consequences will be used to analyse the impact of securitisation on access to 

asylum in the EU following the influx of asylum seekers in 2015. This chapter 

outlines the methodology and aims of this research, namely the empirical study. 

This chapter is organised into two sections. The first section is sub-divided into 

two sub-sections. The first sub-section provides a general overview of the 

context of the research. The second sub-section describes the aims and justifies 

the research. The second section describes the methodology of the empirical data 

collection. This section is divided into four sub-sections. The first sub-section 

describes the preparation for the empirical research. The second sub-section 

explains how the interviewees were chosen for the research, the ethical 

considerations before undergoing the empirical data collection and the process 

of finding the interviewees. The third sub-section explains how the interviews 

were conducted. The fourth sub-section explains how the data collected will be 

analysed in Chapters Five and Six of this thesis. This chapter concludes with 

acknowledging the limitations of the research. 

4.2 Overview of the Research Context and its Aftermath 

The focus of this thesis is the year 2015 and its aftermath as over one 

million people arrived in Europe in this year to seek asylum.1 As previously 

mentioned, the majority of people arrived in Greece from Turkey,2 with over half 

                                                           
1 Frontex, Risk Analysis for 2016 (Report, March 2016) 5. (‘Risk Analysis for 2016’). 
2 UNHCR, Refugees and Migrants Sea Arrivals in Europe (Monthly Update, December 2016) 

<https://data2.unhcr.org/ar/documents/download/53447>. Most arrivals (885 386) crossed the Aegean 

Sea from Turkey to Greece and continued through the Western Balkans route to northern EU Member 

states; see also Risk Analysis for 2016 (n 1) 6. 
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arriving on the Greek island, Lesvos.3 The securitisation of asylum has been 

gradually implemented for decades,4 however, the intertwinement of 

securitisation and humanitarianism has been highlighted through official EU 

discourse and measures taken in response to the influx of people arriving to seek 

asylum in Europe in 2015. Border closures following agreements such as the EU-

Turkey Statement and the closure of borders along the Western Balkans route 

were formally imposed in March 2016 to end ‘irregular’ migration,5 but also 

‘save lives.’ 

These border closures have left tens of thousands of people stuck in limbo 

along the Western Balkans countries and Greece6 and have significantly 

restricted the movement of people seeking asylum in Turkey to reach Europe.7 

The EU-Turkey Statement has not reduced the number of displaced people 

residing in Turkey, but only their ability to access asylum in the EU.8 As such, 

the analysis chapters will contribute to understanding the reasons behind the new 

developments by focusing on policies implemented in the field of asylum (the 

EU-Turkey Statement and the Leaders’ Statement) and their aftermath in Greece, 

Macedonia, Serbia, Croatia and Hungary. The focus of the empirical data 

collection was on these countries because these countries were the most popular 

transit countries for asylum seekers to reach northern EU Member states in 2015. 

 

                                                           
3 More than half a million-people transited through the Greek island, Lesvos, see: UNHCR, Greece: 

Lesvos Island snapshot (Infographic, 31 December 2015) <https://reliefweb.int/report/greece/greece-

lesvos-island-snapshot-31-dec-2015>; see also: Chris Leadbeater, ‘Which Greek islands are affected by 

the refugee crisis?’ The Telegraph (online at 3 March 2016) 

<http://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/destinations/ 

europe/greece/articles/greek-islands-affected-by-refugee-crisis/>. 
4 Jef Huysmans, 'The European Union and the securitization of migration' (2000) 38(5) Journal of 

Common Market Studies 751.  
5 European Parliament (Ignazio Carraro), ‘Legislative Train Schedule’ (Web Page, 20 October 2017) 

<http://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-towards-a-new-policy-on-migration/file-eu-

turkey-statement-action-plan>. 
6 Amnesty International, ‘Greece: Europe must shoulder the burden for 46,000 refugees and migrants 

trapped in squalor’ (18 April 2016) <https://www.amnesty.org/en/press-releases/2016/04/refugees-

trapped-in-greece/>. 
7 Amnesty International, ‘Turkey: Illegal mass returns of Syria refugees expose fatal flaws in EU-Turkey 

deal’ (Press Release, 1 April 2016) <https://www.amnesty.org/en/press-releases/2016/04/turkey-illegal-

mass-returns-of-syrian-refugees-expose-fatal-flaws-in-eu-turkey-deal/>. 
8 Amnesty International (n 7). 

https://reliefweb.int/report/greece/greece-lesvos-island-snapshot-31-dec-2015
https://reliefweb.int/report/greece/greece-lesvos-island-snapshot-31-dec-2015
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/destinations/europe/greece/articles/greek-islands-affected-by-refugee-crisis/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/destinations/europe/greece/articles/greek-islands-affected-by-refugee-crisis/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-towards-a-new-policy-on-migration/file-eu-turkey-statement-action-plan
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-towards-a-new-policy-on-migration/file-eu-turkey-statement-action-plan
https://www.amnesty.org/en/press-releases/2016/04/refugees-trapped-in-greece/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/press-releases/2016/04/refugees-trapped-in-greece/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/press-releases/2016/04/turkey-illegal-mass-returns-of-syrian-refugees-expose-fatal-flaws-in-eu-turkey-deal/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/press-releases/2016/04/turkey-illegal-mass-returns-of-syrian-refugees-expose-fatal-flaws-in-eu-turkey-deal/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/press-releases/2016/04/turkey-illegal-mass-returns-of-syrian-refugees-expose-fatal-flaws-in-eu-turkey-deal/
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4.2.1 The Contribution and Originality of this Research 

While much research concerning the securitisation of asylum in Europe 

has been undertaken, this particular case study9 adds something new to the 

literature for several reasons. First, the number of people that arrived to seek 

asylum in Europe in 2015 was unprecedented and this so called ‘crisis’ is a new 

development. Second, although the countries of the Western Balkans were 

countries of transit long before 2015, never before have such large numbers of 

asylum seekers from the Middle East been subject to reside for prolonged periods 

of time in these countries.  

My hypothesis is that the ‘saving lives’ rhetoric, which is the basis for 

policies such as the EU-Turkey Statement, does not appear to capture fully the 

motivations of EU actors or acknowledge the impacts of EU actions on asylum 

seekers. To test the hypothesis that the ‘saving lives’ rhetoric is misleading, 

collecting empirical data in the form of interviews from multiple sources was 

essential. By only conducting a document analysis, such as focusing on the EU-

Turkey Statement, or the European Agenda on Migration, a partial picture of the 

link between planning, operations and consequences would be evident.  

I have sought to interview three groups of actors in Greece, along the 

Western Balkans route (Macedonia, Serbia, and Croatia) and Hungary. The three 

groups of participants composed of: government officials in Greece, Macedonia, 

Serbia, Croatia, and Hungary (Group A), representatives from European and 

international intergovernmental organisations (Group B) and activists from non-

governmental organisations (NGOs) assisting people seeking asylum from the 

five above mentioned countries (Group C). The main purpose of the research 

was to ask each group what they perceived the intentions, and consequences of 

the EU-Turkey Statement and closure of the Western Balkans route to be, why 

and how such measures were adopted and whether they have elevated security 

(and for whom).   

                                                           
9 John W Creswell and Cheryl N Poth, Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five 

approaches (Sage Publications, 2017) 123. 
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The current literature regarding security issues focuses primarily on the 

definition of security and neglects how and why security issues are addressed.10  

My research makes a contribution to explaining the 2015 ‘migration crisis’ in 

Europe and how the EU responded to this ‘crisis’ and why. It explains how 

securitisation impacts access to asylum in the EU by describing different 

definitions of security, depending on the security paradigm, and through the 

analysis of interviews I will present how the influx of people seeking asylum to 

Europe in 2015 was represented as a security issue. The influx of people seeking 

asylum in 2015 in Europe led to the strengthening of borders along the Western 

Balkans route and ultimately ended the mass influx of undocumented arrivals to 

Europe with the implementation of the EU-Turkey Statement which is a new 

development in EU asylum policies.  

4.3 The Process 

4.3.1 The Preparation Phase and Ethical Considerations 

This thesis applies a doctrinal and empirical research methodology. 

Chapter Two of this thesis entails doctrinal analysis outlining the EU’s asylum 

legislation and the policies and practice following the 2015 European ‘migration 

crisis’. Chapter Three is a review of the literature on securitisation.11 I had drafted 

these two chapters before I had applied for ethical review, so I had a clear idea 

of what my research intended to find out through empirical research; whether the 

intentions of the closure of the Western Balkans route have been achieved, what 

impacts they have on access to asylum procedures in the EU, and whether they 

have elevated security (and for whom). Such questions were important in order 

to identify the dominant security paradigm guiding the border closures for 

asylum seekers to northern EU member states and to test whether EU policies 

prioritise ‘saving lives’ or ‘strengthening the external borders.’ My empirical 

                                                           
10 Shahar Hameiri and Lee Jones, Governing Borderless Threats: Non-Traditional Security and the 

Politics of State Transformation (Cambridge University Press, 2015). 
11 Without a theoretical framework, there can be no quality research, because theories shape research 

questions, the questions the researcher will ask the interviewees as well as how the researcher will explain 

what they observe in their data: Victor Minichiello, Rosalie Aroni and Terrence Hays, In-depth 

interviewing: Principles, techniques, analysis (Pearson Education Australia, 2008) 20. 
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data collection was approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee at 

Griffith University (Griffith University Reference Number 2017/416).  

I had prepared interview guiding questions for all three groups of 

interviewees which I submitted to the Ethics Committee, which were central to 

the main research questions of my thesis; at what point did the arrival of people 

seeking asylum turn into a ‘crisis’ and how so, and whether asylum seekers 

constitute a threat to security from the interviewees’ point of view. However, I 

was prepared to provide space and flexibility for the interviewee to present their 

perspective and aspects they thought were important to mention. This is why the 

primary method of interviewing for all three groups of interviewees was 

designed to be semi-structured interviews. The interviews were structured as 

open-ended questions which gave the interviewees room to address all relevant 

aspects of the question they wanted to discuss. The interviews were designed to 

last for approximately one hour, but some interviews went for two or three hours. 

My flexibility in meeting the interviewees where they suggested and reassuring 

them that I was not restricted by time gave them space for discussing points 

however long they needed.      

By interviewing three different groups of interviewees (Group A, Group 

B and Group C), I was determined to gain perspectives from people in different 

positions and outlooks on the arrival of asylum seekers in 2015 in Europe. Group 

A consisted of government officials on Lesvos (Greece), in Macedonia, Serbia 

and Hungary, who are working in ministries dealing with asylum seekers. Group 

B consisted of international intergovernmental organisations such as the United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in Macedonia, Serbia and 

Croatia, the International Organisation for Migration (IOM) in Hungary and a 

Frontex field press officer on Lesvos, as well as written communication with 

Frontex staff in their head office in Warsaw. 

Group C consisted of NGOs assisting people arriving in Europe, 

providing the initial and ongoing humanitarian aid as well as legal advice for 

people arriving. Group C obtains its funding from predominantly international 
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non-governmental sources and international human rights organisations. I spoke 

with NGOs working with asylum seekers, who found themselves in straitened 

circumstances as a consequence of border closures, and not asylum seekers 

themselves.  

There were two main reasons for this. First, I had come across many 

reports by NGOs reporting on the exploitation of asylum seekers by human 

smugglers and police brutality.12 I sought out to get additional information on 

these matters, as well as the current situation asylum seekers find themselves in, 

but I did not want to risk causing any further distress or physiological harm to 

asylum seekers by bringing up traumatic memories of the journey to reach 

Europe. Second, NGOs act as intermediaries between asylum seekers and the 

government and they can provide insight into policy developments and their 

consequences over a prolonged period of time (2015-2018). My research 

questions predominantly revolved around gaining information from policy-

makers and I did not want to perpetuate exploitative patterns.13 Even though 

people seeking asylum provide the most valuable and insightful contributions,14 

if speaking with people who have been exposed to trauma is not the only way to 

answer research questions then it contradicts ethical standards.15  

All groups of interviewees were somehow involved in either providing 

aid to arriving asylum seekers in 2015 or influencing or implementing policies 

in response to the arrival of asylum seekers in 2015. Interview questions for all 

three groups consisted of open-ended questions about the interviewees 

experience working with asylum seekers throughout 2015 (and since then), what 

                                                           
12 ‘Welcome to refugee purgatory on the Hungary border’, The New Humanitarian (formerly IRIN news) 

(online at 20 June 2017) <https://www.irinnews.org/video/2017/06/20/welcome-refugee-purgatory-

hungary-border>; Gauri van Gulik, ‘Balkans: Refugees and migrants beaten by police, left in legal limbo 

and failed by EU’ Amnesty International (Web Page, 7 July 2015) 

<https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2015/07/balkans-refugees-and-migrants-beaten-by-police/>. 
13 For a critical review of when and how it is considered ethical to do research with refugees see Ulrike 

Krause, 'Researching forced migration: critical reflections on research ethics during fieldwork' 

(2017)(123) Refugee Studies Centre. Working Paper Series. Refugee Studies Centre, 2017). See also 

Barbara Harrell-Bond and Eftihia Voutira, 'In search of ‘invisible’actors: Barriers to access in refugee 

research' (2007) 20(2) Journal of Refugee Studies 281-298. 
14 Behrouz Boochani, No Friend But the Mountains: Writing from Manus Prison (House of Anansi, 

2019). 
15 Krause (n 13). 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2015/07/balkans-refugees-and-migrants-beaten-by-police/
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time-frame they considered the ‘peak’ of the ‘crisis’, whether or not they feel 

there are any security concerns accompanying the influx of asylum seekers into 

Europe, what they believe are the intentions behind the EU-Turkey Statement 

and the closure of the Western Balkans route (and whether they have been 

achieved), from whom such measures were initiated, and who has, in their 

opinion, ultimately benefited from these responses to the 2015 ‘migration crisis’. 

The introductory background questions and the concluding questions 

were the same for all three groups. The focus of the interview for the different 

groups was slightly different, however, the interview questions for Group B and 

Group C focused more on the consequences the new policies in response to the 

influx had on people seeking asylum, while questions for Group A (and partially 

Group B as well) focused more on who is initiating the policies, what are the 

intentions of the policies and what officials perceive the consequences of new 

policies to be on people seeking asylum.   

All interviewees were initially contacted by email, which will be 

discussed in section 4.3.2. All interviewees were also provided with the 

information sheet and consent form, explaining the objectives of the study, 

confidentiality, and contact details of the research team which included my 

supervisors and the Griffith Ethics Committee if any ethical issues were raised. 

4.3.2 Finding the Interviewees 

The empirical research component of this thesis has the aim of identifying 

which security paradigm has prompted the ‘closure’ of the Western Balkans 

route and the implementation of the EU-Turkey Statement. As such, it was 

imperative to speak with government officials and determine their perspective 

on whether border closures have achieved their goal; whose security they 

promote, and how they foresee future cooperation with other EU countries and 

institutions with regard to providing access on EU territory for people seeking 

asylum. Group A consisted of solely government officials. Interviews were 

conducted with the national contact points of Macedonia, Ms Anastasija Ilieska, 

and Hungary, Mr Tibor Lakatos, and the then State Secretary for the Ministry of 
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Labour, Employment, Veteran and Social Affairs in Serbia, Mr Nenad 

Ivanišević. Mr Nenad Ivanišević often spoke on behalf of Mr Aleksandar Vulin 

(who was the Minster for Social Affairs in 2015 and national contact point for 

Serbia) at video conferences with other national contact points addressing the 

influx of asylum seekers in Europe in 2015.  

The national contact points were chosen at a meeting organised by the 

President of the European Commission, Mr Jean-Claude Juncker, on 25 October 

2015. The meeting was attended by representatives from European countries 

impacted by the influx of undocumented arrivals in 2015. They included the non-

EU Balkan countries (Serbia and Macedonia), and European and international 

intergovernmental institutions such as the UNHCR and Frontex.16 On the day of 

the meeting, the Leaders’ Statement was signed. Amongst other objectives, the 

Leader’s Statement encouraged all countries to nominate national contact points 

for daily video conference meetings, so countries could communicate and 

coordinate the flow of undocumented arrivals.17 The coordinators of these 

meetings at the time occupied high positions in their respective governments.18 

The European Commission provides the national contact points for the Western 

Balkans route on their official website.19 

Initial contact with the national contact points in Macedonia and Serbia 

was made possible through acquaintances in these countries who acted as 

‘gatekeepers’.20 These gatekeepers were friends and former colleagues of mine 

who had colleagues or friends in common with the government officials I wanted 

to interview. Initial contact with the national contact point in Hungary, Mr Tibor 

                                                           
16 All national contact points can be found here: European Commission, ‘Progress following Western 

Balkans route leaders’ meeting: Third contact video conference’ (Press Release IP/15/6053, 11 

November 2015) <europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-15-6053_en.pdf>. 
17 Ibid. 
18 For Serbia, the National Contact Point is Mr Aleksandar Vulin from the Ministry of Labour, 

Employment, Veteran and Social Affairs. For Macedonia, the National Contact Point is Ms Anatasija 

Ilieska from the Ministry of Interior. For Hungary, the National Contact Point is Mr Tibor Lakatos, Police 

Colonel, Head of the Operation Centre of the Ministry of Interior.  For Croatia, the National Contact 

Point is Ms Maja Bogdan, Deputy Sherpa of the Republic of Croatia, and for Greece, the National Contact 

Point is Ms Eleni Takou, Chief policy advisor of the Minister of Migration.  
19 European Commission (n 16). 
20 Robin Kearns, ‘Being there: Research through observing and participating’ in Ian Hay (ed), Qualitative 

research methods in human geography (Oxford University Press, 2000) 114.  



147 
 

Lakatos, was made by email to the Hungarian Ministry of Interior, however, after 

no reply, I contacted Mr Tibor Lakatos through the social networking website 

for academics; academia.edu,21 which ensured our meeting took place.  

An interview was conducted with Mr Marios Kaleas, head of the Regional 

Asylum Office on Lesvos. The interview was carried out in Moria Reception and 

Identification Centre (Moria), the largest ‘hot spot’ facility on the Aegean 

islands, where the registration and identification of all undocumented migrants 

arriving to Lesvos occurs.22 Mr Marios Kaleas requested the interview be 

conducted at Moria because his office is in Moria. Initial contact was made 

through email communication with Mr Marios Kaleas and he provided me with 

a restricted access visitor pass from the Ministry of Interior and Administrative 

Reconstruction of the Hellenic Republic to ‘Section A’ of Moria. ‘Section A’ is 

an ‘open’ centre where asylum seekers reside waiting for the results of their 

asylum applications. This is where the registration, identification and interviews 

for refugee status determination are carried out. ‘Section B’ of Moria is a closed 

pre-removal centre. Here, asylum seekers who have been denied refugee status 

are detained, waiting to be deported, most commonly to Turkey. I did not have 

access to this part of Moria. 

An interview with a Serbian border guard was also conducted and falls 

within this group of interviewees because border guards are government 

officials. The border guard requested their identity be kept anonymous. An 

interview with this border guard was arranged by a common family friend and 

the interview was conducted in the home of the common friend. Another 

interview with a government official who requested to remain anonymous in 

Serbia was conducted. The interview was conducted at the Centre for Hygiene 

and Human Ecology in Sombor, Serbia – where the government official works. 

This interview was made possible once again through common friends. This 

interview was insightful as the interviewee discussed the living conditions inside 

                                                           
21 Academia (Web Page) <https://www.academia.edu/>. 
22 An explanation of the EU Commissions’ ‘hot spot’ facilities has been provided in Chapter Two of this 

thesis.  

https://www.academia.edu/
https://www.academia.edu/
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the ‘Migrant Transit Centre’ in Sombor, Serbia. This centre was established in 

2016 by EU funding and asylum seekers are relocated here from reception 

centres in south Serbia and wait to be accepted into Hungary’s Transit Zones to 

apply for asylum. The interviewee provided statistics of the number of people 

who have been arriving and leaving the centre since its establishment and the 

type of communication and information that the central authorities (such as the 

Serbian Commissariat for Refugees and Migrants) gives people in Sombor 

working with asylum seekers.  

In addition, further interviews were carried out in October 2018 with a 

police officer, two municipality representatives and the local director of the 

asylum centre in Sjenica (Serbia). An interview was also carried out with two 

representatives from the Serbian Commissariat for Refugees and Migrants in 

Belgrade (Serbia). As presented above, Group A consisted of the 12 

interviewees; four women, five men and three interviewees that preferred to 

remain anonymous.  

Interviewees which consisted Group B were representatives of European 

and international intergovernmental organisations. An interview with a Frontex 

field press officer was conducted in a café on Lesvos. Initial contact with Frontex 

Headquarters in Warsaw was made via email and they arranged a meeting 

between myself and Mr Stefan Andreescu, the Frontex field press officer on 

Lesvos. Additional email communication with Ms Ewa Moncure followed the 

interview with Mr Stefan Andreescu. I sent the headquarters further questions 

that were not answered by Mr Stefan Andreescu and Frontex representatives 

replied to my questionnaire.  

Interviews were also conducted with representatives of the UNHCR in 

Macedonia, in Serbia and in Croatia, as well as the IOM in Hungary and the Red 

Cross in Serbia. One representative of an international intergovernmental 

organisation preferred to stay anonymous. Group B consisted of eight 

interviewees, two women, five men, and one interviewee that preferred to remain 

anonymous. All initial communication was made via email. 
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Group C consisted of NGO activists working with people seeking asylum. 

NGOs were identified through a list provided by the European Council for 

Refugees and Exiles (ECRE) on its official website, where it outlines all its 

members in different countries. Other NGOs that were contacted for this 

research, that are not a part of ECRE, were identified through media outlets, even 

social media, because they had a strong presence aiding asylum seekers in their 

countries of residence. One family was also interviewed for this research. This 

family, Eric and Philippa Kempson, are not part of an NGO, but instead they 

created a restricted fund under the auspices of Prism – the Gift Fund.23 Prism is 

an administrative organisation which allows individuals to create an account and 

set up something called an operational charity. The donations the Kempsons 

receive for their ‘operational charity’ called The Hope Project24 is held by Prism, 

and Prism then reimburses the Kempsons for receipted items that have been 

purchased for refugees on Lesvos, after they submit a detailed request form for 

the item.  

The Kempsons, were identified through an article published by the 

Independent,25 and initial contact was made via the social networking website, 

Facebook. Although this family is not a part of an NGO, an interview with them 

was both desired and necessary considering all the work they do with asylum 

seekers on Lesvos. Their presence in media outlets identifies them as key actors 

in providing aid to asylum seekers in Lesvos and that is why I have chosen to 

include them in Group C for this research. When I arrived at the Kempson’s art 

shop, an Orthodox Priest from Norway who had also been providing support for 

people seeking asylum was present and he engaged in the interview. All the 

initial contact with the other NGOs was made through email communication. In 

                                                           
23 Prism the Gift Fund (Web Page) <https://prismthegiftfund.co.uk/about/#intro>. 
24 Facebook, ‘The Hope Project’ (Web Page) <https://www.facebook.com/HopeProjectKempsons/>. 
25 Lizzie Dearden, ‘“When you see this suffering, you can't just watch”: The British family helping 

thousands of refugees on Lesbos’ The Independent (online at 18 September 2015) 

<http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/when-you-see-this-suffering-you-cant-just-watch-

the-british-family-helping-thousands-of-refugees-on-10508067.html>. 

https://prismthegiftfund.co.uk/about/#intro
https://prismthegiftfund.co.uk/about/#intro
https://prismthegiftfund.co.uk/about/#intro
https://www.facebook.com/HopeProjectKempsons/
https://www.facebook.com/HopeProjectKempsons/
https://www.facebook.com/HopeProjectKempsons/
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/when-you-see-this-suffering-you-cant-just-watch-the-british-family-helping-thousands-of-refugees-on-10508067.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/when-you-see-this-suffering-you-cant-just-watch-the-british-family-helping-thousands-of-refugees-on-10508067.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/when-you-see-this-suffering-you-cant-just-watch-the-british-family-helping-thousands-of-refugees-on-10508067.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/when-you-see-this-suffering-you-cant-just-watch-the-british-family-helping-thousands-of-refugees-on-10508067.html
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total, twenty interviews were conducted from Group C; eleven women and nine 

men.  

4.3.3 Conducting the Research 

I conducted 40 interviews in total.26 Thirty-eight interviews were face-to-

face while two interviewees (Frontex spokesperson in Warsaw and UNHCR 

representative in Croatia) requested questions in written (electronic) format and 

returned their answers the same way. Interviews were conducted in five 

countries; Greece (Lesvos), Macedonia, Serbia, Hungary and Croatia. Greece 

was the first European (and EU) country the vast majority of asylum seekers 

reached in 2015. Lesvos was the first point of arrival on European soil for more 

than half of these people. Alongside its geographical importance, empirical 

research on Lesvos was additionally vital because the largest ‘hot spot’ facility 

on the Aegean islands is on Lesvos. The impact of securitisation on access to 

asylum in the EU is best analysed by looking at the policy developments and 

their consequences on people seeking asylum in Greece (and particularly 

Lesvos), and then the countries which constitute the Western Balkans route 

(Macedonia and Serbia). Croatia and Hungary provide insight as ‘protectors’ of 

the EU, that is, the countries which face the most pressure to secure the EU’s 

external borders and prevent ‘irregular’ migration into the EU. This is why 

empirical research was conducted in these five countries.      

The empirical research took place over a four-month period during July 

to September 2017 and in October 2018. Interviews were carried out mainly in 

NGO offices, at the ‘hot spot’ facility (Moria on Lesvos), at the Kempson’s art 

shop on Lesvos, in coffee shops, at the Ministry of Interior in Serbia and in 

Hungary, and in one case where one person did not want to be identified, in the 

home of a neighbour who was a common friend and helped facilitate the 

interview. Interviews were carried out in English on Lesvos, Hungary and two 

of four of the interviews in Macedonia were also carried out in English. In Serbia, 

Croatia and two of four of the interviews in Macedonia were carried out in the 

                                                           
26 Please see Annex 3 for the complete list of interviews conducted 
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Serbian language. Serbian, Croatian and Macedonian are very similar languages 

and two of four interviewees in Macedonia spoke Serbian. Serbian is my first 

language and I had no difficulty conducting interviews speaking Serbian with 

the interviewees in Croatia and Macedonia. More importantly, neither did the 

interviewees and they requested the interviews be conducted by speaking ‘naš 

jezik’ or ‘our language’.27  

I was accepted to participate in the Summer School ‘Cultures, Migrations, 

Borders’ organised by the University of the Aegean on Lesvos between 4-13 July 

2017. As a part of this Summer School, I visited Pikpa, which is a refugee centre 

on Lesvos and Mosaik Support Center, which is a creative centre offering asylum 

seekers language classes, computer classes, creative workshops (such as 

redesigning lifejackets found on the shores of Lesvos into bags), various cultural 

activities, sport and legal aid.28 This Summer School provided detailed insight 

into the impacts of the influx of asylum seekers in 2015 on the local community, 

the asylum seekers themselves, and also the Greek government. The program 

addressed the consequences of the EU policy developments from both a 

theoretical and practical outlook on the island and provided great insight for this 

thesis. 

The 40 interviews I conducted in Greece, Hungary and along the Western 

Balkans route were all approximately one hour long, with shorter or longer 

interviews offered as required. In addition, follow-up electronic and/or telephone 

communication was made available to interviewees if they required any further 

information about the research and all participants were open to continuing 

communication to clarify any information they provided that may not be clear to 

me (or them) during the transcribing of their interviews. A consent form and 

information package outlining the research details were sent to every interviewee 

prior to the face-to-face interview. I carried with me printed copies of the consent 

                                                           
27 The Bosnian, Croatian and Serbian languages are very similar and were once considered to be one 

language (Yugoslavian): Robin Okey, ‘Serbian, Croatian, Bosnian? Language and nationality in the lands 

of former Yugoslavia’ (2004) 38(4) East European Quarterly 419-442. 
28 Summer School ‘Cultures, Migrations, Borders’ organised by the University of the Aegean on Lesvos 

between 4-13 July 2017 (Web Page) <https://summer-schools.aegean.gr/MigBord2018>; See ‘Lesvos 

Solidarity’ (Web Page) <http://www.lesvossolidarity.org/index.php/en/>. 



152 
 

forms which the interviewees signed before the interviews began. Both the 

information package and consent forms were translated into the Serbian 

language for those interviewees that preferred communicating in the Serbian or 

Croatian languages.  

4.3.4 Data Analysis 

The interviewees’ answers to the questions I asked were used to assist 

identification of the security paradigm and securitisation framework influencing 

the measures managing access to asylum in the EU. Post-structuralism has 

influenced the shaping of my questions and I used the post-structural security 

paradigm in the analysis of the transcripts to identify the referent actor (whose 

security matters); who is the securitising agent or actor able to legitimise the 

securitisation process (the border closures) and most importantly, whether the 

interviewees perceive asylum seekers as a threat to security and how the 

perception of threat may obstruct access to asylum. 

By focusing on both securitising practices and speech acts, such as those 

expressed by Hungarian’s Prime Minister, Viktor Orbán, and Germany’s 

Chancellor, Angela Merkel, incompatibilities may become evident with 

securitising practices on the one hand and official EU discourses on the other, 

which are most often framed around representing EU policies as humanitarian 

responses.  

The data collected include recorded audio interviews with participants, 

fieldwork notes taken after each interview, and transcripts of recorded audio 

interviews. The interviews have been stored as audio recordings. The audio 

recordings have been transcribed and translated, and Chapters Five and Six of 

this thesis will present the results collected from the empirical data collection. 

Interviews were analysed and compared with each other. The information 

gathered from the interviews either confirms or disconfirms information 

concerning the EU-Turkey Statement and the ‘closure’ of the Western Balkans 

route presented in media outlets, press releases, and official communication by 

the EU. The main coding system used to organise the data collected was a 
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comparative chart made up of the interviewees’ answers to my questions.29 This 

technique for interactive reading compared different interviews and observations 

conducted by myself and also compared empirical research with the literature 

review conducted before the interviews.30 I compared responses to questions 

within groups and identified a pattern; however, I also compared answers 

between the three groups I interviewed to identify differences and similarities.  

The themes I planned to explore were: a) whether the interviewees 

perceived the influx of asylum seekers in 2015 as a threat (and what type of 

threat), b) what all three groups of interviewees perceive the intentions behind 

agreements such as EU-Turkey Statement and the closure of the Western 

Balkans route to be (and whether they have been achieved over one year since 

their implementation),31 and c) whether the EU-Turkey Statement and closure of 

the Western Balkans route have elevated security (and for whom, in particular 

how these policies have impacted on access to asylum).  

By answering such questions, the analysis of the empirical data will 

identify the dominant security paradigm guiding the border closures, whether 

they restrict asylum seekers access to the asylum system in northern EU member 

states, and whether the purported goal of ‘saving lives’ captures the goal of the 

EU in its entirety. The answers to these questions will reveal whose security is 

imperative and answer whether EU policies prioritise ‘saving lives’ or 

‘strengthening the external borders’ to keep asylum seekers out and for what 

purpose. 

 

 

                                                           
29 Please refer to Annex 4 for list of interview questions 
30 Minichiello et al (n 11). 
31 The empirical data collection was conducted in July-September 2017, over one year after the 

implementation of the EU-Turkey Statement and the ‘closure’ of the Western Balkans route. 
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4.4 Chapter Summary: Acknowledging the Limitations of the Research 

A major limitation of this research is that some organisations just did not 

reply to my emails. This was particularly the case on Lesvos where organisations 

have been overwhelmed with researchers and reporters coming and going for 

nearly three years. This was not the case in the other countries where I conducted 

interviews, in contrast, I felt the interviewees in Macedonia, Serbia, Croatia and 

Hungary were very motivated to share their experiences. In part, my experience 

on Lesvos led me to believe that the ‘research fatigue’32 experienced by those 

who provide constant support to people seeking asylum arriving and residing on 

Lesvos is because they feel exceptionally let down by the EU and Greek 

government, media reporters and even academics for exploiting a disaster.33 Eric 

Kempson, who is an activist on Lesvos who I have grouped into Group C, still 

helps asylum seekers arriving to the shores of northern Lesvos. Mr Kempson 

raised the question during our interview, ‘how much more awareness needs to 

be raised?’34  

I was determined to conduct as many interviews with as many individuals 

as possible that were willing to speak with me. This was necessary to gain as 

many perspectives as possible. The Summer School ‘Cultures, Migrations, 

Borders,’ which I participated in also provided valuable insight and access to an 

organisation (Lesvos Solidarity) which denied conducting an interview with me. 

The organisation replied to my email requesting an interview, that due to a busy 

camp and limited capacity, they will not be able to conduct an interview. 

Although I did not conduct an interview with this organisation, through the 

Summer School I was able to see first-hand the work Lesvos Solidarity does at 

Pikpa Refugee Camp and I also visited Mosaik Support Center during the 

Summer School.   

                                                           
32 Tom Clark, ‘“We're Over-Researched Here!” Exploring Accounts of Research Fatigue within 

Qualitative Research Engagements’ (2008) 42(5) Sociology 953-970. 
33 Anja K Franck, ‘The Lesvos Refugee Crisis as Disaster Capitalism’ (2018) 30(2) Peace Review 199-

205. 
34 Interview with Mr Eric Kempson. Lesvos, Greece (Jovana Mastilović, July 2017). 
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I acknowledge my own position and experience within this research. I 

believe that I am well placed to conduct this research as I am a Serbian woman 

who can speak Bosnian/Croatian/Serbian and many interviews I conducted in the 

Western Balkans were made possible through acquaintances and connections. I 

migrated and lived in a Western country for a prolonged period of time in the 

1990s and early 2000s. As a result, I have had the privilege of free movement 

with a Western passport from a young age. As someone who has lived for 

prolonged periods of time in south-eastern and western Europe and New Zealand 

and Australia, I am aware of the particular perspective and bias that I bring to 

this research, and that is a firm belief in the freedom of movement and residence.  

In order to avoid researcher bias, the findings of this research have been 

validated through triangulation. This technique uses multiple data sources and 

methods to portray events as objectively and truthfully as possible. Triangulation 

entails cross-referencing and deepens the understanding of the research.35 It does 

this by collecting information from various sources. My research has collected 

data from government officials, NGO activists, international and European 

intergovernmental organisations, and I have carried out a doctrinal analysis of 

the EU’s asylum legislation and the policies and practices following the 2015 

influx of people seeking asylum in Europe. I have cross referenced all data 

collected and made comparisons and references to the theoretical framework of 

securitisation. It is crucial to present the consequences faced by people seeking 

asylum because of the EU-Turkey Statement and the ‘closure’ of the Western 

Balkans route because these measures directly impact access to asylum for 

people seeking security and international protection. Statistical data explaining 

how many people have been given refugee status since 2015 as well as country 

reports provide exceptionally important information on the security component 

for this research. Group C provided valuable insights into the effects of border 

closures on asylum seekers.  

                                                           
35 Patricia Leavy, The Oxford Handbook of Qualitative Research (Oxford University Press, 2014) 551; 

John W Creswell, Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing Among Five Approaches (Sage 

Publications, 2012) 251. 
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 Further comparisons between empirical research and NGO country 

reports and national and EU developments in Greece, Macedonia, Serbia, Croatia 

and Hungary will be used to provide insight into for whom the EU is trying to 

achieve security. The analysis of the empirical data will show whether the 

participants that I interviewed perceive asylum seekers as constituting a threat to 

the EU. The theoretical framework of securitisation will serve as a basis for the 

detailed analysis that will be used to identify the guiding security paradigm 

underlying the EU response to the 2015 ‘migration crisis’. 



157 
 

5. Crisis, Threat, Security 
 

In this chapter, I will analyse and present the findings of my data 

collection based on interviews conducted with government representatives 

(Group A), international intergovernmental agencies (Group B) and local non-

governmental organisations (NGOs) (Group C) in Greece, Hungary and the 

Western Balkans (Macedonia, Serbia and Croatia). As outlined in Chapter Four, 

the responses from the interviewees were coded using a technique called 

interactive reading. This technique allowed me to identify patterns and group the 

patterns into themes. I have identified the following important themes: 1) Crisis, 

Threat, Security, 2) Intentions, and 3) Consequences, which will be unpacked in 

the following two chapters.  

As discussed in the previous chapters, securitisation is a process which 

can be guided by different security paradigms. My literature review of 

securitisation has identified four main security paradigms: realism, liberalism, 

critical theory and post-structuralism. To identify which security paradigm is 

guiding a securitisation process, four major questions should be investigated: 

“What is the meaning of security?”, “For whom should security be provided (the 

referent actor)?”, “Who is the securitising agent (actor initiating the 

securitisation)?”, and “What constitutes a threat to security?” I have applied the 

four major questions influencing a security paradigm (which correspond to the 

above mentioned themes) to investigate my hypothesis that the ‘saving lives’ 

rhetoric,1 which is the purported basis for policies such as the European Union 

(EU)-Turkey Statement, does not appear to fully capture the motivations of EU 

actors or acknowledge the impacts of EU actions on asylum seekers. In these 

themes I will also present how the measures introduced as a consequence of the 

2015 influx of people seeking asylum impact access to asylum in the EU, why 

they were implemented, and for whom they provide security. 

                                                           
1 European Commission, ‘Implementing the EU-Turkey Statement’, (Fact Sheet, 8 December 2016). 

<https://www.avrupa.info.tr/sites/default/files/2017-09/MEMO-16-4321_EN.pdf>. 

https://www.avrupa.info.tr/sites/default/files/2017-09/MEMO-16-4321_EN.pdf
https://www.avrupa.info.tr/sites/default/files/2017-09/MEMO-16-4321_EN.pdf
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The first theme, ‘Crisis, Threat, Security,’ which is the focus of this 

chapter, looks at both how and why the influx of people entering into Europe in 

2015 was portrayed as a crisis. The chapter outlines how governments responded 

to the influx of people seeking asylum with securitising practices after they had 

identified the influx as a ‘crisis’ and in which way an influx of people seeking 

asylum was portrayed as threatening. The chapter outlines what governments did 

to achieve a perceived state of security. The data analysis under this theme 

focuses on discourse. By characterising human mobility as exceptional, even for 

those who are displaced, or as Alex Sager argues ‘dangerous,’ crisis discourse 

often justifies drastic measures to end the ‘crisis.’2 This is relevant for Buznan et 

al.’s approach to securitisation; by classifying an issue as an ‘emergency,’ the 

issue is taken out of ‘normal’ politics and placed into ‘emergency’ politics which 

may circumvent democratic procedures to address the perceived emergency.3  

In addition to analysing discourse, the first theme also outlines 

securitising practices in action4 which present people seeking asylum as 

threatening. Between October 2015 and March 2016, several unprecedented 

political agreements were implemented to manage migration (the EU-Turkey 

Statement and the Leaders’ Statement managing the Western Balkans route). The 

implementation of these agreements was largely carried out swiftly and secretly 

by government officials, EU politicians and border guards. Even NGOs and other 

service providers contracted by governments to assist people seeking asylum 

throughout 2015 were not informed of government decisions affecting people 

seeking asylum, which were changing on a daily basis throughout 2015.  

These decisions include imposing nationality restrictions at borders, 

regulating the documentation people seeking asylum were required to have, and 

even the number of people that were allowed to cross borders on a daily basis. 

                                                           
2 Alex Sager, ‘The Uses and Abuses of “Migrant Crisis”’ in Theodoros Fouskas (ed), Immigrants and 

Refugees in Times of Crisis (European Public Law Organization, 2018). 
3 Barry Buzan, Ole Wæver, and Jaap De Wilde, Security: A new framework for analysis (Lynne Rienner, 

1998). 
4 Chapter Three of this thesis is a literature review of securitisation. The chapter highlights three 

securitisation processes: 1) The Speech Act approach (Barry Buznan et al.) 2) Security practices (Didier 

Bigo) and 3) Human Security (Ken Booth). 
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One representative from the NGO Crisis Response and Policy Centre (Serbia) 

explained that NGOs really deal with the consequences of government policies 

and policies were changing from day to day throughout 2015 and 2016: 

We’re in the field the entire time and we have to adjust our response to 

the moment, every decision, every new plan or a change that happens—

it’s like a regular adjustment in our operation. Something was changing 

all the time and additionally, all those decisions and the official policies 

were made on the move. Today it's like this, tomorrow something new 

comes up.5 

This chapter is divided into three sections. The sections will be 

chronological and representative of what the UNHCR Senior Protection 

Assistant in Skopje described as stages of the refugee ‘crisis.’ The first phase 

was the period from late 2014 up to June 2015 when numbers were slowly rising 

and there were no registration facilities or any large-scale humanitarian 

organised responses. During the second phase, which lasted from June 2015 to 

November 2015, there was some kind of organised humanitarian response: 

governments and large humanitarian organisations began coordinating efforts to 

assist people on the move and some kind of registration was conducted. The third 

phase (October 2015 to March 2016) was marked by the introduction of 

restrictive actions by governments to prevent people from reaching their 

territories (and staying in their territories). The flow of people also reached its 

peak (numerically) between September and November 2015.6 March 2016 marks 

the beginning of the fourth and current phase of the ‘migration crisis.’ In March 

2016, the EU-Turkey Statement and the Leaders’ Statement were implemented, 

and migration from Turkey, Greece, and through the Western Balkans route 

came to an abrupt decline. I will discuss this phase in greater detail in Chapter 

Six.   

                                                           
5 Interview with the representative from the Crisis Response and Policy Centre in Belgrade, Serbia 

(Jovana Mastilović, August 2017) 
6 UNHCR, ‘Desperate Journeys: Refugees and Migrants entering and crossing Europe via the 

Mediterranean and Western Balkans routes,’ (Web Page, February 2017) < 

https://www.unhcr.org/58b449f54.pdf>. 



160 
 

The first section of this chapter will explain the build up to the ‘crisis.’ It 

will show how undocumented migration through the Western Balkans route was 

relatively de-securitised prior to October/November 2015 (the third phase). This 

section is important in order to later show the contrast to the situation on the 

ground following March 2016 and will be the basis for analysing how the EU 

has externalised asylum.7 The second section will explain how a crisis and 

emergency are described in the literature and compare how the interviewees 

described 2015 as a ‘crisis.’ It will also explain the exceptional secondary 

movement which occurred throughout 2015, with the support of government 

assistance. This section will highlight how governments assisted in prompting 

the ‘crisis’ and discuss who the interviewees perceive the securitising actor to 

be. The third section details how governments used securitising practices to stop 

the ‘crisis’ and will summarises this first theme by describing how the influx was 

portrayed as being threatening. This chapter concludes with a summary of how 

the ‘crisis’ was portrayed as a threat, ultimately justifying the securitising 

practices that were put in place to prevent people from seeking asylum reaching 

EU territory. The chapter will guide the reader through the countries where 

interviews were conducted: Greece, Macedonia, Serbia, Croatia and Hungary 

throughout the different phases along the migratory route. This is important 

because securitising practices were gradually implemented with a domino effect 

to achieve ‘security.’  

5.1 Phase 1: The Human Flow (End of 2014 – June 2015) 

The geographical nature of the eastern Mediterranean migratory route 

ensures that it is more accessible for people from the Middle East, as opposed to 

nationals from Africa (who make up the majority of arrivals along the central 

Mediterranean route). The introduction of this thesis has already outlined the 

human tragedy as a result of war in the Middle East, the millions displaced, and 

that the war in Syria is considered to be one of the greatest tragedies of our time.8  

                                                           
7 See Chapter One, footnote 121 for definition of externalisation. 
8 UNHCR, ‘Syria conflict at 5 years: the biggest refugee and displacement crisis of our time demands a 

huge surge in solidarity’ (Press Release, 15 March 2016) <http://www.unhcr.org/afr/news/press/ 

2016/3/56e6e3249/syria-conflict-5-years-biggest-refugee-displacement-crisis-time-demands.html>. 
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Consequently, it should not come as a surprise that nationals from Syria, Iraq 

and Afghanistan (SIA) made up 84% of the applicants for international 

protection in Europe in 20159 and that 856 723 people10 used the eastern 

Mediterranean migratory route to seek asylum in Europe.   

The beginning of the refugee influx into Europe was witnessed firsthand 

by the residents of Lesvos, the Greek island separated less than 10 kilometres 

from Turkey by sea. Eric Kempson, an artist and activist on Lesvos explained to 

me that people have been arriving to Lesvos by boat from Turkey for decades.11 

He explained that there have been influxes prior to 2015, but that at the end of 

2014, he and his family started noticing a significant increase in women and 

children arriving by boat in front of his art shop at Molyvos, north Lesvos.12 Eric 

discussed the real-life human tragedy he witnessed: dead bodies washing up on 

the shores of Lesvos.13  

People started risking their lives on boats and leaving Turkey in large 

numbers in 2015 for a number of reasons that have been previously outlined. The 

number of deaths as a result of attempting the perilous journey along the eastern 

Mediterranean route in 201514 represented a stark increase compared to the 

previous year and statistics on lives lost along the Western Balkans route were 

not even collected before 2015, which saw 27 deaths in that year.15 The biggest 

tragedy on European land in 2015 was the death of 71 people in a lorry found 

between Hungary and Austria.16  

                                                           
9 UNHCR, Global Trends. Forced Displacement in 2015 (Report, 20 June 2016) 34. (‘Forced 

displacement in 2015’). 
10 UNHCR, Refugees and Migrants Sea Arrivals in Europe (Monthly Update, December 2016) 

<https://data2.unhcr.org/ar/documents/download/53447>. 
11 Interview with Eric Kempson, Lesvos, Greece (Jovana Mastilović, July 2017) 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
14 UNHCR, ‘2016 is deadliest year for refugees crossing to Europe via Central Mediterranean,’ UN News 

(online at 2 September 2016) 

<http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=54828#.V_CgByF95rR>. 
15 IOM Global Migration Data Analysis Centre, Migrant deaths and disappearances worldwide: 2016 

analysis (Report Issue No 8, March 2017) 

<http://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/gmdac_data_briefing_series_ 

issue_8.pdf>. 
16 Luke Harding, ‘Hungarian police arrest driver of lorry that had 71 dead migrants inside’ The Guardian 

(online at 28 August 2015) <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/aug/28/more-than-70-dead-

austria-migrant-truck-tragedy> 

https://data2.unhcr.org/ar/documents/download/53447
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Marios Kaleas, Head of the Regional Asylum Office on Lesvos described 

the year 2015 as ‘chaos.’17 Two years earlier, asylum applications numbered 200 

to 250 per year. In a single day, in 2015, there were 1000 to 1500 arrivals.18 

While 2015 was extreme and extraordinary in many aspects, as mentioned above, 

a ‘spill-over’ effect from Turkey could have been predicted as the number of 

asylum applications had been slowly but obviously rising in Europe since 2010.19 

The Field Press Officer for the European Border and Coast Guard Agency 

(Frontex) deployed on Lesvos in 2017 said:  

I can tell you that in 2015 it was a massive influx of migrants; there 

were so many problems here. Frontex started to deploy a lot of officers, 

assets and personnel specialised to help Greece with these problems and 

since then Frontex is still here and helps Greece continuously with this 

problem.20  

The problem the Field Press Officer was referring to was the arrival of 

people seeking asylum. Such a large number of people in need arriving on the 

shore of Lesvos did cause a problem, as there were not enough medical staff and 

necessities such as food and warm clothes prepared for the people arriving.21 

This is one of the reasons why in February 2015, Eric Kempson, his wife 

Phillippa, and their daughter decided to help people arriving by boat.  

Interviewees from Group A in Lesvos, Macedonia, Serbia and Hungry 

interviewed for this research described the 2015 influx of approximately one 

million people as completely unexpected. Government officials from Macedonia 

and Serbia, Anastasija Ilieska and Nenad Ivanišević, stated there were no 

warning signs of a sudden influx of people, except for small groups of people 

from the Middle East spotted at locations such as train stations in the north of 

                                                           
17 Interview with Marios Kaleas in Moria, Lesvos, Greece (Jovana Mastilović, July 2017). 
18 Ibid.  
19 UNHCR, UNHCR Asylum Trends 2014: Levels and Trends in Industrialized Countries (Report, 26 

March 2015) <https://www.unhcr.org/en-au/statistics/unhcrstats/551128679/ 

asylum-levels-trends-industrialized-countries-2014.html> 2. 
20 Interview with the European Border and Coast Guard Agency Field Press Officer on Lesvos, Greece 

(Jovana Mastilović, July 2017).  
21 Dirty Girls of Lesvos, ‘Dirty girls are everywhere’, (Web Page) <https://dirtygirlsoflesvos.com/about-

us>. 
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Serbia.22 Representatives of several NGOs23 I interviewed, as well as the 

UNHCR in Serbia, however, argued otherwise. The UNHCR representative in 

Serbia even said that they personally warned some government officials of the 

rising numbers of people in need of international protection in Turkey and the 

possibility of a ‘spill-over’ effect.24   

The fact that European governments were completely unprepared for an 

influx of people in need of international protection contributes to how 2015 was 

perceived as a ‘crisis.’ If the influx was foreseeable, the ‘crisis’ could have been 

avoided through proper management. However, the fact that 85% of the total 

number of people displaced around the world are outside of Europe and in low-

income countries25 suggests a complacent approach by Europe. EU containment 

mechanisms work, so it was a surprise, or ‘crisis’, when the dam broke in 2015. 

The dam can be considered as agreements EU governments have made with non-

EU countries to prevent people seeking asylum reaching Europe. The human 

rights records of some countries that the EU has engaged for the externalisation 

of asylum are questionable and have been a matter of concern for decades.26  

Border management in Turkey is one of the primary mechanisms to 

prevent another ‘European’ migration influx. As already discussed, Turkey has 

been one of the largest refugee host countries in the world since the outbreak of 

the Syrian conflict and until 2015 had maintained an ‘open-door policy’ towards 

Syrians that was based on neighbourliness.27 The incorporation of EU legislation 

in Turkey’s Law on Foreigners and International Protection externalised 

migration control and encouraged restrictive asylum policies.28 Similarly, before 

                                                           
22 Interview with Nenad Ivanišević in Belgrade, Serbia (Jovana Mastilović, September 2017). 
23 HCIT which is a partner organization of the UNHCR in Novi Sad, Serbia and the Belgrade Centre for 

Human Rights 
24 Interview with UNHCR representative in Belgrade, Serbia (Jovana Mastilović, July 2017). 
25 UNHCR, Global Trends. Forced Displacement in 2017 (Report, 25 June 2018)  

 <http://www.unhcr.org/globaltrends2017/>. 
26 Raffaella A Del Sarto, ‘Normative empire Europe: The European Union, its borderlands, and the “Arab 

spring”’ (2016) 54(2) Journal of Common Market Studies 215-32. 
27 Ahmet İçduygu, Syrian Refugees in Turkey: The Long Road Ahead (Migration Policy Institute, 2015) 

<http://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/syrian-refugeesturkey-long-road-ahead>. 
28 Cavidan Soykan, ‘Access to International Protection–Border Issues in Turkey’ in Maria O'Sullivan 

and Dallal Stevens (eds), States, the Law and Access to Refugee Protection: Fortresses and Fairness 

(Bloomsbury Publishing, 2017) 69-91; see also Hafsa Afailal and Maria Fernandez, ‘The Externalization 

http://www.unhcr.org/globaltrends2017/
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/syrian-refugeesturkey-long-road-ahead
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March 2016, the countries of the Western Balkans did not have the advanced 

technologies, regulations or border personnel monitoring its borders they have 

now.29  

 

 

Photograph taken by the author in Sjenica, – a border town in the southwest of Serbia, October 

2018. One of the government representatives interviewed told me sarcastically, ‘This is who protects 

our borders’30 signalling to this building. 

                                                           
of European Borders: The Other Face of Coloniality Turkey as a Case Study’ (2018) 4(3) Athens Journal 

of Mediterranean Studies 215-222. 
29 Sanja Milivojevic, Border Policing and Security Technologies: Mobility and Proliferation of Borders 

in the Western Balkans (Routledge, 2019). 
30 See Annex 3 for complete list of interviewees. This government official preferred to stay anonymous.  
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While the Serbian government has been against border fences since the 

very beginning of the influx of people seeking asylum in Europe in 2015,31 one 

of the reasons is because no one is really interested in staying in Serbia because 

of all the factors pointed out earlier.32 So, instead of spending resources to build 

fences and detain people, Serbian authorities did little to prevent people move 

through the country. In contrast to 2013, when Serbia did not have 

comprehensive asylum legislation and there were five asylum centres that could 

accommodate a maximum of 810 people – in 2019, there are 19 EU financed 

asylum centres which can accommodate up to 6000 people.33   

The prior inattention to people seeking asylum transiting through the 

Balkans contributed to the lack of institutions and necessities in 2015. Jasmin 

Redzepi, the founder of the NGO “Legis” in Macedonia, highlighted the first 

phase34 as one of the most disappointing. He claimed to have contacted larger 

intergovernmental organisations in the region and that they said that, “working 

with illegal migrants is not part of our mandate”.35 He said that these 

organisations told him that this would cause certain security issues for them, and 

that Legis was one of the very few organisations assisting people on the move 

through Macedonia during the first phase.  

Redzepi described more than 30 people dying on the railroads between 

late 2014 and June 2015.36 Fourteen people alone died when they were hit by a 

train near Veles (halfway through Macedonia towards the Serbian border), in 

April 2015. Ivan Kochovski, from the Macedonian Young Lawyers Association 

(MYLA), also described the transit of people seeking asylum as very 

                                                           
31 Associated Press, ‘Serbia 'Shocked' by Hungary's Plans to Build Border Fence,’ Voice of America 

(online at 18 June 2015) <https://www.voanews.com/a/ap-serbia-shocked-by-hungary-plans-to-build-

border-fence/2827509.html>. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Belgrade Centre for Human Rights, Right to Asylum in the Republic of Serbia 2018 (Report Series 32, 

8 March 2019). 
34 From late 2014 to June 2015 
35Interview with Jasmin Redzepi, the founder of the NGO “Legis”, Skopje, Macedonia (Jovana 

Mastilović, August 2017). 
36 Ibid. 

https://www.voanews.com/a/ap-serbia-shocked-by-hungary-plans-to-build-border-fence/2827509.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/ap-serbia-shocked-by-hungary-plans-to-build-border-fence/2827509.html


166 
 

dangerous.37 Both organisations agreed that the tragic incident near Veles 

sparked debate about legislative changes in order to manage the transit and 

provide safer routes for people who were transiting through Macedonia.38  

As a result, people using the Western Balkans route to seek asylum in 

northern EU countries were allowed to use public transport and not forced to 

walk along railroads or resort to smugglers. At the end of June 2015, 

amendments to the Law on Asylum39 in Macedonia were adopted, wherein a new 

legal mechanism was introduced called, ‘Intention to apply for asylum.’ This 

basically meant that refugees arriving at the border between Macedonia and 

Greece could register with the police and the police would issue a document 

entitled: ‘The intent to submit an asylum application.’ With this document, 

people seeking asylum could stay in Macedonia for 72 hours and within that time 

either apply for asylum or use public transport to leave the country.40 

The section has outlined that Europe was not prepared for the arrival of 

one million people seeking international protection. It is important in order to 

show that the ‘crisis’ occurred, to some extent, because European governments 

did not expect people to leave Turkey. Despite numerous pleas from the Turkish 

government41 and the increasing number of Syrian refugees in Turkey, no 

government officials interviewed outlined that the influx of 2015 was expected. 

It was a surprise that the ‘dam broke’, or that the EU externalisation of asylum 

was not implemented strongly enough. The sudden influx resulted in European 

                                                           
37 Interview with Ivan Kochovski, from the Macedonian Young Lawyers Association (MYLA), Skopje, 

Macedonia, (Jovana Mastilović, August 2017) 
38 Both representatives of the NGOs cited above (n 35) and (n 37) highlighted the deaths along the 

railroads in Macedonia as initiating policy changes.  
39 The amendments entered into force on the day of adoption and publication of the amendments in the 

Official Gazette, on 18 June 2015, and the registration of intentions at the border entry points started on 

19 June 2015: UNHCR, The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia: As a Country of Asylum, (Report, 

August 2015) <http://www.refworld.org/pdfid/55c9c70e4.pdf>. 
40 See Law on Asylum and Temporary Protection (Consolidated version 11 April 2016), Official Gazette 

of the Republic of Macedonia. 
41 Ishaan Tharoor, ‘Death of drowned Syrian toddler Alan Kurdi jolts world leaders’, The Washington 

Post (online at 3 September 2015) 

<https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2015/09/03/image-of-drowned-syrian-

toddler-aylan-kurdi-jolts-world-leaders/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.291efe0346e2>. 
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governments declaring states of emergency or going into crisis mode.42 

Undocumented migration through the Western Balkans route was relatively de-

securitised prior to November 2015 (similar to Turkey), however, the situation 

on the ground following March 2016, is in stark contrast to the earlier laissez-

faire approach towards undocumented migrants.  

5.2 Phase Two: The ‘Humanitarian’ Response to the ‘Crisis’ of Deaths at Sea 

and on Land (June 2015 – November 2015) 

Describing the arrival of people seeking asylum to Europe as a ‘crisis’ is 

inadequate for capturing the multifaceted circumstances leading to their arrival. 

‘Crisis’ provides an impression of a burgeoning uninterrupted flow, affecting 

Europe, and serves to simplify, divide and discriminate against those that are on 

the move.43 The unpreparedness of EU governments on the other hand, can be 

considered as responsible for catastrophic consequences. This section will show 

that EU governments sparked the ‘crisis’ by assisting in the exceptional 

secondary movement throughout the Western Balkans route in 2015. In contrast 

to the public transport and ‘assistance’ provided to people on land, the situation 

at sea was deadlier but people received no alternative transport, like organised 

ferry departures from Turkey to Greece or plane flights.    

The ‘crisis’ along the eastern Mediterranean route did, however, shift the 

attention from the central Mediterranean route, which as mentioned earlier, 

prompted SAR operations on behalf of NGOs.44 Rapid change and developments 

in policy reform, and law, often occur under highly pressurised conditions, such 

as crises.45 As section 5.1 highlighted, current containment policies were no 

longer working, so, as a response to the ‘crisis’ Europe needed new ones. In 

February 2016, North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) army ships were 

                                                           
42 Reuters, ‘Macedonia declares state of emergency’, The Guardian (online at 21 August 2015) 

<https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/aug/20/macedonia-state-of-emergency-migrant-crisis>. 
43 Heaven Crawley and Dimitris Skleparis, ‘Refugees, migrants, neither, both: Categorical fetishism and 

the politics of bounding in Europe’s ‘migration crisis’’ (2018) 44(1) Journal of Ethnic and Migration 

Studies 48-64. 
44 Paolo Cuttitta, ‘Repoliticization through search and rescue? Humanitarian NGOs and migration 

management in the central Mediterranean’ (2018) 23(3) Geopolitics 632-60. 
45 Hilary Charlesworth, ‘International law: a discipline of crisis’ (2002) 65(3) The Modern Law Review 

377-92. 
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deployed in order to ‘stem illegal trafficking and illegal migration in the 

Aegean.’46 The use of such excessive force and spending raised many questions 

on the actual aim of the deployment,47 however, the organisation stated that the 

operation was not about pushing back refugee boats (or ‘saving lives’ through 

search and rescue) but ‘attaining critical information and surveillance to help 

counter human trafficking and criminal networks.’48  

Here, I will describe how individual countries throughout Europe went 

their own ways and abstained from conforming to standards regulating refugee 

protection and border management which triggered a ‘crisis.’ I will explain how 

this led to all countries along the route becoming securitising agents who, 

ultimately securitised access to asylum. In addition, I will describe the 

interviewees’ perception of Germany’s leading role, which is important as all 

government officials interviewed attempted to distance themselves from being 

responsible for the management of the migration flow throughout 2015. I will 

explain, however, how all countries along the route actually triggered the crisis. 

5.2.1 Mama Merkel: the ‘Compassionate Mother’ of Syrian Refugees49 

For the analysis of any securitisation process, one of the key components 

is to identify the securitising agent. This person, (organisation, government, 

institution) plays a crucial role in revealing whose security is being prioritised. 

All interviewees agreed that the peak of the influx was approximately between 

May 2015 and October 2015. Anastasija Ilieska, the State Secretary for the 

Ministry of Interior in Macedonia, explained that it was like a flood when the 

borders ‘opened’ (in the second phase following Macedonia’s amendments to 

the Law on Asylum) and people were able to freely transit through Macedonia:50 

                                                           
46 North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), (Press Conference, 11 February 2016) 

<https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_127972.htm>. 
47 Ioannis Chapsos, ‘Who are NATO’s ships in the Aegean really keeping an eye on?’ The Conversation 

(online at 16 February 2016) <https://theconversation.com/who-are-natos-ships-in-the-aegean-really-

keeping-an-eye-on-54665>. 
48 NATO (n 46). 
49 Philip Oltermann, ‘Mama Merkel: the ‘compassionate mother’ of Syrian refugees,’ The Guardian 

(online at 2 September 2015) <https://www.theguardian.com/world/shortcuts/2015/sep/01/mama-

merkel-the-compassionate-mother-of-syrian-refugees>. 
50 Interview with Anastasija Ilieska in Skopje, Macedonia, (Jovana Mastilović, August 2017) 
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In a six-month period in 2015, the number of migrants entering 

increased more and more, from 300, 400 daily to 1000, 2000, 3000 and 

so on. With each day there were thousands and thousands more.51  

Anastasija Ilieska also described 2015 as a crisis of political leadership 

and migration management. In response to whether or not some countries 

encouraged ‘open’ or ‘closed’ borders, the government officials in Macedonia, 

Serbia, and Hungary expressed the view that German Chancellor Angela 

Merkel’s ‘Wir schaffen das’ (We can do it)52 resulted in the increase in arrivals. 

The government representative of Macedonia claimed, ‘the critical moment was 

when Angela Merkel said, “Welcome refugees” and then even the ones who 

didn't want to take that road got motivated.’53 The time Angela Merkel made her 

speech was August 2015 and fits into this second phase. 

The government official in Serbia also stated that he believed that German 

Chancellor, Angela Merkel’s call, ‘Wir schaffen das,’54 was responsible for both 

the influx and for its abrupt end.55 Serbia, according to the official was ‘just [a] 

part of the collateral damage of this policy.’56 The Serbian official continued 

explaining: 

I suppose the German government knows why it opened its borders, why 

it accepted one million people more than it has to accept according to its 

asylum procedure. These are, as you know, all autonomous decisions, 

completely autonomous decisions. These autonomous decisions led to 

the environment today where we don't know what to use as a standard, 

as an example to follow.57  

There is no quota to how many people a government should accept 

according to asylum procedures, as suggested by the Serbian representative, but 

                                                           
51 Ibid 
52 Nicola Abé et al, ‘Merkel's Refugee Policy Divides Europe’, Der Spiegel (online at 21 September 

2015) <http://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/refugee-policy-of-chancellor-merkel-divides-

europe-a-1053603.html>. 
53 Interview with Anastasija Ilieska in Skopje, Macedonia (Jovana Mastilović, August 2017).  
54 Thomas Spijkerboer, ‘Fact Check: Did ‘Wir Schaffen Das’ Lead to Uncontrolled Mass Migration? 

Border Criminologies (Blog Post, 28 September 2016) <https://www.law.ox.ac.uk/research-subject-

groups/centre-criminology/centreborder-criminologies/blog/2016/09/fact-check-did->. 
55 Interview with Nenad Ivanišević in Belgrade, Serbia (Jovana Mastilović, September 2017). 
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid. 
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this statement confirms what the UNHCR in Serbia said: that Serbia was looking 

for ways to respond to the influx modelled on the behaviour of EU states.58  

According to the UNHCR representative, Serbian officials stated: ‘[W]e are 

waiting for the European solution; we want to be part of the European solution.’59 

This statement implies that the influence that Serbia (and possibly other countries 

in the Western Balkans) had in the decision-making process to respond to the 

influx of people was limited, but also, no one country could act alone and every 

action had a domino effect.  

The representative of the UNHCR in Serbia also stated that different 

messages were being sent out from the EU at different levels. One message came 

from European institutions, requesting that the acquis60 be respected, and that 

the European international standards be respected, while on the other hand, 

actual EU member states sent out entirely different messages: 

…there are different layers—on the surface level a politically correct 

message is sent out, but the actual, implied message is completely 

different. Now we see the various political deals happening in this field 

(implying the EU–Turkey Statement).61  

It is correct that there was no singular EU solution offered to manage the 

influx and Serbia was expecting a unified EU response that never came. The 

different messages EU countries sent out were in stark contrast to each other. 

The Hungarian representative stated that Hungary ‘decided to go their own 

way’62 following a meeting of EU Prime Ministers in Brussels held in August 

2015. Tibor Lakatos, head of the Public Order Department of the Hungarian 

National Police Headquarters, explained that Hungary was trying to uphold EU 

rules (the Schengen Borders Code) and did not want to allow people into its 

country without documentation. At the same time, German Chancellor Angela 

Merkel encouraged the de facto suspension of the Dublin Regulation which led 

                                                           
58 Interview with UNHCR representative in Belgrade, Serbia, (Jovana Mastilović, August 2017). 
59 Ibid. 
60 Acquis communautaire is the accumulated legislation, legal acts, and court decisions which constitute 

the body of European Union law. 
61 Interview with UNHCR representative in Belgrade, Serbia, (Jovana Mastilović, August 2017). 
62 Interview with Tibor Lakatos in Budapest, Hungary (Jovana Mastilović, August 2017). 
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to the countries along the route to ignore the Schengen rules and the non-EU 

countries to not adhere to their own entry requirements during the mass influx 

during 2015.63 

Lakatos made no reference towards refugee law and Hungary’s 

obligations of non-refoulement, and how denying access to territory to people 

seeking asylum would violate Hungary’s obligations under international law. 

Instead, he described that when Angela Merkel said: ‘Ok, refugees are welcome 

in Germany’64 the situation changed completely: 

that was the time when the Hungarian Government decided, we have to 

do something, not against the refugees, but the purpose was that no one 

could enter Hungary without registration, without any control, because 

they did not have documents, ID cards, passports, visa, etc. So, we had 

to do something, we had to apply a lot of police officers at the border. 

Police officers from the whole country went to serve at the border. 

Refugees near detention or asylum centres also wanted to go further 

and attacked the police officers. We had some problems at the border 

and we wanted to stop this situation somehow. That is why our 

government decided to build the fence at the border. We had to 

reinforce the police forces. And then the new law entered into force— 

illegal border crossings became a crime. It was the 15th of September. 

Two days before the border closure, on the 13th of September, 7881 

migrants arrived at the Hungarian border from Serbia, a huge number.65 

According to Lakatos, Viktor Orbán had asked the other EU Heads of 

State to take action against ‘illegal migration’ and reinforce the Schengen rules, 

but according to the Hungarian official, no ‘useful’ response had been given by 

the EU leaders or institutions. Therefore, Hungary declared that it would start 

building a border fence with Serbia to prevent people from entering Hungary. 

The Hungarian official described the reactions to Hungary’s actions: 

 

First the EU countries did not support this decision. We had very 

serious critiques from Austria, from Slovenia and from Croatia, for 

                                                           
63 Neža Kogovšek Šalamon, ‘CJEU rulings on the Western Balkan route: Exceptional times do not 

necessarily call for exceptional measures’, EU Immigration and Asylum Law and Policy (Blog Post) 
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64 Interview with Tibor Lakatos in Budapest, Hungary (Jovana Mastilović, August 2017). 
65 Ibid 
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building a fence. However, later, Croatia, Slovenia and Austria also, 

built fences. Their fences were not so long, but regardless, they built 

them.66 

 

As the next subsection will show, this did not stop the influx. There were 

thousands of people waiting along the shores in Turkey to reach Greece and 

when Hungary sealed off its border, the flow was only redirected through 

Croatia.  

The purpose of this subsection, however, was to explain that there existed 

a very complex interplay of factors in the management of the 2015 influx of 

people seeking asylum. This was mainly because every action an individual 

government took, cascaded into an action encompassing all countries from 

Greece through to northern EU countries. While German Chancellor Angela 

Merkel’s ‘Wir schaffen das’ along with the suspension of the Dublin 

Regulation67 may have encouraged people to move forward to Germany, these 

accusations fail to acknowledge that Chancellor Merkel was only responding to 

the influx and was not the cause of it.68  

This conclusion is in contrast to opinions expressed in the media69 and 

amongst the other government officials questioned for this research. As the 

Serbian border guard interviewed for this research said ‘if the Germans wanted 

to take migrants in, why didn't they get airplanes to pick them up? Why was 

everyone being pushed around instead?’70 Such statements overlook the fact that 

it was not Germany who was ‘pushing people around,’ but the police and border 

agencies along the way. It does, however, highlight that in order to receive 

international protection, people needed to risk their lives on unworthy sea vessels 

                                                           
66 Ibid. 
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68 For asylum application in the EU from 2011–2017 see European Parliament, ‘A Welcoming Europe?’ 
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69 Allan Hall and John Lichfield, ‘Germany opens its gates: Berlin says all Syrian asylum-seekers are 

welcome to remain, as Britain is urged to make a 'similar statement'’, The Independent (online at 24 

August 2015) <https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/germany-opens-its-gates-berlin-

says-all-syrian-asylum-seekers-are-welcome-to-remain-as-britain-is-10470062.html>. 
70 Interview with Serbian Border Guard in Serbia (Jovana Mastilović, August 2017). 
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in Turkey, and make their way through Greece, the Western Balkans route, 

Hungary (or Croatia), Slovenia, and Austria to finally be given protection.71  

Greece had only 4000 positive refugee recognitions in 2015 and 

recognition rates throughout the EU have historically been inconsistent.72 

Germany has been leading the way in terms of the number of people granted 

protection in the country and did not present people seeking asylum as some kind 

of threat throughout 2015. Such a conclusion, to some extent, backs up the case 

study presented in Chapter Three where I presented Germany as acting within a 

human security framework. The suffering of people along the route has however 

not been acknowledged properly while it is clear that the bad management 

coming from all individual governments had the effect of denying security to 

those that needed it most.  

5.2.2 ‘We Will Not Become Refugee Parking Lots’73 

The UNHCR representative in Macedonia commented that what marked 

2015 as remarkable was the secondary movement through Europe and that 

people seeking asylum could pass through countries along the Western Balkans 

migratory route in a matter of hours.74 All government officials interviewed, 

however, made sure to point out that the borders were not ‘open’ in 2015, which 

is a common misconception. Despite governments making arrangements to 

transport large numbers of people from their southern borders to their northern 

borders,75 people crossed by foot from one country into another through forests 

and unofficial (green) border crossings.76 This happened all the way from 

                                                           
71 John Lichfield, ‘Germany opens its gates: Berlin says all Syrian asylum-seekers are welcome to 

remain, as Britain is urged to make a 'similar statement'’, The Independent (online at 24 August 2015) 

<http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/germany-opens-its-gates-berlin-says-all-syrian-

asylum-seekers-are-welcome-to-remain-as-britain-is-10470062.html>. 
72 Migration Policy Institute, ‘Asylum Recognition Rates in the EU/EFTA by Country, 2008-2017’ (Web 

Page) <https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/charts/asylum-recognition-rates-euefta-

country-2008-2017>. 
73 Translation of: ‘Srbija neće biti "parking" za migrante: Vulin zatražio od Evropske unije da zauzme 

čvrst stav’, Telegraf (online at 26 September 2018) <https://www.telegraf.rs/vesti/politika/2994567-
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74 Interview with IOM representative in Budapest, Hungary (Jovana Mastilović, August 2017).  
75 Alice Greider, ‘Outsourcing migration management: The role of the Western Balkans in the European 

refugee crisis’, Migration Policy Institute (online at 17 August 2017) <https://www.migrationpolicy.org/ 

article/outsourcing-migration-management-western-balkans-europes-refugee-crisis>. 
76 A green border is an external land border outside border crossing points. A blue border is an external 
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mainland Greece through the Western Balkan countries (Macedonia and Serbia) 

and then through Hungary (and later Croatia). National authorities did not (and 

could not) stop this migration; but, the borders were not ‘open’. A Serbian border 

guard working at the Serbian–Hungarian border crossing explained: 

They were never just allowed to pass; it was never like, ‘Hey, let's let 

them pass, let's give ’em a break.’ No way. There are very serious 

consequences if we don't do our job. And you know it’s hard to get a job 

in Serbia. So, no slacking off, we did our jobs right, you know. We didn't 

mess around.77 

This is important as no government official wanted to be blamed for not 

conducting registrations and not respecting the Schengen Borders Code or their 

own entry/exit regulations.78 The government officials in Hungary and 

Macedonia argued that undocumented migrants were not respecting the law and 

that they were transiting through borders without applying for asylum. In this 

sense, alongside the humanitarian concern of people transiting through Europe 

in 2015, the ‘crisis’ was also characterised as the unprecedented transit of people 

who did not want to stay in Greece, but rather move through the Western Balkans 

route until their desired destination, which was most often, Germany.    

A crucial point to highlight is that each country along the migratory route 

from Greece to Germany encouraged further movement so people would not stay 

on their territory in spite of their responsibilities as transit countries.79 Nikola 

Kovačevič from the Belgrade Centre for Human Rights (BCHR), a NGO in 

Serbia, explained, ‘[2015] was a crisis; it was a humanitarian collapse’80 because 

government actions fuelled the crisis by insisting on transferring people as fast 

as possible from one border to another.  

                                                           
water border (maritime, river, or lake). 
77 Interview with Serbian Border Guard in Serbia (Jovana Mastilović, August 2017). 
78 Council Regulation (EU) 2016/399 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 9 March 2016 

on a Union Code on the rules governing the movement of persons across borders (Schengen Borders 

Code) (codification) [2016] OJ L 77/1 (‘Schengen Borders Code’). 
79 Pavle Kilibarda, ‘Obligations of transit countries under refugee law: A Western Balkans case study.’ 

(2017) 99(904) International Review of the Red Cross 211-39. 
80 Interview with Nikola Kovačevič from the Belgrade Centre for Human Rights, Belgrade, Serbia 

(Jovana Mastilović, September 2017).  
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Anastasija Ilieska from the Ministry of Interior in Macedonia explained 

how undocumented migrants were arriving from Greece through the unofficial 

border crossings: ‘they were coming through there (green borders) because the 

Greek authorities directed the buses with people to come here and told them, 

“That is Europe, go there’”.81 Registration by the Ministry of Interior in 

Macedonia began stepping up in this second phase and there was an organised 

humanitarian response in addition to transit centres being established in 

Tabanovce to the North and Vinojug (in Gevgelija) to the South. Trains began 

departing from Kamen 5982 filled with people seeking asylum and took them to 

the north of Macedonia, Kumanovo, near Tabanovce. From Tabanovce, people 

crossed into Serbia (Preševo) by foot. Anastasija Ilieska called it an ‘illegal’ 

crossing.83  

One of the points the Serbian official wanted to highlight was that Serbia 

did not organise and establish a transport system which would intentionally ‘pass 

the problem on, as our colleagues in the South did.’84 Instead, Serbia made every 

person purchase a ticket, so they could independently decide where they wanted 

to go. The Serbian official concluded that, ‘this is why nobody can accuse us of 

packing people into buses and trains and simply forwarding the problem onto the 

shoulders of other countries in the region.’85  

Essentially, statements made by government officials in the interviews 

from Macedonia, Serbia and Hungary, can be identified as shifting the blame and 

‘burden’ from oneself onto another government. Numerous factors, however, 

contributed to the transit. A significant pull factor was Chancellor Merkel’s 

leading response in ‘welcoming’ refugees, and the other was the suspension of 

the Dublin Regulation.86 It is not illegal for an asylum seeker to move on to 

                                                           
81 Ibid. 
82 Kamen (Stone) 59 is a non-official green border crossing between the Greek town, Idomeni, and the 

Macedonia town of Gevgelija. 
83 Interview with Anastasija Ilieska in Skopje, Macedonia (Jovana Mastilović, August 2017). 
84 Interview with Nenad Ivanišević in Belgrade, Serbia (Jovana Mastilović, September 2017). 
85 Ibid 
86 European Commission, ‘Commission Adopts Second Recommendation Identifying Steps to Restore 

Dublin Transfers to Greece’ (Press Release IP/16/2182, 15 June 2016) <http://europa.eu/rapid/press-

release_IP-16-2182_en.htm>. 
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another EU country.87 They will not be disqualified from receiving refugee 

status, even though the country they do decide to file an asylum application may 

return them to their first country of asylum. Asylum seekers should not, however, 

be returned to non-EU member states under the Dublin Regulation and returns 

to Greece are not considered safe.88  

All factors combined, the transit from Greece all the way through the 

Western Balkans route could have been anticipated. The UNHCR has advised 

against Serbia being considered as a ‘safe third country’89 and Hungary has been 

found to be in breach of Article 3, 5 (sections 1 and 4) and 13 of the European 

Convention on Human Rights for returning asylum seekers to Serbia without 

guarantees they will not be subjected to inhuman or degrading treatment due to 

a possible ‘chain-refoulement’ to Greece.90 

The Hungarian representative made it clear that Hungary ‘did not make 

secret [that] our politicians want to control the flows’91 and that Hungarian 

official communication were consistent with these measures; whereas, ‘the 

communication of other countries [was] not in harmony with their measures.’92 

Tibor Lakatos described the crisis reaching its peak just before September 2015, 

and the Hungarian government struggling to control ‘the migrants’ and keep 

them in ‘detention’ centres:  

They (migrants) were not so patient (to be registered and to apply for 

asylum) and they tried to break out from the centres and walk on foot 

                                                           
87 Colin Yeo, ‘Are refugees obliged to claim asylum in the first safe country they reach?’ Free Movement, 

(online at 2 January 2019) <www.freemovement.org.uk/are-refugees-obliged-to-claim-asylum-in-the-
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88 M.S.S. v Belgium and Greece (European Court of Human Rights, Grand Chamber, Application no. 

30696/09, 21 January 2011). 
89 Human Rights Watch, ‘Croatia: Asylum Seekers Forced Back to Serbia: Asylum Seekers Denied 
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91 Interview with Tibor Lakatos in Budapest, Hungary (Jovana Mastilović, 2017). 
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2016: “Thank you [Hungary] for opening the borders in 1989 and thank you for closing them in 2015”—

this is what he recalled the border guards saying during private discussions. 
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towards Budapest on the highway. So, it was very dangerous for traffic, 

for the other people and for the migrants too.93 

Tibor Lakatos explained that in response, the Hungarian government 

placed ‘migrants’ in (guarded) detention centres. Lakatos justified this by 

saying that:  

[I]f you do not want to submit an asylum application, you have to go to 

a detention centre and back to the country from where you arrived.94 

Any form of detention in the context of migration must actually be applied 

as an ‘exceptional measure of last resort’,95 however, in the early phases of 2015, 

Hungarian officials’ primary aim was to prevent people from arriving to Hungary 

in the first place. As previously mentioned, Hungary’s border fence in September 

2015 did not prevent people from reaching northern EU countries, nor did the 

water cannons and tear gas. Tibor Lakatos explained the Hungarian military was 

used as a defence against the refugees throwing ‘big concrete pieces toward 

police-officers.’96 The flow was simply redirected to Croatia (with whom 

Hungary also erected a border fence in October 2015) and then through Slovenia 

and Austria. After Hungary closed off its border mid-September, attitudes 

towards refugees and between governments began to deteriorate. All countries 

began to fear that they would become the refugee ‘dump’97 and this trepidation 

sparked tensions between the Serbian and Croatian authorities, even leading to 

temporarily imposed sanctions on both sides.98 

Tibor Lakatos explained that although Hungary was criticised by officials 

in Austria, Slovenia and Croatia about Hungary’s border fence, that they shortly 

                                                           
93 Interview with Tibor Lakatos in Budapest, Hungary (Jovana Mastilović, 2017). 
94 Ibid. 
95Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, opened for signature 28 July 1951, 189 UNTS 150 

(entered into force 22 April 1954) art 31 (2) (‘The Convention’); UN Working Group on Arbitrary 

Detention, Revised Deliberation No. 5 on deprivation of liberty of migrants (Deliberation, 7 February 
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followed suit and also began transporting undocumented migrants from their 

southern borders to the bordering countries in the north. Lakatos highlighted that 

even Austria transported people to Germany.99  

Ivana Vukašević from the Humanitarian Centre for Integration and 

Tolerance, (HCIT), which is a partner NGO of the UNHCR in Vojvodina, 

northern Serbia, explained there were some ‘truly horrible situations’100 at the 

Serbian–Croatian border after Hungary closed its border with Serbia on 15 

September 2015. She added that there were two aspects marking 2015 as a 

‘crisis’; the first was the humanitarian factor, that people were in desperate need 

of assistance, and the other was the necessity to upgrade capacities for 

registration and managing such an influx of people. Ljubomir Miladinović, from 

the Red Cross of Serbia, talked about women going into labour at the green 

border101 between Serbia and Croatia and explained that there were a lot of 

difficult situations with people with disabilities and children.  

As described in Chapter Three, Hungary’s Prime Minister, Viktor Orbán, 

reacted strictly within a realist security approach by ‘protecting’ Hungary’s 

borders by erecting a barbed-wire fence. Hungary began making sure people 

were not able to access Hungarian territory from 15 September 2015. In the end, 

however, all the governments became securitising agents because of the ‘threat’ 

of what other governments would do, leaving them with no control or capacity 

to look after the people seeking asylum. The following section will discuss how 

access to asylum was eventually securitised and prevented through securitising 

practices throughout the migratory route in phase three. 

                                                           
99 Ibid 
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Novi Sad, Serbia (Jovana Mastilović, August 2017).  
101 Interview with Ljubomir Miladinović from the Serbian Red Cross, Belgrade, Serbia (Jovana 
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5.3 Phase Three: Restrictions (October 2015 – March 2016) 

The UNHCR representative in Macedonia described the third stage to be 

between November 2015 – March 2016.102 During this period, the countries of 

the Western Balkans began implementing nationality restrictions for entry to 

their territories. This third phase is characterised by the beginning of border 

closures, migration restrictions, and the EU’s externalisation of migration in the 

Western Balkans and Turkey. This section will explain how governments used 

securitising practices to end the mass influx and how this has securitised access 

to asylum in the EU. 

 In the lead up to the border closures, on 15 October 2015, agreements 

between the EU countries, the countries of the Western Balkans, and Turkey to 

‘manage migration’ commenced in an attempt to limit secondary movement 

through the Western Balkans route and prevent people from leaving Turkey.103 

As the Serbian government official recalls, ‘it was a Sunday in Brussels, 25 

October 2015 when the Leaders’ Statement was agreed upon.’104 The 

government official from Macedonia described this meeting as resembling an 

auction or bidding; leaders were asked ‘How many migrants do you want to take 

on your territory, how many do you want?’105 Eventually, with the offer of 

financial assistance, Serbia agreed to provide housing for 6000 migrants, Croatia 

would accept 2500 people, Macedonia 2000 people, Greece 50 000 people, while 

Hungary did not want to participate in this ‘burden-sharing.’106  

The Serbian official stated proudly that only Serbia really secured room 

for 6000 people (though with donor assistance), while the other countries did not 

                                                           
102 The first phase was highlighted earlier in this chapter from late 2014 to June 2015, the second phase 

from June 2015 up to November 2015.  
103 Özlem Gürakar Skribeland (The Norwegian Organisation for Asylum Seekers), Seeking Asylum in 
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Turkey_2016.pdf> 7. 
104 European Union, ‘Leaders' Meeting on refugee flows along the Western Balkans Route: Leaders' 

Statement’ (Statement, 25 October 2015). (‘Leaders’ Statement’). 
105 Interview with Anastasija Ilieska in Skopje, Macedonia (Jovana Mastilović, August 2017). 
106 ‘The Hotspot Approach: The answer to Europe's migrant crisis?’ Euro News (online at 21 September 
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adhere to the agreement.107 The official from Macedonia highlighted that 

although everyone agreed to a quota, they continued to quickly transport people 

out of their country, implying that one thing was said at the meeting, but another 

was done. The Western Balkans route could not be completely ‘closed’ without 

the abrupt decline of arrivals from Turkey to Greece and because this was not 

happening, governments increasingly feared they would become the ‘refugee 

dump’ as mentioned above and were providing transport as quickly as possible 

to move people out of their territories, some for free and others for a price.  

Shortly after, on 13 November 2015, protecting the EU’s external (and 

internal) borders was given heightened priority after the terrorist attacks in 

Paris.108 While the Serbian government official expressed their opinion that the 

‘migrant crisis’ and terrorism in western Europe have no connection with each 

other ‘whatsoever,’109 the official suggested that ‘somewhere in Europe certain 

integration policies failed’ and that ‘it makes no sense that you have five people 

from Brussels who arrive in Paris and commit a terrorist act, and then you decide 

that the border between Serbia and Hungary [or Croatia] should be closed.’110 

The official also added that ‘connecting these two unrelated events makes no 

sense and that it is very irresponsible and that it just heightens tensions.’111   

A Frontex Risk Analysis report for 2016, however, explained that the 

Paris attacks were a ‘dreadful reminder that border management also has an 

important security component’112 as undocumented migration can be used by 

terrorists to enter the EU. Due to the fear that more refugees and migrants would 

stay in countries’ territories, Macedonia realised that it would be better to not 

allow anyone to enter the territory at all. But this was not a unilateral decision. 

The official from Macedonia shared that there was a meeting held in Skopje with 

the heads of police from Serbia, Croatia, Slovenia, Austria and the countries of 

                                                           
107 Interview with Nenad Ivanišević, in Belgrade, Serbia (Jovana Mastilović, September 2017). 
108  Frontex, Risk Analysis for 2016 (Report, March 2016) 7. (‘Risk Analysis for 2016’). 
109 Interview with Nenad Ivanišević in Belgrade, Serbia (Jovana Mastilović, September 2017). 
110 Ibid. 
111 Ibid. 
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the Visegrad group.113 At this meeting, everyone decided that the Western 

Balkans route should be treated as one, and so the countries began enforcing 

quotas of how many people could enter daily, as well as restrictions on the 

nationalities of the people that qualified for entry.  

According to all interviewees from Group A, Austria was the first country 

to implement quotas for allowing a certain number of people to enter its territory 

and that these quotas were implemented with a domino effect from Austria to 

Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia and finally to Macedonia, causing a bottle neck at 

Idomeni (on the border between Greece and Macedonia).114 Again, these 

restrictions were not implemented in Turkey and people were still arriving to 

Europe in large numbers. The Macedonian official explained that an agreement 

was made and officials allowed the same number of people to enter Macedonia 

that were allowed to exit Slovenia.115 The police of these above-mentioned 

countries signed an agreement to send between 10 to 300 police officers, with 

sufficient technical equipment, video cameras, vehicles and even police dogs to 

guard Macedonia’s borders.116 The Macedonian official told me that the specific 

details agreed at this meeting were confidential. So, although the finger was 

pointed at Macedonia for its inhumane treatment of refugees, particularly at 

Idomeni where police released tear gas and prevented refugees from entering the 

country,117 the Macedonian official confirmed these were joint actions and that 

they received support from the EU via the IOM to provide housing and food for 

the police officers.118   
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When I asked the Serbian official how exactly the countries of the 

Western Balkans were advised to regain control over their borders (as outlined 

in the Leaders’ Statement), the official replied; 

The greatest problem in the whole migrant crisis was that there was no 

mutual, singular, EU policy. So, if you ask me how we were advised—

we were not given any advice at all. The issue with the Western Balkans 

countries (not only us, but also Austria, Hungary and Croatia) was that 

everybody was left to independently resolve this whole issue, which led 

to different solutions.119 

Another factor is that the Leaders’ Statement led to different 

interpretations. Some interviewees such as representatives from the 

Humanitarian Centre for Integration and Tolerance in Novi Sad hinted that the 

nationality restrictions which only allowed people from Syria, Iraq and 

Afghanistan (although Afghanistan was also excluded later) to pass through the 

Western Balkans migratory route were based on whether the countries had 

existing readmission agreements, and whether the countries were considered 

‘war torn.’120 Point Twelve of the Leaders’ Statement encourages signatory 

countries to work in cooperation with the European Commission and Frontex to 

step up efforts concerning readmission, particularly with Afghanistan, 

Bangladesh, and Pakistan.121 Such statements in the agreement could have 

encouraged nationality restrictions, but whatever the reasons were, they were 

arbitrary and several NGOs such as the Belgrade Centre for Human Rights have 

criticised the Serbian government for not going into the merits of asylum 

applications but rather dismissing them on the basis of ‘safe country.’ This is 

despite even EU member states abandoning attempts to agree upon a common 

safe country of origin list and maintaining to apply different requirements 

hampering a uniform approach across the EU.122  

                                                           
119 Interview with Nenad Ivanišević in Belgrade, Serbia (Jovana Mastilović, September 2017). 
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Article Three (Non-Discrimination) of the Convention Relating to the 

Status of Refugees states that contracting states shall apply the provisions of the 

Convention to refugees without discrimination as to race, religion or country of 

origin.123 Differential treatment of asylum claims based on nationality go against 

Article Three of the Geneva Convention, however, James Hathaway has earlier 

pointed out disparities within the EU and on a global scale, arguing that refugees 

are subjected to different treatment based on factors irrelevant to their actual need 

for protection.124 In addition, EU states have established supporting legal 

frameworks envisaging safe third countries, safe countries of origin and safe first 

country of asylum and these legal frameworks may prompt some countries, like 

the countries of the Western Balkans, to not go into the merits of asylum 

applications, as they are considered to not be from ‘war-torn’ countries.125 

A statement made by the Serbian official can back this critique, even 

though the official was referring to EU practice: 

Simply put, it’s a fact that individuals that do not come from war-torn 

areas, which in the eyes of the EU means only Syria and Iraq, will 

probably never receive asylum in Western Europe. Especially the people 

from Morocco, Algeria, Pakistan and even Afghanistan.126 

The way that the countries of the Western Balkans differentiated people 

who were from Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan from the others was through 

language examinations taken at the borders. As the representative of the Crisis 

Response and Policy Centre (Serbia) explained, people seeking asylum were 

asked by local (Croatian) translators at the Serbian-Croatian border how they 

articulated certain words which were pronounced completely differently in the 

various dialects, to determine which language the person seeking asylum spoke. 

This was the ‘front line’ assessment of whether someone was impersonating 

coming from Syria, Iraq or Afghanistan, or that they genuinely were from these 

                                                           
123 The Convention (n 95) art 3. 
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2005) 241. 
125 See discussion in Chapter Two: EU Asylum Legislation  
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countries. Some words that were used in these assessments were, (bubble) ‘gum’, 

‘cigarette’ and (shoe) ‘sole’. The Serbian government official denied this, and 

that any type of nationality restrictions were imposed, however, later 

contradicted this statement, as I will highlight in the next two paragraphs.  

Point Eleven of the Leaders’ Statement also encourages countries to step 

up their national and coordinated efforts ‘to swiftly return migrants not in need 

of international protection in full respect of their dignity and human rights’127 

and Point Nine suggests that countries should exchange information on the 

number of migrants and vulnerable groups and only when requested ‘on all 

arriving refugees and migrants on their territories.’128 Migrants that did not meet 

the requirements of being vulnerable, or from ‘war-torn’ areas were not 

permitted to pass through the Western Balkans route during the third phase of 

the ‘migration crisis’ which caused a bottleneck effect and alternative routes to 

open up. 

Restrictive border measures to limit secondary movement through the 

Western Balkans were implemented through national military and police patrols, 

and as previously mentioned, the Western Balkans Leaders’ Statement also 

encourages the non-EU countries to make use of the Rapid Border Intervention 

Team (RABIT) mechanism.129 Initially established to assist EU member states, 

the RABIT mechanism foresees that the European Border Guard Teams tackle 

‘urgent and exceptional pressure due to large numbers of third-country nationals 

trying to enter the territory of a (usually) member state illegally.’130 As outlined 

in Chapter Three, the activities of Frontex, and particularly that of RABIT, 
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contribute to securitising asylum and migration in the EU.131 In addition to 

Frontex operating in EU member states, the expanded mandate of Frontex since 

2016 foresees the Agency operating in non-EU member states as well. As of May 

2019, Frontex signed status agreements with Albania, and initialled similar 

agreements (pending finalisation) with Macedonia (July 2018), Serbia 

(September 2018), Bosnia and Herzegovina (January 2019) and Montenegro 

(February 2019).132 Frontex is helping the countries in the Western Balkans 

strengthen their borders so undocumented migrants do not even reach EU 

member states. So, despite accusations that the countries of the Western Balkans 

themselves are enforcing restrictive border closures, the government official 

from Serbia confirmed that (in 2015) all decisions were passed down by the EU 

and agreements were made: 

 When we were informed by Hungary or Croatia (when they had their 

borders open) that people from Afghanistan were not allowed to enter, 

we just agreed, and said, ‘Ok, they can’t enter Serbia either.’133 

Alongside political agreements, such as the Leaders’ Statement, the 

countries of the Western Balkans were also able to just observe securitising and 

restrictive border policies in neighbouring EU countries such as Hungary134 

which are in breach of Article 31 of the Convention Relating to the Status of 

Refugees which state that countries shall not impose penalties, on refugees’ 

‘illegal entry or presence’ on State’s territories.135 The Serbian government 

official also highlighted that if there was a single moment that determined the 

destiny of the migrant ‘crisis’, it would be the implementation of the EU-Turkey 
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Statement on 20 March 2016136 - another political agreement encouraging 

Turkey to do their best and ‘take all necessary measures’ to limit ‘irregular’ 

arrivals to Europe.137 The Head of the Regional Asylum Office in Lesvos 

confirmed this by explaining ‘it was a necessity for all of us to find the solution. 

And the solution was the statement between the EU and Turkey which was 

signed on 18 March 2016.’138 March 2016 marks the beginning of the fourth and 

current phase of the ‘migration crisis’. This will be discussed in further detail in 

Chapter Six.  

5.3.1 Threat 

So far, this chapter has explained how the arrival of people seeking 

asylum in Europe became a ‘crisis’ which was dealt with securitising practices 

to end the influx. This final section will explain how and why the crisis became 

characterised as a threat and was eventually securitised to provide a sense of 

stability and security. While crisis does not imply threat automatically, scholars 

of the Copenhagen School see securitisation as an extreme version of politics, 

when an issue has been given increased attention, or presented as an emergency 

or threat that must be counteracted immediately. They argue that the mention of 

‘security’ elevates an issue into a special kind of politics, or ‘above politics.’139 

Securitisation is a failure of a state to deal with a matter in ordinary politics and 

consequently, the state must mobilise to achieve ‘security’ or stability.140. 

In the context of migration, securitisation usually entails stopping the 

threatening migrant from entering the country. The EU has been attempting to 

prevent undocumented migration through increasingly militarised on-water 

responses merging Search and Rescue (SAR) and border control.141 While the 

influx of people in 2015 was not described as directly threatening, the labelling 
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of the arrival of people seeking asylum as a ‘crisis’ or ‘emergency’ called for 

unprecedented measures to stop the flow. As a result, numerous political 

arrangements were agreed upon to limit secondary movement despite countries’ 

legal obligations and responsibilities towards people in need of international 

protection and that states should not impose restrictions to territory.142  

As has been previously mentioned, the field of security studies was 

conceptualised traditionally as the study of the threat, use and control of force. 

This changed after the Cold War and the security sphere began to widen. The 

scope of what state actors considered as a potential threat to sovereignty and 

territorial integrity broadened to include environmental, social and economic 

issues. Through the study of discourse, scholars have previously identified how 

asylum seekers have been constructed as a threat to the integrity of the nation 

state.143 The majority of interviewees did not, however, suggest that they 

personally perceive asylum seekers as a threat in realist terms. The broadening 

of the security sphere, however, has caused fear that asylum seekers are 

economic migrants that have no basis to stay in Europe under current law (and 

even possibly if new laws were adopted to open up labour markets).144 In 

addition, scholars have pointed out the ‘securitisation turn’ of the migration 

debate, namely, the politicisation of the topic emphasising that immigration is a 

threat to the ethnic, cultural and even racial composition of Europe.145 

Aside from describing 2015 as ‘chaos,’ the Head of the Regional Asylum 

Office on Lesvos said that he did not believe that the people arriving pose a 

security concern to the EU or Europe when asked directly. He mentioned that 

there were riots and demonstrations on Lesvos, but only after the implementation 

of the EU-Turkey deal, as people were not aware that they had to stay on Lesvos 
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after March 2016. He did, however, open up about another issue connected to 

how people seeking asylum are perceived as economic migrants: 

The problem is that they were dreaming of arriving in Greece and going 

through the borders of the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, 

then Serbia, and Croatia, because their aim is to get to central and north 

Europe, not to stay here.146 

The official on Lesvos explained that he did not perceive asylum seekers 

as a direct threat, or an overall threat to Europe. He did, however, point out that 

people arriving were not interested in staying in Greece, particularly not on the 

islands, implying that everyone wants to go to Germany because of ‘financial 

benefits.’147 Such an analysis discredits asylum claims, particularly as only when 

someone is granted refugee status are they entitled to regular social security 

benefits in Germany.148 ‘Financial benefits’ for people seeking asylum do not 

differ much among EU member states and often ‘benefits’ are given in the form 

of noncash contributions (such as food rations).149  

A significant way people may benefit in Germany, as opposed to Greece, 

is through faster processing of asylum claims and higher refugee recognition 

rates, but also the quality of reception conditions, although even this is not 

always the case.150 This assessment of the situation ignores the asylum reception 

conditions in Greece, particularly the increasingly overcrowded and 

deteriorating living conditions on the Greek islands, and Moria Reception and 

Identification Centre most notably.151 
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Photograph taken by the author of child’s drawing at Mosaik Support Centre, Lesvos, July 2017  

 

The official also pointed out that the Asylum Office is in close 

collaboration with the Hellenic police and that the Hellenic police investigate 

people arriving alongside secret intelligence forces, hence there is no threat with 

regard to asylum seekers posing as terrorists. The official shared that in the past, 

there were cases of people ‘probably collaborating with [criminal] organisations 

in their countries’152 and that: 

[A]ccording to the Geneva Convention of 1951, if someone represents a 

danger for the pubic security or has committed crimes against humanity 

in their country of origin, then, there are exclusion issues. These people, 

even if they could be recognised as refugees, they are excluded because 

of the crimes they possibly could commit now, or they have already 

committed in their governments. So, we reject them.153 
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The official was referring to Article 1F of the Refugee Convention154 

pursuant to which those who have committed war crimes, crimes against 

humanity, terrorist acts or other serious criminal offences are excluded from 

refugee status, even where they meet the refugee definition in Article 1A(2). So, 

even though the official said that he does not think people who are in Europe 

currently seeking asylum may be a security concern, the official did suggest that 

he perceives the majority of people as predominantly economic migrants. In 

addition, he said that he believes that Turkey has ‘tried hard to keep the borders 

safe (emphasis added)’, implying that open borders are unsafe. The official may 

not perceive the people in Moria to be a realist security concern to Europe, 

however, he did mention that the arrival of ‘all these illegal immigrants’ has 

impacted the life of the local (Greek) community:  

Tourism in the islands has been affected. In Lesvos, but in the other 

islands of the North Aegean, there was a huge decrease in the arrival of 

tourists. So, the local community started to be aggressive, to complain 

about the situation. The income of the local community people 

decreased. So, the solution needed to be found, and this was the 

Statement between the EU and Turkey. Greece is in the middle of a huge 

financial crisis, this situation effects the life of Greek citizens for the last 

eight years. The situation became even worse with the arrival of all these 

illegal immigrants, and the statement was the golden opportunity for us 

to find a solution, to keep the influx balanced and to recover somehow.155 

The government representative of Macedonia, Anastasija Ilieska, 

discussed the overcrowding at train stations and how people were sleeping 

wherever they could. This lack of capacity and organisation the official explained 

was a safety risk for the local residents of Gevgelija, a small town in Macedonia 

close to the border with Greece:   

The people were sleeping in parks, in residents’ yards, they went to 

vacant houses and flats and so on. So, it was already a safety risk for the 

population of Gevgelija. Then the government decided to proclaim an 

emergency situation in August 2015.156 
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The representative from Macedonia highlighted the security of citizens as 

a pivotal point of reference when addressing migration:  

We have said many times ‘We are not saving the EU, we are saving the 

European continent’ because countries which are not EU member states 

are here as well and the continent is important. Throughout history 

people changed every time they migrated, you can't control it, but from 

the security and integrity aspects of the citizens of all countries, you have 

to ensure the protection of your citizens as an institution.157 

This comment appears to be implying that by strengthening borders, 

Europe and European citizens will be safe. However, when I asked the official 

what they meant by ‘protection of citizens’ the official replied:  

from 8000 people at train stations, in small villages in Macedonia, like 

in 2015, from people sleeping in backyards, whom you don't know who 

they are, they don't have any [living] conditions, no food...they bathe in 

the fountain and sleep on the streets, it is not good for them nor is it good 

for your children nor you, in that aspect.158 

Alongside the security aspect of people sleeping on the streets, in 

backyards, and overcrowding train stations, Ilieska also described the influx as 

‘tragic,’159 because proper registration was not carried out and people were 

passing through the borders in droves, without any type of documentation. She 

meant that it was unsafe for people without identity documents like passports to 

be moving through Europe unregistered and that this represented a potential 

security threat.160  

The Serbian government official, on contrary, made a point to highlight 

that they do not believe there are any security issues connected to the 2015 influx 

of people. According to the official, people who represent security challenges do 

not use the Balkan route: 

police security services all around the world, function by cooperating. 

That is the best kind of preventive measure. I can't really talk in detail 
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about this, but, cooperation, and the exchange of information between 

countries is what is preventing people that present security challenges 

from using the Balkan route. People who represent a threat know exactly 

that we all know who they are and exactly because of this, people don't 

come, because they know there is a serious exchange of information, that 

everything is being followed closely.161 

5.4 Chapter Summary 

All interviewees from Group C and predominately Group B were mainly 

concerned about the security for the asylum seekers, including how they were 

being processed and sheltered. Interviewees from Group A were mainly 

concerned about the impacts of the influx on host societies and registration. In 

order to determine the priorities behind the measures introduced in response to 

the 2015/2016 influx, attention needs to be focused on the strategies used to 

manage the emergency or humanitarian crisis, and in whose interest: the security 

of asylum seekers or local residents. Different experiences accounted for 

different perspectives on what the crisis of 2015 actually was and there was a 

real tension present when Group A (government) and Group C (NGOs) described 

the others’ role throughout 2015.  

The biggest difference in the explanations between the two groups (Group 

A – government and Group C – NGOs) was the extensive descriptions of the 

human suffering that urgently needed to be alleviated according to Group C, 

while Group A talked mainly about migration management and lack of 

equipment, registration, and personnel. The Hungarian official explained that 

‘we [Hungarians/government] do not fear migrants’ but went on to say that the 

most popular fear amongst citizens is actually not knowing who is coming into 

Hungary:  

[W]e have a fear of letting unknown people into the country. As I said, 

there are no papers, no passports. If someone says to the police-officers 

a name, a date of birth, we cannot check them. During asylum 

applications, we make contact with the embassy of the country of origin 

or directly with the country and often we do not get useful information 

about this person because the name is false, the date of birth is false, or 
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the country does not want to answer the request. That is why we think, 

that anybody can enter into the country without any control. We do not 

know if this person is a criminal, or if he or she is a member of a terrorist 

group. So, I think this is the most popular fear of the citizens of this 

country.162 

Hungary has a very low positive refugee status determination rate and 

Attila Juhász et al. state that by the end of 2015, it had become nearly impossible 

to receive any type of international protection in Hungary due to the 

implementation of new restrictions.163 Hungary is an EU Member State and as 

such must abide by the Common European Asylum System, however, it appears 

that the government’s concept of security has not broadened sufficiently to 

permit exceptions to border control for non-nationals facing a true existential 

threat.164  

The Hungarian official explained that the most important criteria for the 

Hungarian authorities is to be able to check the real identity of people: 

 I think that it is a very important thing, if we can know exactly from 

which country a person arrived, because some of them say an incorrect 

country (not their country of origin), and it’s a long procedure to find out 

whether they’re honest or not. I think this is the most important thing. I 

think someone who arrives with original papers, for example, original 

passport or ID card, it is easier to check them. So, it can quicken the 

procedure. We believe more those people who arrive with papers. I 

understand the thinking of refugees when they throw their papers away, 

or they do not bring their papers with them. But for the procedure and for 

the security, we do not want any other thing, we only want to know 

exactly who is coming.165 

Despite these fears and the amount of people who transited without proper 

identification, the official said there were no major criminal offences throughout 

2015/2016 (except all the people that ‘illegally’ tried to get through or damage 

the barbed wire border-fence):  
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No, no. There were only some crimes where the perpetrators were 

refugees. But they were not aggressive, they were not such violent 

crimes. For example, they (refugees) attacked some young guys at the 

railway station, they demolished buildings near the asylum centres. But 

I think the crime rate did not increase from that occasion (the influx 

throughout 2015).166 

This statement suggests that the fears surrounding people seeking asylum 

are not confirmed with statistical data. Regardless, the 2015 ‘European migration 

crisis’ was used as the main election argument urging Hungarians to re-elect 

Viktor Orbán to protect Hungary’s borders and national security. Hungary is the 

prime example of how a government portrayed people seeking asylum as a 

national security threat, both in terms of a terror threat describing asylum seekers 

as a ‘trojan horse for terrorism’167 and also a threat to societal security based on 

religion, language and values.168 In addition, Hungary has implemented a 

number of laws referred to as ‘Stop Soros’ laws, criminalising organisations 

working with and supporting people seeking asylum.169 When I asked the 

representative from the Hungarian Helsinki Committee why [George] Soros was 

being used this way, they replied, ‘it is always useful to have a face’170 and the 

face of George Soros was spread all over Hungary via government posters with 

the heading, ‘Don't let George Soros have the last laugh.’171 This refers to George 

Soros funding and supporting NGOs helping people seeking asylum thus aiding 

‘illegal’ migration. Human Rights Watch described the ‘Stop Soros’ laws, which 

prevent individuals providing legal aid and financial help as ‘the latest salvo in 

the Hungarian government’s war on refugees and those who help them.’172 
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Aside from the Hungarian government, other European governments were 

reluctant to label people seeking asylum as terror threats. This section has, 

however, unpacked some of the ways government representatives interviewed 

attempted to discredit people arriving suggesting that they were economic 

migrants and that they have little chance of receiving asylum. Crisis discourse 

also contributed to politics guided by fear; a fear that political leaders fuelled 

throughout 2015. Jeannette Money provides a theory that the extent to which 

politicians support or reject ‘immigrants’ depends on the number of immigrants 

within a territory and, importantly, their right to vote.173 Portraying 

undocumented immigrants as a threat is an ideal electoral campaign for 

politicians as it is difficult (and maybe impossible) for undocumented migrants 

to impact whether or not politicians will be elected.  

Marginalised groups can be conceived as a threat precisely because their 

lack of power.174 It is exactly the disempowerment of marginalised groups which 

makes them vulnerable to security measures. Elspeth Guild provides an 

explanation for the construction of immigrants as threats; she points out that the 

equation is clear, ‘financial failure equals risk in many areas’175 and goes on to 

further elaborate how immigrants are socially (and legally) constructed as 

presenting a risk by being disadvantaged in the first place. This conclusion ties 

neatly into Morrison and Bralo’s analysis on the construction of the (false) sense 

of crisis about foreigners.176 Electoral outcomes are dependent on citizens, and 

if asylum seekers have been dehumanised and portrayed as threats, financially, 

politically and legally disabled, voters also become neutral to inhumane 

responses to undocumented arrivals. Alternatively, citizens begin to actually 
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believe stopping boats and preventing people from coming to their territories to 

seek asylum is the humane thing to do.  

This section has been about how the interviewees differently perceived 

the 2015 influx of people seeking asylum as a crisis and how governments 

fuelled the crisis, which eventually led to securitising practices focused on 

keeping people out of Europe through the implementation of the EU-Turkey deal 

and the closure of the Western Balkans route. It has shown how governments 

began moving away from ‘humanitarian’ assistance to implementing securitising 

practices to end undocumented migration to show a perceived state of security 

from the threat of migration.  

Despite the hundreds of people (including children) who had died 

attempting to reach Europe prior to September 2015, the image of Alan Kurdi, a 

three year old boy from Syria, who drowned in the Aegean Sea brought the 

‘European migration crisis’ to the forefront of political debate.177 Agreements to 

implement the EU-Turkey Statement began in October and deaths at sea were 

used to ‘close’ the Western Balkans route and implement the EU-Turkey deal, 

which supposedly brought an end to the ‘crisis.’ This chapter has presented how 

a cascade of measures implemented by governments starting from Germany’s 

welcome to Austria’s quotas have had ripple effects on people seeking asylum. 

It has shown that all governments acting individually have acted as securitising 

agents and that the EU institutions have been complicit in containment policies 

and strengthening border management externally in Turkey and the Western 

Balkans to keep people seeking asylum out of the EU.  

The ‘saving lives’ rhetoric guided by humanitarian securitisation178 

strengthens border security in the EU which has become increasingly difficult to 

reach since March 2016. The reason I say this, is because, research shows that 
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over 90% of people who receive asylum in Europe arrive via ‘illegal’ pathways, 

usually with smugglers.179 The EU has invested a lot in preventing smuggling. 

In 2016, Europol launched the European Migrant Smuggling Centre in order to 

support member states in dismantling criminal networks and organised crime.180 

By characterising smuggling as a threat, the EU is classifying the arrival of 

asylum seekers as a threat, but disguising restrictions as humanitarian. While 

deaths at sea are not desired, closing all pathways to reach European territories 

neglect the wider humanitarian consequences of these measures.  

                                                           
179 European Council on Refugees and Exiles, Broken Promises - Forgotten Principles. An ECRE 

Evaluation of the Development of EU Minimum Standards for Refugee Protection (Report, 1 June 2004) 

17. 
180 Europol, ‘Europol launches the European Migrant Smuggling Centre,’ (Web Page, 22 February 2016) 

<https://www.europol.europa.eu/newsroom/news/europol-launches-european-migrant-smuggling-

centre>. 
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6. The Intentions: “Out of Sight, Out of Mind” 

 

This chapter presents what interviewees perceive the intentions 

underlying the EU-Turkey Statement and closure of the Western Balkans route 

to be and whether interviewees consider these intentions have been realised. In 

addition, it presents who the interviewees perceive are benefiting from measures 

implemented since 2016 to control the EU’s (and Western Balkans) borders. The 

purpose of this chapter is to test my hypothesis that the ‘saving lives’ rhetoric, 

which is the purported basis for policies such as the EU-Turkey Statement,1 does 

not fully capture the motivations of EU actors or acknowledge the impacts of EU 

externalisation on asylum seekers.  

This chapter will be divided into three sections; the first section will 

highlight the motives underlying the EU-Turkey Statement and the closure of the 

Western Balkans route. It will also present whether the interviewees perceive the 

intentions have been realised. It will be further divided into four subsections 

outlining responses from Group A (governments), Group B (international 

intergovernmental organisations), and Group C (local NGOs) in Lesvos, 

Macedonia, Serbia and Hungary. Section two of this chapter will focus on NGO 

perspectives and their experiences working along the migratory route. It will 

triangulate the information collected during empirical research with NGO reports 

from international human rights organisations such as Human Rights Watch, 

Amnesty International, Médecins Sans Frontières and others. The third and final 

section summarises the chapter and will show the consequences of the measures 

implemented since March 2016 on people seeking asylum.  

6.1 Intentions Underlying the EU-Turkey Deal 

The EU-Turkey Statement is a political agreement which allows Turkey 

to take any necessary measures to prevent arrivals to Europe. It also provides the 

                                                           
1 For the core strategy behind the EU-Turkey Statement and its confirmation. See: European 

Commission, ‘Implementing the EU-Turkey Statement – Questions and Answers’ (Web page, 8 

December 2016) <https://www.avrupa.info.tr/sites/default/files/2017-09/MEMO-16-4321_EN.pdf>. 

https://www.avrupa.info.tr/sites/default/files/2017-09/MEMO-16-4321_EN.pdf
https://www.avrupa.info.tr/sites/default/files/2017-09/MEMO-16-4321_EN.pdf
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basis under which people can be returned from Greece to Turkey and represents 

a new development in the EU’s externalisation policies to control people arriving 

via the eastern Mediterranean route. It is a press release which was agreed 

between EU Heads of State and Turkey. As previously mentioned, it is a non-

binding political agreement.  

One of the core principles for the establishment of the EU-Turkey 

Statement is to ‘save lives’ [at sea]. In the following sections I will compare and 

contrast my empirical data findings with this core principle underlying the EU-

Turkey deal in order to test my hypothesis of whether the ‘saving lives’ rhetoric 

corresponds to the consequences people seeking asylum face on the ground.     

6.1.1 Greece 

The Head of the Regional Asylum Office on Lesvos explained that the  

EU-Turkey Statement was the ‘golden opportunity to find the solution, to keep 

the influx balanced and to recover [from the influx of ‘illegal’ migrants].’2 The 

official explained that after the statement, the arrival of people decreased. 

However, ‘unfortunately, Turkey's authorities cannot prevent [all] new arrivals, 

although they have managed to decrease the flow.’3 The official emphasised that 

there has been ‘an improvement’4 since the implementation of the EU-Turkey 

Statement, indicating that the number of arrivals has decreased. However, he 

mentioned that the day before our interview in July 2017 there were still daily 

arrivals of people seeking asylum from Turkey:  

we had, I think, 66 new arrivals [yesterday]. I know that they [Turkey] 

have tried hard to prevent [arrivals], to keep the borders safe. However, 

the facilitators [smugglers] find ways to send people here. But, I told you, 

two years ago we had 1,500 arrivals per day, now we have 35-40 arrivals 

per day.5   

When asked whether the official thought the goals of the EU-Turkey 

Statement have been achieved, they replied that many things have been done, but 

                                                           
2 Interview with Marios Kaleas at Moria in Lesvos, Greece (Jovana Mastilović, July 2017). 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
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that many more remain to be accomplished. So, while the benefits of the deal for 

the official are that there is no ‘chaos and mess like in the past’6 and that ‘things 

are under control,’7 Greece, and particularly Lesvos, has a high number of 

backlog asylum applications due to the daily arrivals of people. Because of this, 

the Regional Asylum Office is not able to examine asylum applications within 

25 days. As explained by the official, ‘we have accelerated our procedure, we 

have to draft our decisions faster than we do now, but, it is ok.’8 The official 

highlighted that if the EU-Turkey Statement were to collapse, ‘then I don't want 

to imagine what would happen here.’9  

In response to who the representative thought has benefited from the 

implementation of the agreement, the representative replied:  

Everyone. The member states of the EU, Turkey, even the applicants. 

Now they (asylum seekers) are inside a legal procedure, they are not 

victims of smuggling anymore.10 

The Head of the Regional Asylum Office in Lesvos perceives the EU-

Turkey Statement to benefit everyone, even people seeking asylum. His 

statement, however, only refers to people who bypass Turkey’s coast guard and 

make it to Lesvos. He is not referring to the people whom the EU-Turkey 

Statement has prevented from reaching Europe to seek asylum.  

The European Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex) explained that 

they cooperate with Turkey on an operational level as part of the EU-Turkey 

Statement and that one significant result of the EU-Turkey Statement is that 

migration pressure at the Greek-Turkish border significantly decreased in the 

months following the Statement’s implementation.11 Frontex’s new mandate, as 

earlier pointed out, also expanded in October 2016, and Frontex can now deploy 

                                                           
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Response to a survey I sent to the European Border and Coast Guard Agency Head Office in Warsaw 

in July 2017. 
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personnel in non-EU member state territory. In addition, heightened security, 

military, and police presence along the EU and European borders contributed to 

a sharp decrease in the movement of people through the Western Balkans route. 

A Frontex representative said: 

The subsequent drop in arrivals was a consequence of both the EU-

Turkey statement that came into effect on 18 March, which permitted 

the readmission of migrants to Turkey, and the closure of the Western 

Balkan route due to stricter management of the FYROM (Macedonian) 

border.12 

A prominent point made by interviewees from Group C was that the EU-

Turkey Statement has not stopped people risking their lives with people 

smugglers. This observation received less emphasis by government officials 

(Group A). Eric Kempson (Lesvos) and his friend Father Christoff, a fellow 

resident of Lesvos, expressed their outrage concerning the consequences of the 

EU-Turkey Statement: 

These rules and laws which are made by the EU Commission, this abuse 

which has been going on for the last three years, it is a disruption of the 

Geneva Convention. The EU-Turkey deal is illegal, it has been illegal 

from day one, it was never ratified by the EU Parliament. The EU 

Commission has actually destroyed human rights within Europe.13 

While the Head of the Regional Asylum Office on Lesvos praised the 

increased presence of EU agencies, Eric and Phillipa Kempson expressed their 

concern about the role of EU agencies such as Frontex. Phillipa explained the 

new Search and Rescue operations conducted by Frontex: 

I don’t define that as help when you have a boat heading for the shore, 

which is 100 m from the beach, it’s intercepted by Frontex and then 

towed traumatically for two hours to another port in -2 degrees in the 

early hours of the morning when people are entering into a state of 

hyperthermia. So, their term ‘search and rescue’ is kind of not. They’re 

border patrol, I’ve never seen anything that would define search and 

rescue and assistance. They’re enforcing the EU law or the EU 

Commission’s rule of ‘we do not want boats landing on the shore.’ It’s 

                                                           
12 Ibid. 
13 Interview with Eric Kempson in Lesvos, Greece (Jovana Mastilović, July 2017). 
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the control of irregular migrants if you like, so there aren’t any people 

freely moving around, which is not helpful.14  

The Kempsons and Father Christoff were most enraged with the situation 

on Lesvos being under-reported and pushed out of sight. Eric Kempson, 

explained that the boats have not stopped, and people have not stopped dying, 

‘We had 16 die here, or 16 bodies we picked up here on the 24th of April 

[2017].’15 They also questioned the consequences of border restrictions and the 

role of the Turkish Coast Guard in preventing undocumented arrivals, Eric said:  

I think the numbers (of deaths at sea) are reported at this side of the 

border. The most people I speak to on the boats—they have lost their 

loved ones when the boats were coming out. That is a dangerous time, 

because the boats are overloaded.16  

6.1.2 Macedonia 

Anastasija Ilieska from Macedonia explained that in March 2016, EU 

member states reinforced the Schengen Borders Code and limited the number of 

people they would take in daily. The representative said, ‘from the beginning, 

everyone placed their bets on the Turkey-Germany deal (meaning the EU-

Turkey Statement), but I was sceptical. In my opinion, the state of the EU really 

depends on Turkey.’17 The representative meant a lot depends on whether Turkey 

will be able to hold all the refugees and migrants in Turkey, as she elaborated 

that, ‘sooner or later you can’t hold anybody. Not in Greece, not in Macedonia, 

not in Croatia. If somebody intends to go to Germany, he will reach Germany 

sooner or later.’18 This opinion suggested that the EU-Turkey Statement is 

intended to ‘hold people’ from reaching Germany. 

Whether or not these intentions have been achieved, Ilieska highlighted 

that ‘the Western Balkans route is not popular anymore.’19 It is true that the route 

                                                           
14 Interview with Philippa Kempson in Lesvos, Greece (Jovana Mastilović, July 2017). 
15Interview with Eric Kempson in Lesvos, Greece (Jovana Mastilović, July 2017). 
16 Ibid. 
17 Interview with Anastasija Ilieska in Skopje, Macedonia (Jovana Mastilović, August 2017). 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
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is less popular than in 2015 and that the number of people accommodated long-

term in Macedonia’s asylum centres since March 2016 has been very low. 

However, this does not mean there have not been reports on people transiting 

through the country.20 The Western Balkans route is still used by smugglers and 

undocumented migrants who are passing through the corridor undetected.21 

NGOs interviewed in Macedonia highlighted that refugees, asylum seekers, and 

other migrants have not been a focal point in the country’s political agenda.22  

Despite the strengthening of Macedonia’s borders and the country’s 

decision to host 2,000 people in asylum centres, internal issues overshadowed 

the movement of refugees and other migrants throughout the country. The 

representative from the Macedonian Young Lawyers Association (MYLA) 

explained that after the implementation of stricter border management in March 

2016, there were approximately 1500 people ‘stuck’ in Macedonia. These people 

quickly realised that the borders may not open any time soon, so they started 

looking for smugglers in order to cross into Serbia.  

In response to whom the representative of the MYLA considered 

benefited most from the border closures, the representative said:  

I personally do not see any benefit that governments may have gained 

after the border closures. Border closures have not been beneficial for 

governments, because they (governments) need more resources on their 

border management capacities, as a consequence of smuggling 

significantly increasing. Especially in the summer of 2016, smuggling 

was really high in the fall of 2016. I do not know what the benefit could 

have been for the governments.23 

                                                           
20 Macedonian Young Lawyers Association, Quarterly Field Report on the Status of Migrant and 

Refugee Human Rights (Report, July–September 2018) <http://myla.org.mk/wp-

content/uploads/2018/12/ENG-Quarterly-Field-Report-on-the-Status-of-Migrant-and-Refugee-Human-

Rights-Jul-Sept-2018.pdf>. 
21 Interview with UNHCR representative in Skopje, Macedonia (Jovana Mastilović, August 2017). 
22 In early 2017, large protests shook the country following government corruption allegations. The 

deteriorating political situation in the country reached its peak in April 2016 when around 200 people 

stormed the Parliament building, severely injuring high-level officials. See discussion in Chapter one (n 

101).   
23 Interview with Ivan Kochovski, from the Macedonian Young Lawyers Association (MYLA), Skopje, 

Macedonia, (Jovana Mastilović, August 2017). 

http://myla.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/ENG-Quarterly-Field-Report-on-the-Status-of-Migrant-and-Refugee-Human-Rights-Jul-Sept-2018.pdf
http://myla.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/ENG-Quarterly-Field-Report-on-the-Status-of-Migrant-and-Refugee-Human-Rights-Jul-Sept-2018.pdf
http://myla.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/ENG-Quarterly-Field-Report-on-the-Status-of-Migrant-and-Refugee-Human-Rights-Jul-Sept-2018.pdf
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As the MYLA representative pointed out, there were approximately 1500 

people in Macedonia in March 2016. Less than 50 people were registered in the 

whole country in July 2017 when I visited Skopje. One perception can be that 

the Western Balkans route became ‘unpopular’ while another can be that people 

are passing increasingly undetected. This was certainly the opinion of the 

UNHCR representative in Macedonia:  

Regarding the border closures, there is a rise in smuggling. In this 

Lipkovo region right next to the camp (points to camp location on a map 

of Macedonia)…on the other side is Preševo, Serbia (points to Serbian 

border town), and this is Tabanovci (points back to Macedonia). They 

are very famous locations because they comprise a very old smuggling 

route. I think that the key development that has resulted from poor 

policies, from the closure of the borders is that smuggling has become a 

very lucrative business. So, key security concerns in Macedonia have 

been raised with these fences, thermal cameras, and mixed patrols which 

have just resulted in the rising of smuggling. The problem is that, the 

more difficult you make it for people to cross, the more they really want 

to cross, which leads to higher smuggling fees, and harder smuggling 

routes and more danger.24 

Additionally, alternative routes have opened up from Greece through 

Albania and Montenegro to reach Bosnia and finally Croatia.25  

6.1.3 Serbia 

The Serbian representative explained that if there was a single key 

moment that determined the destiny of the ‘migrant crisis’ it would be March 

16/17 of 2015 when the influx was lessened drastically, first in the Greek islands 

and then on the mainland. The official described the EU-Turkey Statement as an 

agreement between all countries on controlling the migrant flow, whereby ‘both 

sides need to fulfil their obligations.’26 Turkey’s obligation was to prevent 

undocumented arrivals to Europe—which the representative described had 

occurred: ‘It is true that once this agreement came to pass, the influx dropped 

                                                           
24 Interview with UNHCR representative in Skopje, Macedonia (Jovana Mastilović, August 2017). 
25 Aksel Zaimovic, ‘Bosnia struggles to cope with influx of Syrian refugees’, TRT World (online at 27 

May 2018) <https://www.trtworld.com/life/bosnia-struggles-to-cope-with-influx-of-syrian-refugees-

17771>. 
26 Interview with Nenad Ivanišević in Belgrade, Serbia (Jovana Mastilović, September 2017). 

https://www.trtworld.com/life/bosnia-struggles-to-cope-with-influx-of-syrian-refugees-17771
https://www.trtworld.com/life/bosnia-struggles-to-cope-with-influx-of-syrian-refugees-17771
https://www.trtworld.com/life/bosnia-struggles-to-cope-with-influx-of-syrian-refugees-17771
https://www.trtworld.com/life/bosnia-struggles-to-cope-with-influx-of-syrian-refugees-17771
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significantly, it practically came to a halt. If this continues, the crisis will be 

placed under control’27—in exchange for financial aid [to manage their own 

‘migration crisis’] and visa liberalisation for Turkish citizens travelling to the 

EU.  

The representative explained that as far as he knew, the financial part had 

been upheld, and the influx of people was ‘not as bad as it once was.’28 The 

representative also described the relationship between Turkey and the EU as the 

‘key relationship that defines the movement of the migrant crisis.’29  

Since 2017, Frontex officers are also present in Serbia, a non-EU 

(candidate) country, and as previously mentioned, the Western Balkans Leaders’ 

Statement also encourages the non-EU countries to make use of the RABIT 

mechanism. In addition, Serbia and the European Border and Coast Guard 

Agency signed an agreement on 20 September 2018, which will allow European 

Border Guards to carry out operational activities and deploy teams in the regions 

of Serbia that border the EU.30 A new proposal on strengthening the role of the 

European Border and Coast Guard will see European border guards (Frontex) 

carrying weapons which can ‘only be used exceptionally and under clearly 

defined conditions’.31  

These strategies of deploying EU border guards on non-EU countries’ 

territory are described by the European Council for Refugees and Exiles (ECRE) 

Senior Legal & Policy Officer, Kris Pollet, as ‘yet another tool to implement the 

EU’s externalisation and containment agenda.’32 The border closures along the 

Western Balkans route occurred with the financial and operational support of the 

EU institutions, and the EU member states. My empirical findings show that 

                                                           
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 
30 European Commission, ‘European Border and Coast Guard: Agreement reached on operational 

cooperation with Serbia’ (Press Release IP/18/5835, September 20, 2018) <http://europa.eu/rapid/press-

release_IP-18-5835_en.htm>. 
31 European Commission, ‘State of the Union 2018: A fully equipped European Border and Coast Guard’ 

(Press Release, 12 September 2018) <http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-18-5715_en.htm>. 
32 Are You Syrious? ‘Frontex to be deployed to Serbia and Macedonia’, (Web page, 6 May 2017) 

<https://medium.com/@AreYouSyrious/ays-06-05-2017-frontex-to-be-deployed-to-serbia-and-

macedonia-315bd8baff5f>. 

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-18-5835_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-18-5835_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-18-5715_en.htm
https://medium.com/@AreYouSyrious/ays-06-05-2017-frontex-to-be-deployed-to-serbia-and-macedonia-315bd8baff5f
https://medium.com/@AreYouSyrious/ays-06-05-2017-frontex-to-be-deployed-to-serbia-and-macedonia-315bd8baff5f
https://medium.com/@AreYouSyrious/ays-06-05-2017-frontex-to-be-deployed-to-serbia-and-macedonia-315bd8baff5f
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government officials along the migratory route believe the joint cooperation has 

been with the intention to prevent movement of people seeking asylum and that 

these intentions have been successful.  

Since 2015, Serbia has increasingly been focusing on harmonising its 

asylum legislation with that of the EU. This is expected not only because Serbia 

is an EU candidate country but also since 2015, the EU has funded 19 ‘migrant 

reception and transit centres’ established throughout Serbia.33 All the personnel, 

food, and equipment are funded by the EU and other international donors, mainly 

by the MADAD fund,34 which the Serbian government official confirmed in the 

interview. This has led to perceptions that Serbia has become the EU’s dumping 

ground, in exchange for EU funding.35 

The reason the concept ‘dumping ground’ is used is because the EU 

member states north of Serbia, Croatia and Hungary, have sealed off their 

borders. Croatia does not allow any people from Serbia to cross the border to 

apply for international protection and Hungary does but under its own 

conditions. Hungary is also the only EU country to formally return people back 

to Serbia. Croatia has been accused of doing this clandestinely by a number of 

NGOs,36 and in December 2018 video footage was released showing this 

happening despite UNHCR describing Serbia as an unsafe country.37  

As previously mentioned, for asylum seekers to be accepted into 

Hungary’s transit zones, an arbitrary mechanism has been put in place where 

asylum seekers must put their names down on ‘a list’ which is kept by a so-called 

community leader representing asylum seekers in Serbia. These lists are the only 

                                                           
33 Interview with Nenad Ivanišević in Belgrade, Serbia (Jovana Mastilović, September 2017); The 

Ministry for Labor, Employment, Residence and Social Work, ‘MADAD Fund: Projects in the area of 

migration’ (Web Page) <https://www.minrzs.gov.rs/madad-fund.html>. 
34 The Ministry for Labor, Employment, Residence and Social Work (n 33). 
35Cafebabel European magazine, ‘Violent Borders–Part 2: Tales of child refugees in Serbia’, (Youtube, 

27 June 2018) <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sLMnKYaS__8>. 
36 Interview with the Centre for Peace Studies in Zagreb, Croatia (Jovana Mastilović, July 2017). 
37 Tondo, Lorenzo, ‘They didn't give a damn': First footage of Croatian police brutality', The Guardian, 

(online at 15 November 2018) <https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2018/nov/14/didnt-

give-a-damn-refugees-film-croatian-police-brutality-bosnia>. 

https://www.minrzs.gov.rs/madad-fund.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sLMnKYaS__8
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2018/nov/14/didnt-give-a-damn-refugees-film-croatian-police-brutality-bosnia
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2018/nov/14/didnt-give-a-damn-refugees-film-croatian-police-brutality-bosnia
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2018/nov/14/didnt-give-a-damn-refugees-film-croatian-police-brutality-bosnia
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way someone can legally enter Hungary from Serbia to seek asylum.38 There are 

two transit zones and only two people per week day can seek asylum.39 People 

that do not ‘wait their turn’ to make it to the top of the list attempt to cross into 

the EU with smugglers and NGOs have made a number of reports on police 

brutality towards people ‘playing the game.’40 ‘The game’ is a term developed 

by asylum seekers in Serbia attempting to cross into EU member states such as 

Hungary and Croatia while avoiding border guards.41 Kovačevič refers to the 

practices of border guards returning people to Serbia as pushbacks or ‘ping-

pong’ which violate international human rights law, specifically the right to seek 

asylum.42 However, people continue ‘playing the game’ despite being severely 

beaten by Hungarian border guards and returned to Serbia.43  

Serbia is also not exempt from accusations that the country does not 

uphold the right to asylum.  Kovačevič explained that:  

the return of military forces to the borders (in Serbia) was the first sign 

that they (government) saw it as a security threat and not as a 

humanitarian problem and a problem of people in need of international 

protection.44 

This statement is important in recognising securitising practices and not 

speech acts within securitisation processes. While national armies are often 

deployed during natural disasters to assist victims and distribute humanitarian 

                                                           
38 Hungarian Helsinki Committee, ‘Access to the Territory and Push-backs’ (Web page 2019) 

<https://www.asylumineurope.org/reports/country/hungary/asylum-procedure/access-procedure-and-

registration/access-territory-and-push>. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Belgrade Centre for Human Rights, Right to Asylum in the Republic of Serbia 2017 (Report series 30, 

2018) <http://www.bgcentar.org.rs/bgcentar/eng-lat/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Right-to-Asylum-in-

the-Republic-of-Serbia-2017.pdf>. 
41Belgrade Centre for Human Rights and Macedonian Young Lawyers Association, A dangerous ‘Game’ 

(Report, April 2017) <https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/bp-dangerous-game-

pushback-migrants-refugees-060417-en_0.pdf>. 
42 Interview with Nikola Kovačevič at the Belgrade Centre for Human Rights, Serbia (Jovana Mastilović, 

September 2017). 
43 Lizzie Dearden, ‘Hungarian border guards 'taking selfies with beaten migrants' as crackdown against 

refugees intensifies’ The Independent (online at 4 March 2017) 

<https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/refugee-crisis-hungary-border-police-guards-

fence-beating-asylum-seekers-migrants-serbia-push-back-a7610411.html>. 
44 Interview with Nikola Kovačevič at the Belgrade Centre for Human Rights, Serbia (Jovana Mastilović, 

September 2017). 

https://www.asylumineurope.org/reports/country/hungary/asylum-procedure/access-procedure-and-registration/access-territory-and-push
https://www.asylumineurope.org/reports/country/hungary/asylum-procedure/access-procedure-and-registration/access-territory-and-push
http://www.bgcentar.org.rs/bgcentar/eng-lat/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Right-to-Asylum-in-the-Republic-of-Serbia-2017.pdf
http://www.bgcentar.org.rs/bgcentar/eng-lat/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Right-to-Asylum-in-the-Republic-of-Serbia-2017.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/bp-dangerous-game-pushback-migrants-refugees-060417-en_0.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/bp-dangerous-game-pushback-migrants-refugees-060417-en_0.pdf
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aid, Kovačevič was referring to the joint military and police patrols established 

at Serbia’s southern borders to keep migrants out of Serbia. In May 2017, the 

Minister of Internal Affairs in Serbia, Nebojša Stefanović, praised these mixed 

military-police patrols for preventing more than 21 000 migrants from entering 

Serbia.45  

While the Minister of Internal Affairs publicly praised these actions to 

prevent migrants reaching Serbia,46 Kovačevič called them ‘pushbacks,’47 as no 

proper documentation of the people denied access to Serbian territory was 

obtained. As such, Serbia would be in violation of its non-refoulement 

obligations. In response to questions about these joint military and police patrols 

and how they impact on access to asylum in Serbia, the Serbian government 

official replied that they concern ‘illegal migrants’ trying to cross through illegal 

(green) borders, and not those that show up at an official border crossing and file 

an intention to seek asylum.48    

The Serbian official stated that he, along with official government 

discourse, encourages and even urges people to make asylum applications in 

Serbia so that they can enter the asylum process properly and not be on these 

‘lists’ waiting indefinitely when they will be able to cross over into Hungary. He 

highlighted the main issue facing ‘migrants’ is ‘accepting that they will probably 

never reach Germany.’49 He said this is a huge issue, ‘psychologically’ and that 

‘[reaching Germany] will probably not happen.’50 

The Serbian government official pointed out that the Serbian government 

has no concerns with regard to whether people that have been ‘stuck’ in Serbia 

                                                           
45 ‘Moving the migrants from the centre of Belgrade will increase the security of the inhabitants of 

Belgrade, and the migrants will receive better conditions in the reception centres also’ Slobodna 

Televizija, (online at 12 May 2017) <http://rs.n1info.com/a248275/Vesti/Vesti/Rusenje-objekata-u-
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for a longer period pose some kind of security challenge. The official highlighted 

that this is thanks to the establishment of many temporary reception centres along 

the migration route (and not one large centre housing thousands of people, like 

Moria), starting from Preševo, and going all the way to Subotica and Sombor 

(close to the Hungarian and Croatian borders). The official highlighted: 

those people have shown no affinity towards radicalism, no kind of 

negative sentiments towards Serbia. They are well-intentioned towards 

Serbia, they understand why we do what we do, security is not an issue, 

that's why we work so much with them, that's why we didn't create a 

huge centre where we could place 4000 people, like some EU countries 

have. We made 19 centres, which is much more expensive (for the EU 

donors), much more difficult, but also much more humane.51 

It is unclear what is the exact position of the Serbian government in terms 

of hosting people seeking asylum since the ‘closure’ of the Western Balkans 

route. Nikola Kovačevič from the Belgrade Centre for Human Rights explained 

that Serbia ‘showed a kind face’52 in the wake of the ‘humanitarian crisis,’53 the 

current practices of providing a means for bare subsistence for asylum seekers in 

Serbia however is not enough according to Kovačevič as people are now being 

forced to live in Serbia for prolonged periods.  

 In addition, there are a number of problems and fears for people seeking 

asylum in Serbia, such as chain-refoulement,54 which is why the UNHCR in 

Serbia, along with some NGOs such as the Belgrade Centre for Human Rights, 

recommend Hungary excludes Serbia from the list of safe third countries.55 The 

‘safe third country’ concept is applied almost every time in Serbia without 

government officials going into the merits of an asylum application.56 This was 

confirmed to me by the UNHCR in Belgrade, that the law on asylum is applied 
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in a very restrictive manner in Serbia and very often, almost automatically, the 

concept of a safe third country is applied.57 In over ten years since the 

establishment of the national asylum system in Serbia, 54 people were granted 

refugee status and 74 people subsidiary protection.58  

Serbia introduced new laws in June 2018 in an attempt to fill this gap in 

the asylum process as well as bring everyone under the legal umbrella of 

tolerated stay based on humanitarian reasons,59 if they are registered in the 

asylum centres.60 Legal status was a big problem in Serbia before the new law, 

as people remain temporarily in Serbia, waiting to cross over into Hungary, and 

do not enter the asylum procedure. It is a good start at offering alternatives to 

people who remain in Serbia but do not enter the asylum procedure. It also, 

however, contributes to their ‘ambiguous future’ as it foresees their stay in Serbia 

without any long-term solution.  

According to the Serbian official, one of the hardest challenges is 

integration, as people do not want to stay in Serbia but rather go to Western 

Europe.61 The Serbian representative also pointed out, that it is only natural that 

asylum seekers do not want to stay in a country which can provide them with so 

little, that does not have a history of integrating foreigners, and does not have an 

already established community from regions further away than neighbouring 

European countries.62 There appears to be a vicious cycle where neither the 

Serbian government nor people seeking asylum ‘stuck’ in the country are 

satisfied with the outcome of border ‘closures’, and that Serbia is still considered 
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as a transit country, despite all the EU aid going into housing rejected asylum 

seekers or those that never made it past Serbia.     

There were approximately 4 200 people accommodated in the asylum 

centres in Serbia when I conducted my interviews in September 2017,63 and it 

was openly suggested by interviewees from both Group A and C that the 

(documented) number was estimated to increase in the winter as asylum seekers 

are making money off tourism in Greece over the summer and saving to use 

people smugglers in the winter. This did happen, and the number of documented 

people inside the centres increased in Serbia over the 2017 winter and again in 

the summer 2018 there are approximately 3000 people,64 a number which again 

rose over the winter of 2018. On 16 December 2018, there were 4 346 people 

accommodated in the asylum centres throughout the country, or were sleeping 

close to the borders in make-shift settings65 and as of May 2019 there are 3020.66 

These figures and information demonstrate that the closure of the Western 

Balkans route did not occur and that there is circular migration going on between 

the countries Greece, Macedonia, Serbia and also Albania, Bosnia, Romania and 

Bulgaria.67 Also, a report from the European Asylum Support Office (EASO) 

shows that asylum applications in the first quarter of 2019 have increased so far 

this year, reversing a downward trend since 2015.68 

6.1.4 Hungary 

The Hungarian government official shared the opinion that the EU’s 

relationship with Turkey is crucial in ‘controlling migration’ and also confirmed 

(in 2017) that the arrivals from Turkey to Greece have decreased greatly. The 
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official also concurred that Turkey (along with other countries like Greece) has 

stopped the flow.  

The Hungarian government official was explicit in stating that he thought 

that Hungary and the countries north of Serbia are benefitting from the 

implementation of the EU-Turkey Statement and the closure of the Western 

Balkans route.69 The reason is, according to the official, that ‘there are not so 

many migrants in Austria and in Germany than there were before the border 

closures. Greece and Serbia [are] suffering from this decision.’70 The Hungarian 

official also later said that the EU-Turkey agreement is ‘not safe,’71 and that 

Turkey is ‘playing with this agreement.’72 The official also said that in 2015 the 

smugglers lost their clients and that now the smugglers are working again:  

I think that the Western Balkans route was very good for the refugees 

because they were transported with state support from Greece to 

Germany. In Hungary they did not have to pay anything, not even for 

train tickets. We transported them from the Croatian border to the 

Austrian border, and before that from the Serbian border to Budapest or 

to Vichko. After the border closures, the trafficking of human beings was 

reinforced again. In 2015, the smugglers lost their clients, and now the 

smugglers are working again. A lot of migrants pay money, 2000 or 3000 

Euros - a horrible price for the type of travel; it is not safe. But they 

(migrants) are always seeking the best routes towards Germany and one 

of them is [now] across Romania.73 

The above statement also suggests that alternative routes have opened 

since the border restrictions. The Hungarian official highlighted that the 

undocumented movement of hundreds of people without any control, is not good, 

politically, economically, and that it impacts on the security within the EU. 

While the Hungarian official focused on the need for ‘serious control’ implying 

that the answer to insecurity is more control and force, the Hungarian official 

was the most open interviewee in Group A to acknowledge the not so positive 

aftermath following the implementation of the EU-Turkey Statement and the 
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closure of the Western Balkans route: that it is the smugglers that are benefiting 

from the border ‘closures.’  

This type of comment is not common in official Hungarian discourse, as 

strong borders are what drove the Hungarian government’s electoral success. 

This was confirmed by the IOM representative in Hungary who also explained 

that a lower death count does not mean migratory routes are ‘safer,’ particularly 

considering the ratio of deaths compared to the number of arrivals:  

harsher border control measures usually mean more vulnerabilities and 

more deaths because migrants are forced to leave traditionally ‘safe’ 

migratory routes and seek alternative points of arrival and transit. This 

creates a booming business for smugglers and whenever smugglers are 

involved, they increase the likelihood of trafficking, exploitation and all 

these vulnerabilities for migrants.74 

The representative of the IOM in Hungary highlighted the EU’s hypocrisy 

towards Viktor Orbán’s harsh measures restricting asylum seekers access to 

territory and the role of Frontex:  

It is an EU principle, that Frontex is to strengthen border control. So, 

nobody can blame Hungary for strengthening the protection of its 

external border, for the entire European Union. Hungary receives a lot of 

money to do so. That is what border guards are trained for, to protect the 

borders.75 

The representative of the IOM also expressed a similar belief that EU 

governments and institutions publicly criticise Hungary for its restrictive asylum 

policies, but that behind the scenes they ‘congratulate’76 Viktor Orbán and that 

is why Hungary does not receive harsher infringements. This is also what the 

Hungarian official suggested when explaining that, shortly ‘after the first shock 

[because of the border fence], Austria started to support Hungary.’77 Such 

statements support the idea that the EU is complicit in containing people seeking 
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asylum on the other side of the EU’s external borders, and that Hungary’s strong 

borders are in fact ‘protecting Europe’.78   

6.2 Alternative Viewpoints from Non-governmental Organisations Working 

along the eastern-Mediterranean Migratory Route 

This section compares my empirical data with reports written by 

international and local humanitarian NGOs, as well as my personal observations 

of the consequences of border closures observed in 2017. The interviewees from 

Group C were not able to provide much insight into the decision-making process 

behind migration policies throughout 2015, as they were mainly kept out of the 

negotiating process. The representative of the Humanitarian Centre for 

Integration and Tolerance (HCIT/Serbia) explained that despite witnessing 

grown men on their knees, crying and begging the Croatian police to let them 

pass into Croatia, they (HCIT) could not do anything: 

We mustn’t interfere, we are there just to help or facilitate the 

communication, to give people directions. We weren't in a position to 

do anything with the Croatian police, I mean any police, let alone 

negotiate.79  

It was the government officials who shared information of the agreements 

made between state leaders. Interviewees from Group C were, however, able to 

provide detailed insight into the consequences of border closures and their 

experience working with people transiting which was very helpful for this 

analysis. By looking at government and EU statements and statistics on 

undocumented migration, only a partial picture of the link between operations 

and consequences is evident.  

Statistically, the number of lives lost trying to reach Greece’s shores has, 

as the European Commission puts it, ‘decreased substantially,’80 however, as I 
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have pointed out, boats are still arriving daily to the Greek islands, the smuggling 

business is flourishing and the situation for refugees in Turkey is deteriorating, 

as are attitudes and conditions for asylum seekers in Europe.81 According to 

Human Rights Watch at the end of 2017, people in Greece’s ‘hotspots’ were 

living in ‘horrendous’82 conditions with constant threats of violence, insecurity 

and unhygienic and unsanitary conditions. Women and girls were most at risk of 

gender-based violence and many did not leave their tents unless in large groups 

or accompanied by fellow male asylum seekers whom they trusted.83 The largest 

‘hotspot,’ Moria, hosted nearly three times its capacity in December 2017 and 

conflicts and violence within the camp remain common. The founders of the 

humanitarian organisation Humans4Humanity have also been warning of the 

threat of radicalisation inside the centre, which goes largely underreported.84 

According to reports by Human Rights Watch, the situation in the Greek islands 

in 2018 did not improve.85 The government was forced to relocate 18 000 asylum 

seekers from the ‘hot spots’ to the mainland after an NGO campaign in 2018,86 

however failed to abide to Court rulings ordering the Greek government to end 

the containment of new arrivals.87  

When I was on Lesvos in July 2017, I was told by the Frontex Field Press 

Officer during the interview that an African asylum seeker had lit a fire inside 

Moria in protest against deportations. Throughout my stay on Lesvos I was aware 

of protests occurring in front of the European Asylum Support Office and 

Amnesty International was also on the island researching the consequences of 

the EU-Turkey deal. Later that day, however, I learned that that protest had not 
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ended like the other protests. Police had arrived quickly to regain control of the 

camp and volunteers had captured footage of police throwing rocks at asylum 

seekers on the hill overlooking the camp. That protest on 18 July 2017, led to the 

arrest of 35 people from Moria while humanitarian workers were evicted from 

the centre which was put on lockdown.88 While Lesbos Legal Centre claims it 

was a peaceful protest, one man was hospitalised for a week following his arrest, 

whereas some of the men arrested were not even a part of the protest.89  

Following the protests, a strong presence of security personnel and equipment 

was retained both inside and outside the centre. Amnesty International 

interviewed the arrested men a few days after and released a public statement 

demanding the Greek authorities investigate allegations of excessive use of force 

and ill-treatment of asylum seekers.90 The Amnesty International director in 

Greece refers to the ‘hotspots’ as a containment policy which has turned the 

Greek islands into open prisons.91  

All interviewees from Group C shared the opinion that the main intention 

of the Statement is to prevent people from arriving in Europe; however, they 

spoke rather negatively about the intention of this Statement, and particularly the 

consequences since its implementation. So, while both groups interviewed 

believe the intentions behind the measures introduced in March 2016 are the 

same, the consequences of these aforementioned policies are perceived 

differently by different groups. A German NGO called ProAsyl, which is a 

member of the European Council for Refugees and Exiles described the EU-

Turkey Statement as an example of the aphorism ‘out of sight, out of mind’92 
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with the aim of making refugees invisible, along with the violations of their rights 

and the actual causes of their flight.93 Nikola Kovačevič from the Belgrade 

Centre for Human Rights discussed the EU-Turkey Statement as accommodating 

and strengthening right-wing political leadership: 

We are witnessing the rise of the right wing and this migrant crisis is 

used to promote right wing stances. Also, the EU did not reach a 

consensus for the [relocation] quotas because the Visegrad four, along 

with some other countries, dismissed every possibility of taking in 

Muslims. We are witnessing xenophobia, islamophobia and the EU's 

inability to unite as a single body.94  

The rise of right-wing stances concerning matters of migration has been 

presented using the case study of Viktor Orbán’s Fidesz political campaign in 

Chapter Three of this thesis. The construction of asylum seekers as presenting a 

threat to European society is a pressing concern for the cohesion of Europe and 

security of people seeking asylum. As mentioned earlier, Jeannette Money 

provides an interesting angle at addressing whether politicians will accept pro- 

or anti-immigrant stances: the number of immigrants on the state’s territory and 

their right to vote.95 Money also suggested that socio-economic conditions are 

creating insecurity which goes in favour of parties who promote greater security 

against ‘foreigners.’96  

Notably, at the end of 2018, thousands of protestors took to the streets in 

Budapest protesting the socio-economic conditions in Hungary and what many 

call Hungary’s ‘Slave Law.’97 New amendments to the Hungarian Labor code 

have nearly doubled the yearly overtime hours, from 250 hours per year to 400 

hours.98 While overtime is voluntary, commentators from the Institute of 
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Economics at the Hungarian Academy of Sciences have said that there are many 

workers who are not in a position to say no and that employees largely depend 

on their employer’s demands.99 The new amendments were introduced because 

the country is running out of workers.100  

The rise of right-wing politicians is not confined only to Hungary. 

Immigration is increasingly becoming an important issue in elections EU-wide101 

and the criminalisation of NGO workers is also becoming extremely 

commonplace and worrying with over 250 people being arrested in 14 European 

countries over the past five years for helping undocumented migrants.102 These 

trends aid in understanding why the emergency relocation scheme explained in 

Chapter Two was not successful, and raises concerns whether the EU will be 

able to address migration issues in the future in a cohesive manner, upholding 

the human rights standards, most notably the right to asylum.  

The number of people detained in the Greek island’s ‘hot spots’ as of May 

2019 is approximately 12 000.103 Over 5000 people are in the largest ‘hot spot’ 

facility, Moria, on Lesvos and Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) reports that the 

centre is severely overcrowded and that three years since the implementation of 

the EU-Turkey Statement, European leaders have failed to provide adequate care 

and living conditions for refugees in Greece.104 The medical organisation 

reported on the lack of access to basic health care and unsafe and degrading 

conditions on the ‘anniversary’ of the Statement’s implementation calling for the 

immediate evacuation of vulnerable people from the Greek ‘hot spots.’105 Across 
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the Aegean Sea in Turkey, nearly 300 000 ‘irregular’ migrants have been held in 

immigration detention centres for attempting to cross into Greece.106 

 

6.3 The Rise of Restrictionism107 

The consequences of measures such as the EU-Turkey Statement and the 

closure of the Western Balkans route have shown to have restricted the mobility 

of migrants in Turkey, Greece, and Serbia. In Turkey, there are 3.6 million Syrian 

refugees108 contained, and the Turkish Coast Guard has been given authority to 

take any necessary measures to prevent new irregular pathways under the EU-

Turkey Statement. At the end of 2018, there were nearly 60 000 people in Greece 

awaiting their asylum applications to be processed.109 This is a large increase 

with the previous year when there were less than 40 000 people waiting.110 The 

people in the ‘hot spots’ on the Greek islands are living in some of the worst 

conditions imaginable, so bad that officials suggested that Moria be temporarily 

shut due to unliveable conditions and overcrowding.111 The number of people on 

the islands, however, is only rising as it has proven impossible to completely 

prevent people arriving via smugglers from Turkey, and Greece is facing a 

backlog of asylum applications.112 The situation in Serbia appears to be much 

more manageable compared to Turkey and Greece because the number of people 
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in Serbia is lower and, with the EU financial support, the government was able 

to establish and maintain 19 asylum centres.  

The only objectives that the EU-Turkey Statement and the closure of the 

Western Balkans route have achieved is drastically decreasing the number of 

registered ‘irregular’ arrivals in Greece compared to 2015. Government 

representatives, along with representatives of EU institutions, say that the effects 

of this agreement are satisfactory, calling it a ‘game changer’ and ‘showing 

clearly that the business model of smugglers exploiting migrants and refugees 

can be broken.’113 EU reports on the EU-Turkey Statement do highlight that the 

number of deaths has gone down, which is obviously a good effect; however, 

this point was not highlighted enough throughout my interviews. The ratio of 

number of deaths vs. number of arrivals is actually higher, which points out that 

the reasons why people leave Turkey in the first place have not been addressed, 

and that people are still risking their lives to reach Europe.  

The implementation of the EU-Turkey Statement has resulted in adverse 

consequences. These include a rise in the number of people ‘living rough’ in 

Serbia, close to border crossings.114 This is a direct result in the rise of smugglers 

in the region and while the documented number of migrants arriving to Greece 

has gone down, the number of undocumented and undetected migrants being 

kept out of the public eye has likely gone up considering the clandestine activity 

of smuggling. Germany still had the highest first-time asylum application rate in 

2018, of whom the majority were Syrian nationals.115 Such repeated patterns 

point out that the asylum system is flawed, and that people do not want to get 

caught in countries along the way.  

Government officials have admitted that the ‘closure’ of the borders along 

the countries of the Western Balkans have not been completely successful, and 
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boats still arrive to Lesvos daily. This is still happening despite the 

criminalisation of humanitarian workers116 and arbitrary arrests of refugees and 

asylum seekers for protesting their conditions.117 All interviewees from Group A 

(government) pointed out the importance of the EU’s relationship with Turkey 

in upholding the agreement. One government official even described the EU-

Turkey deal as a ‘deal with the devil’118 suggesting that the EU is complicit in 

strengthening Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s rule (and possible 

human rights abuses) in Turkey.119 

Turkey does have political leverage over Europe by hosting 3.6 million 

displaced Syrians,120 Turkey having the second largest army in NATO,121 as well 

as Turkey’s influence in Syria.122 Turkey has a far stronger role in influencing 

agreements with the EU by using refugees as bargaining chips, whereas the 

countries of the Western Balkans are largely abiding by EU requirements in 

exchange for financial support (over €45 million) and EU accession.123 The role 

of Turkey must not be underestimated, nor of the EU institutions in the drafting 

of the EU-Turkey Statement, and its focus on strengthening the role of Frontex. 

Despite accusations that the countries of the Western Balkans themselves were 

and are closing borders, decisions were passed down with a domino effect 

starting from those countries where people actually want to end up – northern 

EU member states. 
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Looking at the consequences of these policies, they do not appear to have 

elevated security for people seeking asylum or for the EU or countries of the 

Western Balkans. While governments may argue that the consequences are 

positive and a smaller death count is a good consequence of the EU-Turkey 

Statement, the outsourcing of migration control and militarisation of borders 

only strengthens and prolongs a system of abuse which has been occurring in 

Europe for decades.124  

A survey seeking to understand the motives for why Syrians came to 

Germany in 2015 showed that more than half of the respondents (out of 900 

people) said they would return home to Syria, but only if Syrian President Bashar 

al-Assad is not in government. 125 As such, containing Syrians in Turkey close to 

the border with Syria, with limited mobility, amidst increasing calls for 

repatriations assisted by the Russian army,126 provides a contested perspective of 

security. Calls for repatriations are extremely unsafe and premature while the 

war is still ongoing, and President Bashar al-Assad is still in power.127  

The ‘security’ border closures provide for the EU are also questionable 

considering the opinions of NGO representatives that smuggling has only 

increased. It is also not making Europe any safer, taking into account allegations 

that radicalisation inside the ‘hot spots’ is occurring.128 
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7. Conclusion: For Whose Security? 

  

The introduction chapter of this thesis has pointed out that the crisis in Syria is 

considered to be one of the greatest tragedies of our time,1 with an estimated 13.1 

million people in need of humanitarian aid.2 There are numerous circumstances 

highlighted throughout this thesis which led people to migrate to Europe in 

massive numbers in 2015, such as the worsening of human security in Iraq, 

Afghanistan, Sudan, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Venezuela, and have 

contributed to the growing number of people displaced globally.3 People are 

increasingly looking for safety outside of neighbouring countries of first asylum 

and it is important to keep in mind that the number of people arriving to Europe 

had been gradually rising for a number of years, prior to the peak in September 

2015.  

This thesis has shown how the arrival of people seeking asylum in 2015 in 

Europe transformed from a transit into a ‘crisis’. Comparing the number of lives 

lost and those that made it to Europe, the central Mediterranean route is much 

more dangerous, but sees a lot less people arrive. In 2014, 3283 people lost their 

lives crossing the Mediterranean; 3165 people lost their lives along the central 

Mediterranean and 59 people lost their lives along the eastern Mediterranean.4  In 

2015, 4054 people lost their lives in the Mediterranean.5 While the number of 

deaths along the central Mediterranean decreased to 3149, it regrettably increased 
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to 803 along the eastern Mediterranean route.6 If one were to perceive a migration 

crisis as a crisis according to numbers alone, it would mean that an increase of 

771 deaths should be one of the criteria that defines a ‘crisis.’ However, an 

increase of over 1000 deaths in the Mediterranean in 2016 was not labelled as the 

year of the ‘migration crisis,’ neither were the thousands of lives lost along the 

central Mediterranean in the years leading up to 2015. The overall ‘crisis’ was 

not perceived by the interviewees as a crisis solely with regard to the number of 

lives that were lost throughout 2015. While tragic, the interviewees viewed the 

influx as a crisis predominantly in terms of the numbers and irregularity (transit), 

as well as concern for people transiting, and a crisis arising from a lack of 

communication and management between the countries affected and the aid 

agencies and national governments.   

7.1 The Threat of Migration 

This thesis has presented how governments fuelled the ‘crisis’ with their 

mismanagement and reluctance to work together to resettle and relocate people 

out of Europe’s ‘hot spots’ and Turkey. The theoretical framework of 

securitisation has been applied to show that people seeking asylum are not 

perceived by the interviewees of this research as a real(ist) existential threat, but 

that their presence has been constructed as ‘burdening’ and threatening in other 

ways, such as to the labour market, social services and religious and cultural 

makeup of European society. The securitisation has, however, not been 

successful. The year 2015 brought the plight of millions of people displaced 

around the world to Europe’s doorstep. The measures implemented in 2016 have, 

however, only moved the struggle of people in need of international protection 

(somewhat) out of sight.   

The sole intention behind the EU-Turkey Statement according to all 

officials interviewed is to stop people from arriving to Europe via irregular 

pathways—people smugglers and unworthy sea vessels. Overall, government 

officials described the consequences of the Statement positively, because it has 
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lowered the number of people coming to Europe. This means that they have 

prevented the mobility of migrants in Turkey, Greece and Serbia, and restricted 

access to asylum on the territories of the EU, keeping migrants at the external 

borders, or in non-EU (candidate) countries. Government officials spoke 

positively about the effects of the EU-Turkey Statement, including in relation to 

whether the intentions behind the agreement have been achieved. The perspective 

was different from interviewees from Groups B and C who spoke about the 

detrimental impacts of the Statement on people seeking asylum.  

Along with the deteriorating living conditions of people seeking asylum 

on the Greek islands, very little is known about the situation of refugees in 

Turkey, particularly those people who have been returned from Greece to 

Turkey.7 Return to Turkey is failing to address the push factors causing 

departures from Turkey. Research in Turkey is dangerous considering the current 

political climate in Turkey,8 but is also very hard as little is documented 

concerning people returned from Greece. Only a limited amount of knowledge is 

shared by some Turkish NGOs and international organisations,9 which indicate 

that only Syrians who are returned are allowed to apply for temporary protection 

status while other nationalities are kept in detention centres under squalid 

conditions until they are forcibly deported.10 Even some Syrians are not able to 

obtain legal status upon return despite several efforts to do so with the Turkish 

authorities.11 This has led to some people returning to Syria despite the unsafe 

conditions that await them there12 and more research needs to be done with people 

returning to Syria and on how voluntary their voluntary repatriation actually is.  
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7.2 The Unsuccessful Securitisation 

Nearly 30 000 people still managed to arrive to Greece by sea throughout 

2017, over 30 000 throughout 2018 and nearly 12 000 as of May 201913 using 

unsafe and ‘irregular’ ways of migration, with people smugglers.14 Sixty-one 

people still lost their lives along the eastern Mediterranean route in 201715 and 

174 people lost their lives in 2018.16 Greece had the largest amount of asylum 

applications per capita in 2017 with 58 000 first time applications while the 

number of first-time asylum applications in the 28 EU member states were 650 

000 people in 2017 and Syrians were still the number one nationality seeking 

asylum.17 The situation in 2018 was very similar: Greece had the largest amount 

of asylum applications per capita in 2018 with 66 000 first-time applications 

while the number of first-time asylum applications in the 28 EU member states 

were 580 800 people in 2018 with Syrians still the number one nationality seeking 

asylum.18 So, despite the ‘decrease’ of people arriving, smuggling networks 

remain very much intact, and the ratio of deaths compared to arrivals has risen 

since 2015.  

Also, statistics on smuggling reported by the European Migrant 

Smuggling Centre established in February 2016,19 do not include the number of 

refugees and migrants that are being kept out of public spaces by smugglers as 
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these people are impossible to track considering the lucrative business of 

smuggling. This was also pointed out by the IOM representative in Hungary: 

There is at least another 25% on top of the official number of those 

‘living rough’20 in Serbia. The situation might be the same in 

Macedonia – that there are several unofficial, undocumented people 

waiting in Macedonia, for the smugglers to get through the Serbian-

Macedonian border. But the real difficulty is not the Serbian-

Macedonian border but the Macedonian and Greek border, because 

what happened is that Macedonians strengthened the border control to 

the South with Greece with the help of the EU and Hungary. Hungary 

sent a lot of fence materials to the Macedonians, so, once migrants cross 

the Macedonian-Greek border, then it takes usually 10 hours for them 

to get to the Hungarian-Serbian border, so that is why you do not see a 

large number of people in Macedonia, because they are not stationing 

there. They move as quickly as possible.21 

  

So, the real statistics on smuggling are likely to be much higher than 

reported given that smuggling is a clandestine activity.22 Further, while the 

number of deaths along the eastern-Mediterranean Sea route has decreased, the 

number of deaths along other routes has increased.23 Based on communication 

with Frontex, the Agency has ‘not noticed a displacement effect from the eastern 

Mediterranean to other routes; for example, the Central Mediterranean route to 

Italy.’24 This may well be true from the statistical standpoint, as persons from 

Syria were not in the top 10 nationalities crossing the central Mediterranean route 

in either 2016, 2017 or 2018, yet were amongst the top nationalities along the 

eastern Mediterranean route in all three years.25 However, given the organised 

and lucrative business model of human smuggling, there may be a connection 
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with the implementation of the EU-Turkey deal and the increase of arrivals to 

Italy in 2016.  

The year 2016 was named by the United Nations as the deadliest year for 

migrants along the Central Mediterranean route and there was an increase in the 

number of people who risked their lives to attempt this journey.26 This surge of 

people may be connected to fears shared by smugglers concerning the closure of 

the central Mediterranean route between Libya and Italy like that ‘closure’ 

between Turkey and Greece. Smugglers may want to move as many people as 

quickly as possible and people desperately seeking to arrive to Europe trust that 

the smugglers will get them there. In this sense, the EU-Turkey deal may have 

planted a sense of urgency amongst smugglers and asylum seekers to risk their 

lives to come to Europe as quickly as possible.  

These findings point to concerns with regard to whether the objectives of 

the EU-Turkey Statement and ‘closure’ of the Western Balkans route have 

actually been achieved. It is important to acknowledge that governments think 

these objectives have been achieved, as has been pointed out in Chapter Six. It is 

also correct that the number of people arriving to Europe is lower than in 2015, 

as is the number of people that have drowned trying to reach Europe. However, 

there are counterproductive effects for governments like increased smuggling, as 

well as deleterious consequences for the security of undocumented migrants. 

Even the Serbian government official who expressed they were ‘personally quite 

happy that the agreement came about’27 recognised that the EU-Turkey Statement 

‘is putting out a fire that started a long time ago’28 and that the countries that are 

the source of migration movements are in need of ‘something more serious,’29 

such as addressing the root causes of forced migration and ending conflicts and 

lack of human security. 

                                                           
26 United Nations, ‘UN refugee agency: 2016 is deadliest year for refugees crossing to Europe via Central 

Mediterranean’, UN News (online at 2 September 2016) 

<http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=54828#.V_CgByF95rR>. 
27 Interview with Nenad Ivanišević in Belgrade, Serbia (Jovana Mastilović, September 2017). 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 
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7.3 ‘Burden’ Shifting as opposed to Responsibility Sharing 

A general trend in Europe is observed where countries are not creating 

conditions to allow people applying for international protection to settle and stay 

but in contrast, the conditions for asylum seekers found in Lesvos (Moria), most 

notably, encourage undocumented migrants to move around, either using 

‘irregular’ pathways, or via the IOM’s ‘voluntary’ return scheme. This was 

highlighted by the Serbian official who explained that following the border 

‘closures’ along the Western Balkans, there were approximately 1,000 people in 

Serbia, ‘an absolutely manageable number.’30 Then, the possibility of entering 

Hungary’s transit zones appeared shortly after March 2016 and the number of 

people in Serbia quickly rose.  

Hungary in the meantime has been consistently lowering the number of 

people they allow to apply for asylum in the transit zones (now only two per 

day)31 and people who do not meet Hungary’s requirements are sent back to 

Serbia, to a ‘completely ambiguous future’32 – according to the Serbian official. 

People do not want to stay in Serbia, as the Serbian official highlights, ‘there will, 

probably, after some time, be a certain number of people who will decide to stay 

here, but I believe this will be a small minority. A greater part will try to go back 

home (especially to Afghanistan) by using the Voluntary Return system financed 

by the EU and facilitated by the IOM.’33 Shifting the responsibility of hosting 

refugees and people seeking asylum on to low-income and over-burdened 

countries of first asylum risks putting people seeking asylum in more harm, as is 

the case outlined in Libya.  

Frontex shared with me in written communication that the EU-Turkey 

Statement was negotiated between the European Commission and the Turkish 

authorities and that the role of Frontex under this Statement is limited to 

                                                           
30 Ibid. 
31 Soraya Sarhaddi, ‘Hungary Reduces Number Of Asylum-Seekers It Will Admit To 2 Per Day,’ NPR 

Parallels (online at 3 February 2018) 

<https://www.npr.org/sections/parallels/2018/02/03/582800740/hungary-reduces-number-of-asylum-

seekers-it-will-admit-to-2-per-day>. 
32 Interview with Nenad Ivanišević in Belgrade, Serbia (Jovana Mastilović, September 2017). 
33 Ibid. 

https://www.npr.org/sections/parallels/2018/02/03/582800740/hungary-reduces-number-of-asylum-seekers-it-will-admit-to-2-per-day
https://www.npr.org/sections/parallels/2018/02/03/582800740/hungary-reduces-number-of-asylum-seekers-it-will-admit-to-2-per-day
https://www.npr.org/sections/parallels/2018/02/03/582800740/hungary-reduces-number-of-asylum-seekers-it-will-admit-to-2-per-day
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supporting the Greek authorities with readmissions from Greece to Turkey. This 

is an extremely odd statement and ties in neatly with the findings that EU 

institutional discourse is not consistent with EU actions on the ground. In 

February 2017, the General Court of the Court of Justice of the European Union 

(CJEU)34 declared that it does not have jurisdiction over the lawfulness of the 

EU-Turkey Statement as it is an agreement concluded between the EU member 

states and Turkey.35 The statement released by the General Court explicitly states 

that the EU-Turkey Statement is an agreement between EU Heads of State or 

Government and Turkey and not with EU institutions:36 

there were inaccuracies in the press release of 18 March 2016 regarding 

the identification of the authors of the ‘EU-Turkey statement’ as the 

press release indicates, first, that it was the EU, and not its member 

states, which had agreed on the additional action points referred to in 

that statement and, secondly, that it was the ‘Members of the European 

Council’ who had met with their Turkish counterpart during the 

meeting of 18 March 2016 which gave rise to that press release. 

 

In contrast to the actual text in the EU-Turkey Statement,37 the Court 

confirms that that it was not the EU (institutions) but EU member states, as actors 

under international law, that conducted negotiations with Turkey on 18 March 

2016.38 If it were EU institutions, the EU would have a legal responsibility for 

the consequences of the Statement, however, by shifting the blame onto 

individual EU governments (such as Hungary, Greece and Italy) for securitising 

asylum through agreements and Frontex (which is also liable to individual 

member states despite being an ‘European agency’), failed migration policies are 

blamed on government’s mismanagement and restrictive asylum policies. The 

failure of EU institutions to actually manage migration is overshadowed by finger 

                                                           
34 As outlined in Chapter Two, section 2.1, the CJEU is comprised of two courts in the EU: the European 

Court of Justice (ECJ) and the General Court. 
35  General Court of the European Union, ‘Orders of the General Court in Cases N.F, N.G and N.M v 

European Council (T-192/16, T-193/16 and T-257/16)’ (Press Release No 19/17, 28 February 2017)  

<https://curia.europa.eu/jcms/upload/docs/application/pdf/2017-02/cp170019en.pdf>. 
36 Ibid. 
37 European Council, Council of the European Union, ‘EU-Turkey Statement’ (Press Release, 18 March 

2016) <https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/03/18/eu-turkey-statement/>. 
38 General Court of the European Union, (n 35). 

https://curia.europa.eu/jcms/upload/docs/application/pdf/2017-02/cp170019en.pdf
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pointing and blame shifting. Not to mention, the EU’s lack of power and 

complicity in holding governments accountable for not respecting refugee law is 

also overshadowed.  

  As pointed out in Chapter Two, the strengthening role of EU institutions 

in asylum matters may make it more difficult for national policy-makers to 

enforce restrictive asylum provisions in the EU.39 However, asylum matters are 

under the umbrella of the Area of Freedom, Security and Justice, which is 

regulated through shared competences, and asylum matters are still decided and 

governed by the decisions of EU-member states. One argument as to why EU 

institutions and the Common European Asylum System (CEAS) do not fall under 

Exclusive Competences can be that the EU on a whole wants to maintain and 

strengthen restrictive policies in order to uphold fortress Europe and the 

Schengen zone. By keeping matters of asylum under shared competences, 

member states can still maintain restrictive migration policies without 

undermining human rights and refugee protection in the name of the EU.  

The inconsistencies and lack of coordination which results from EU 

member states acting on their own behalf is what makes the EU unprepared for 

the next migration crisis.40 Transforming the European Asylum Support Office 

(EASO) into an EU Agency for Asylum, covering all matters of asylum and 

harmonising the implementation of the CEAS may be a solution.  Fair and equal 

asylum procedures would limit what is commonly referred to as ‘asylum 

shopping’ arising out of the fact that refugee recognition rates are severely 

unbalanced throughout the EU. However, if the EU were to have one central EU 

Agency for Asylum, the oversight of such an agency would need to be strictly 

monitored and accountable to the CJEU in order to ensure it would uphold the 

right to asylum rather than enforce the EU’s restrictive asylum policies. The 

reasons underpinning such a step in harmonising EU asylum standards would 

                                                           
39 Christian Kaunert and Sarah Léonard, ‘The development of the EU asylum policy: Venue-shopping in 

perspective’ (2012) 19(9) Journal of European Public Policy 1396-413. 
40 Stefan Lehne, ‘The EU Remains Unprepared for the Next Migration Crisis’, Carnegie Europe (online 

at 3 April 2018) <https://carnegieeurope.eu/2018/04/03/eu-remains-unprepared-for-next-migration-

crisis-pub-75965>. 

https://carnegieeurope.eu/2018/04/03/eu-remains-unprepared-for-next-migration-crisis-pub-75965
https://carnegieeurope.eu/2018/04/03/eu-remains-unprepared-for-next-migration-crisis-pub-75965
https://carnegieeurope.eu/2018/04/03/eu-remains-unprepared-for-next-migration-crisis-pub-75965
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need to be properly addressed, both in theory and practice as this thesis has 

shown, ‘saving lives’ has had adverse consequences despite a lower death count 

in the Aegean Sea between Turkey and the Greek islands.    

7.4 Whose Security? 

A securitisation process requires a coherent response, based on 

information exchange, co-operation, and joint goals. Chapters Five and Six have 

identified how EU governments (eventually) followed suit in Hungary’s ‘race to 

the bottom,’ how these border fences influenced the countries of the Western 

Balkans, and how ultimately, an agreement was made between the EU and 

Turkey to achieve a perceived sense of stability (and security).  In addition, anti-

immigrant discourse and practices, as seen in the case of Hungary’s Fidesz 

election campaign and others such as Brexit, benefit the individual aspirations of 

politicians and right-wing political parties.  

There is another ‘migration crisis’ occurring within Europe which is 

witnessing a drastic increase in lack of living standards and job opportunities 

outside of big cities.41 As a consequence, small towns are losing their residents 

and becoming depopulated.42 Amidst the struggle of European citizens to 

maintain their livelihoods and living standards, undocumented migrants are an 

easy target for politicians to blame as opposed to the reality of global wealth 

disparities, lack of job security and the lack of safety nets.43 The situation for 

people arriving to Europe from Africa, Asia and South America is even worse 

considering the global wealth disparities and the legacies of colonialism. In 

addition, they face heavy visa restrictions, border walls and criminalisation when 

they seek a better life (as pointed out in Chapter Three).       

The intentions of measures such as the EU-Turkey Statement have shown 

to be keeping people out of the EU and confirms my hypothesis that the basis is 

                                                           
41 Joan Rosés and Nikolaus Wolf, ‘The return of regional inequality: Europe from 1900 to today’, VOX 

CEPR Policy Portal (online at 14 March 2018) <https://voxeu.org/article/return-regional-inequality-

europe-1900-today>.  
42 The European Observation Network for Territorial Development and Cohesion (ESPON), Shrinking 

rural regions in Europe, (Policy Brief, 23 October 2017). 
43 Jeannette Money, ‘Immigrants and the Host Polity’ in Elspeth Guild and Joanne van Selm (eds), 

International migration and security: opportunities and challenges (Routledge, 2005) 100-116. 

https://voxeu.org/article/return-regional-inequality-europe-1900-today
https://voxeu.org/article/return-regional-inequality-europe-1900-today
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not to ‘save lives.’ This is unless saving lives means saving lives just along the 

eastern Mediterranean Sea route, while the lives and lack of refugee and human 

rights in Turkey are not covered by the consequences of this agreement.44  

Those who have directly benefitted from the securitisation of asylum are 

right-wing politicians. The 2015 influx of people seeking protection was used to 

reinforce certain politicians and EU governments (and institutions and agencies 

like Frontex) power and control. It has also shown to have been an important 

issue raised in electoral campaigns in Austria, Slovenia, the United Kingdom, 

Hungary and wider. However, such campaigns fail to address the actual migration 

crisis happening on the global scale, and that barbed wire fences are not able to 

contain people forever. The legacy of the 2015 influx of people seeking asylum 

is that it has brought migration issues to the forefront of the EU political agenda. 

The asylum procedures require a complete re-evaluation and need to include 

more alternatives for safe and legal pathways for people to have security,45 

instead of simply envisioning potential political gains through non-binding 

agreements. It has also shed light on the urgent need of addressing the root causes 

of forced migration, as not everyone wants to leave their home. 

Chapter Three on securitisation explained how the construction of people 

seeking asylum outweighs the possible actual threat asylum seekers present by 

looking at crime rates, economic considerations and societal aspects. It 

highlighted that empirically, the association of asylum seekers with terror attacks 

is negligible.46 The migration crisis in 2015 may still be regarded as threatening, 

however, as government representatives highlighted that the 2015 influx was 

                                                           
44 Human Rights Watch, Turkey: Syrians Pushed Back at the Border – Closures Force Dangerous 

Crossings with Smugglers (Report, 23 November 2015) <https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/11/23/turkey-

syrians-pushed-back-border>. 
45 Possibly as outlined in the New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants, GA Res 71/1, UN Doc 

A/RES/71/1 (3 October 2016, adopted 19 September 2016); Global Compact on Refugees, GA Res 

73/12, UN Doc A/RES/73/12 (Part II) (2 August 2018); Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular 

Migration, GA Res 73/195, UN Doc A/RES/73/195 (19 December 2018). 
46 The number of criminals and terrorists in refugee flows has historically been very low; earlier research 

points to the percentage of terrorists disguising as asylum seekers in various countries as 0.2 percent or 

less, which indicates that fears about “refugee terrorists” are largely unfounded: Alex P Schmid, ‘Links 

between Terrorism and Migration’, International Centre for Counter-Terrorism - The Hague, (Research 

Paper, May 2016) <https://www.icct.nl/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Alex-P.-Schmid-Links-between-

Terrorism-and-Migration-1.pdf>. 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/11/23/turkey-syrians-pushed-back-border
https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/11/23/turkey-syrians-pushed-back-border
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unexpected and that they were completely unprepared for the unprecedented 

number of people who came from beyond Europe’s external borders. Europe’s 

mechanisms in place to prevent a ‘spill-over’ from Turkey have been 

strengthened since the ‘crisis’ of 2015 and most importantly, the movement and 

transit of people seeking asylum was considered most threatening to government 

officials interviewed as asylum seekers did not wait in their country of first arrival 

(Greece).  

Another way in which 2015 could be viewed as a crisis and a real threat to 

human security is the overall death rate recorded by the International 

Organisation for Migration (IOM).47 Therefore, in order to ‘save lives’ states (and 

agencies) mobilised to secure the borders, which hinders the right to asylum in 

the EU.48 However, the overall ‘crisis’ and threat was not perceived by the 

interviewees as a crisis solely with regard to the number of lives that were lost 

throughout 2015. While tragic, the interviewees viewed the influx as a crisis 

predominantly in terms of the numbers and irregularity (transit, as well as concern 

for people as mentioned earlier), and the lack of communication and management 

between the countries affected and the aid agencies and national governments.  

Even if the influx of people in 2015 would be portrayed as a ‘humanitarian 

emergency’, the unprecedented influx and transit was used in order to justify 

government’s resurrecting walls to physically keep people out. EU cooperation 

with the countries of the Western Balkans and Turkey in the field of border 

management encouraged these non-EU countries to implement restrictive border 

policies and deploy military personnel to the borders. Europe has resurrected 

border walls, specifically Hungary, Croatia, Slovenia and Austria, and even walls 

within the Schengen area.49 The European Coast Guard and Border Agency’s 

budget has been drastically increased since its establishment in 2004 (amounting 

                                                           
47 Missing Migrants (n 4). 
48 Adrian Little and Nick Vaughan-Williams, ‘Stopping boats, saving lives, securing subjects: 

Humanitarian borders in Europe and Australia,’ (2017) 23(3) European Journal of International 

Relations 533-56. 
49 UNHCR, ‘Border fences and internal border controls in Europe’ (Web Page, 3 April 2017) 

<https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/55249>. 

https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/55249
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to a 6000% increase in the proposed budget for 2019/2020)50 and non-EU 

countries have been encouraged to use Frontex’s services. In the attempt to 

prevent people smugglers, EU governments are ignoring the reality that without 

smugglers, the majority of people who have received asylum in Europe would 

not have found a safe and legal pathway to receive the protection they sought and 

deserved.51 

In this regard, the heightened policing of borders and the implementation 

of the EU–Turkey deal and closure of the Western Balkans route appear as a 

bandage on a wound and do not address the actual ‘crisis’ or ‘threat’ causing 

people to flee their homes in the first place. Rather, it appears to be an attempt to 

move it out of sight, with the crisis being defined, not by the number of lives lost, 

but by the number of people reaching and transiting through Europe. If migrants 

represented a real(ist) threat, their transit may have been stopped much sooner, 

however, their secondary movement was encouraged up until March 2016. Over 

2.3 million ‘illegal border-crossings’ were detected by the European Border and 

Coast Guard Agency in 2015 and 2016.52 Presumably, most border crossings 

occurred by foot, as transport was only organised (or not organised as some 

governments want to say) to border crossings and not through.  

The EU responses to the 2015 influx represent a new ‘humanitarian 

securitisation,’ which ultimately results in the ‘vulnerable’ individual being 

represented as a threat; even to themselves by drowning at sea. As a result, the 

EU governments tightened border security to ‘save lives.’ While EU leaders have 

presented the case that the Balkans route is ‘closed’, and the EU–Turkey 

Statement has been ‘successful’, the reality is far more complex. Empirical 

research has shown that there was a domino effect of border closures which began 

from northern EU member states closing their borders and introducing quotas. 

                                                           
50 Migreurop observatoire des frontiers, ‘JHA-EU: The unrestrained race to strengthen Frontex at the 

expense of fundamental rights’ (Web Page, 13 October 2018) 

<http://www.migreurop.org/article2901.html?lang=fr>. 
51 Steve Peers, Violeta Moreno-Lax, Madeline Garlick, and Elspeth Guild, EU Immigration and Asylum 

Law (Text and Commentary): Second Revised Edition Volume 3: EU Asylum Law (Brill Nijhoff, 2015).   
52 European Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex), Risk Analysis for 2017 (Report, 17 February 

2017). 

http://www.migreurop.org/article2901.html?lang=fr
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Many interviewees took the view that the migration ‘crisis’ is ongoing due to the 

legal uncertainty and mental and physical trauma inflicted on tens of thousands 

of people stuck in limbo along the Western Balkan countries and Greece.53 Boats 

full of people seeking asylum are still arriving daily to the Greek islands which 

also contributes to the argument that the migration ‘crisis’ is ongoing.54   

The influx of people seeking asylum in Europe in 2015 posed no real(ist) 

threat. Certain political leaders, however, attempted to portray the influx as a 

threat in other ways and securitising practices were implemented as a response to 

the ‘crisis,’ for electoral benefit, privileging the security of citizens and denying 

security to those who need it most. As a result, access to asylum in the EU has 

been restricted making it extremely difficult for people to seek asylum in the EU.  

 

  

                                                           
53 Jovana Arsenijević et al., ‘A crisis of protection and safe passage: violence experienced by 

migrants/refugees travelling along the Western Balkan corridor to Northern Europe.’ (2017) 11(1) 

Conflict and Health 6-15;  see also Maja Živanović and Anja Vladisavljević, ‘“Nobody Hears You”: 

Migrants, Refugees Beaten on Balkan Borders’, Balkan Investigative Reporting Network (online at 13 

June 2019)  <https://balkaninsight.com/2019/06/13/nobody-hears-you-migrants-refugees-beaten-on-

balkan-borders/>. 
54 The Aegean Boat Report is an NGO founded by volunteers on Lesvos who publish monthly statistics: 

<https://www.facebook.com/AegeanBoatReport/>; see also Observatory for the Refugee and Migration 

Crisis in the Aegean, University of the Aegean (Web Page) < 

https://refugeeobservatory.aegean.gr/en/about-observatory>. 

https://balkaninsight.com/2019/06/13/nobody-hears-you-migrants-refugees-beaten-on-balkan-borders/
https://balkaninsight.com/2019/06/13/nobody-hears-you-migrants-refugees-beaten-on-balkan-borders/
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Annex 1 Destination Europe: Arrivals and Deaths at Sea 
 

 

Figure 1 – All Mediterranean Arrivals 

All datasets are from: International Organisation for Migration, ‘Missing Migrants: Tracking Deaths along Migratory Routes’, (online at June 2019) 

<http://missingmigrants.iom.int/mediterranean>. 
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Figure 2 – Eastern Mediterranean Route 

 

 

 

Figure 3 – Central Mediterranean Route 
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Figure 4 – Western Mediterranean Route 
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Figure 5 – Deaths by Route 
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Annex 2 2015 Timeline of Events 

From: ‘ACAPS and MapAction, The Balkan Migrant Crisis (Balkan Migrant Crisis Analysis Project 

Report, January 2016) <https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/46801>. 
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Annex 3 List of Interviewees 
 

Lesvos, Greece: 

1. Eric Kempson, Philippa Kempson and Father Christoforos Schuff 

(Group C) 

2. European Border and Coast Guard (Frontex) Field Press Officer (Group 

B)  

3. Written communication with Frontex Head Office in Warsaw (Group B) 

4. Marios Kaleas, Head of the Regional Asylum Office (Group A) 

 

Republic of North Macedonia: 

1. European Council for Refugees and Exiles (ECRE): Representative of 

the Macedonian Young Lawyers Association (Group C) 

2. Anastasija Ilieska, State Secretary, Ministry of Interior of the Republic 

of Macedonia. National Contact Point. (Group A) 

3. Representative of Legis (Group C) 

4. The UNHCR Representative in Macedonia (Group B) 

 

Serbia:  

1. (ECRE) Representative of the Beogradski centar za ljudska prava 

(Belgrade Centre for Human Rights) (Group C) 

2. The UNHCR Representative in Serbia (Group B) 

3. Nenad Ivanišević, State Secretary for the Ministry of Labour, 

Employment, Veteran and Social Affairs, Government coordinator for 

Migration Issues (State Secretary for the National Contact Point) (Group 

A) 

4. (ECRE) Representative of Grupa 484 (Group C) 

5. (ECRE) Representative of the Serbian Red Cross (Group B) 

6. Border Guard at Serbian/Hungarian border – Anonymous (Group A) 

7. Government Official at the Centre for Hygiene and Human Ecology 

(Migrant Transit Centre in Sombor, Serbia) – Anonymous (Group A)  

8.  Representative of the Humanitarian Centre for Integration and 

Tolerance (UNHCR Partner) (Group C) 

9. Representatives (3) of the Crisis Response and Policy Centre (UNHCR 

Partner) (Group C) 

10.  Representative at Miksalište (Centre part of the Crisis Response and 

Policy Centre) (Group C)  

11. Representatives (2) of the Commissariat for Refugees and Migration 

(Group A) 
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12. Representative of the Police Station/Border Patrol and Registration, 

Sjenica (Group A) 

13. President of the Municipal Assembly of Sjenica (Group A) 

14. Representative of Local Government in Sjenica - Anonymous (Group A)  

15. Local director of the Asylum Centre in Sjenica (Group A) 

16. Representative of Flores (Group C) 

 

Hungary:  

1. Tibor Lakatos, Police Colonel, Head of the Operation Centre of the 

Ministry of Interior. National Contact Point. (Group A) 

2. (ECRE) Representative of the Hungarian Helsinki Committee (Group C) 

3. (ECRE) Representative of Menedek (Group C) 

4. Representative of the International Organisation for Migration (IOM) 

(Group B) 

 

Croatia: 

1. (ECRE) Representatives (2) of the Croatian Law Centre (Group C) 

2. (ECRE) Representatives (2) of the Centre for Peace Studies (Group C) 

3. Representative of Are you Syrious? (Group C) 

4. Anonymous (Group B) 

5. UNHCR (Group B) 
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Annex 4 Interview Questions 
 

Guiding questions  

Q1. The year 2015 has been referred to as the year of the European migration 

crisis. At what point in time did the arrival of undocumented migrants turn into 

a crisis or emergency in your country? Please explain  

Q2. Please describe the impacts that the influx of people seeking asylum have 

had on your country, people, organisation and services? 

Q3. Have there been any complications which have accompanied the influx of 

undocumented migration into Europe? 

Q4. Have the objectives of your organisation/ministry changed as a result of the 

influx in 2015. How so?   

Q5. Can you describe in as much detail as possible the significant asylum 

policies introduced into your country since the influx of undocumented migrants 

occurred in 2015?  

Q6. What are those policies aiming to achieve? 

Q7. Were there discussions in the making of the policy about where 

undocumented migrants would end up once border closures occurred? 

Q8. Based on your experience and knowledge, are there any concerns you or 

your organisation/government may have with regard to the influx of 

undocumented migrants? 

Q9. Does undocumented migration impact on security in some way? 

Q10. Does your communication with European Union (EU) institutions and 

other member states bordering or involved with the closure of the Western 

Balkans route suggest they perceive undocumented migration as a security 

concern? 

Q11. In your opinion, have adequate measures been put in place to examine 

whether third country nationals seeking asylum can be a potential security 

concern to the countries of the Western Balkans and the EU? 

Q12. How have these measures impacted undocumented migrants in transit 

countries, (such as Serbia and Macedonia)? 

Q13. Have EU institutions played an active role in managing border control in 

your country? If so, which institutions and how? 
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Q14. What have been the most evident results of the closure of the Western 

Balkans route, please begin with the benefits of the border closures and then 

describe if there have been any negative outcomes? 

Q15. Do you believe the intentions behind the EU’s cooperation with the 

countries of the Western Balkans and/or Turkey in the field of asylum and border 

management have been achieved? 

Q16. Do you think that strengthening border control has influenced migrants to 

use alternative routes to access the asylum procedure in the EU? If so, are you 

aware of the consequences of migrants using alternative routes? Please explain 

in detail.  

Q17. Who has benefited most, in your opinion, from EU/national responses to 

the influx of undocumented migrants in Europe since 2015?  

Q18. Do you believe that the closure of the Western Balkans route has elevated 

security? If so, for whom? 

Q19. Do you think that the measures which have been introduced as a response 

to the 2015 influx of undocumented migrants manage undocumented migration 

whilst upholding the right to seek asylum? 

Q20. Do you see current measures concerning asylum such as the closure of the 

Western Balkans route and the EU – Turkey Statement as sustainable? 

Q21. What are the future goals of your country concerning the management of 

border control and access to asylum?  

Q22. Are there any specific goals your country shares with the EU and are there 

any EU goals you oppose?  

Q23. How do you foresee future cooperation between the EU and the Western 

Balkans countries in relation to border management and access to asylum? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  




