
REFUGEE CRISIS IN EUROPE AND BALKANS

Ekin GÜNAYSU

Beyond any doubt, refugee problem, currently primarily driven by the ongoing civil war in 
Syria, is one of the greatest challenges of the 21st century. 2015 has witnessed the worst 
refugee crisis, or better to say, humanitarian crisis since World War II as vast numbers of 
refugees have undertaken the perilous journey across Mediterranean, seeking asylum in 
Europe.[1] Often in the hope to get to Western Europe, most of the refugees and migrants 
from Syria (66%), Afghanistan (21%) and Iraq (6%), start their journey on the shores of 
Turkey, cross the Aegean to the Greek islands and then move through Greece mainland 
and Macedonia.[2] Due to their strategic position on the west Balkan route, the respective 
policies of Balkan countries, such as Croatia, Serbia, Slovenia and Hungary, occupy a 
particularly important  place in the ongoing refugee problem, which is, in fact, relevant 
not only to Europe but to the whole world.

While as many as 218,000[3] reached Europe crossing Mediterranean last month alone, it 
is estimated that a total of 819,218 migrants and refugees made it to the continent this 
year.[4] Only between 16-22 October, more than 62,000 refugees and migrants arrived 
Greece by sea, marking the highest weekly arrival figure so far.[5] While the official 
number of migrants and refugees entering Europe is striking, the disturbing fact that more 
than 3,000 have died or gone missing at sea in 2015, stands as a bitter human tragedy 
unfolding at the shores of the Mediterranean, urging European leaders to fulfill their moral 
obligation by finding a solution to the ongoing crisis.[6] As Europe has found itself 
unprepared to deal with influx of refugees, the European and Balkan leaders not only 
struggle to find a common ground on the issue, but also to restore the existing social, 
economic and political relations within their respective societies with the increasing right-
wing populism.

Though the complexity and the scale of the refugee problem have many dimensions, a 
significant portion of the debate revolves around the European leaders ability to come up 
with a unified migration plan. The respective political, economic and social concerns of 
each potential host country makes it extremely difficult, if not impossible, to find a 
common ground with regards to the number of refugees and migrants each country is 
willing to take. On 23 September, European leaders accepted the European Commissions 
(EC) plan to distribute 120,000 people. The number of refugees each country would take 
was based on the respective population size and GDP of each state. In the midst of the 
disputes about the fairness of the quota system, the proposal of EC was adopted, as 
Hungary, Czech Republic, Romania and Slovakia voted against the mandatory quotas and 
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Finland abstained. Nevertheless, in line with the plan, currently, Germany and France are 
the two countries to take the greatest number of refugees in the region. Merkel, saying 
that it is Germanys responsibility to find a resolution to the problem that encourages 
solidarity rather than division, has been spearheading the efforts to settle the refugee 
problem.[7] In fact, Germany declared that it would take in 800.000 people; however, it is 
facing an influx of 1.5 million refugees and migrants this year, drastically higher than the 
official estimate.[8]

As Merkel is coming under increasing pressure by her Bavarian coalition partners and 
right wing conservatives over her open-door policy, her popularity is as low as it has never 
been since 2011. Indeed, in late October, the leader of Bavarias right-wing conservative 
Christian Social Union has warned the Chancellor that his party will leave her coalition 
unless she changes the policy on refugees dramatically.[9] As Merkel holds firm to her 
principle that the right to asylum for the politically persecuted has no upper limit and 
emphasizes her motto We can do it!, the latest attempt of the EU to take control of the 
influx of refugees is to establish processing centers along the western Balkan route.[10]

Reiterating that the borders must remain open, the Chancellors statements on 3 
November sparked another diplomatic dispute among the leaders of Balkans and Europe. 
Speaking at a conference in Darmstadt in southern Germany, Merkel said that if Germany 
closed its border, then other countries would do likewise, which could lead to military 
conflict in Balkans.[11] A quick response came from Croatia, Serbia and Bosnia-
Herzegovina. The Croatian Prime Minister, Zoran Milanovic, said that there will be no 
armed conflict in Balkans if Germany were to close the borders for migrants.[12] He 
added that Croatia could close the borders "more quickly" than Germany. Meanwhile, in 
Sarajevo, the Chairman of the Bosnian Council of Ministers, Denis Zvizdic, and Serbian 
Prime Minister, Aleksandar Vucic, said that closing European borders to migrants could 
affect the situation in the region and raise tensions, but that they are confident that 
armed conflicts are out of the question.[13] Vucic also asserted that Merkel's intentions 
were good and that her warning was in fact her wish that something like this did not 
happen.

Though it is true that the influx of refugees in Balkans can increase tensions in the region, 
it is rather hyperbolic to assume that the construction of border fences would directly lead 
to a military confrontation. Having experienced a devastating war in early 1990s, none of 
the Balkan countries, particularly Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina and Serbia, would take bold 
steps that would lead them to another armed dispute. Though it can be argued that the 
wars of 1990s are not completely solved, it should also be noted that there is an 
increasing cooperation between Balkan nations. While they are far from reaching a 
consensus about their respective policies on refugee quotas, on 25 October, the 
representatives of Albania, Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, Macedonia, Germany, Greece, 
Hungary, Romania, Serbia and Slovenia met in Brussels and agreed on a 17-point plan of 
action.[14]  Furthermore, it should not be forgotten that several Balkan states, such as 
Serbia, Albania, Montenegro, Macedonia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, are seeking to get EU 
membership and, to that end, they are trying to present a good image of themselves. 
Thus, for the moment, the possibility of a military conflict in the Balkan region, due to the 

2

http://aboutcroatia_net.comparinggenie.com/code/r.php?r=yahoo|closing+European&t=1&did=1&uid=0&type=bl&subid=riritbqc_150205_taf_033&rkw=closing+European&rurl=http%3A%2F/aboutcroatia.net/news/world/serbia-bosnia-confident-there-will-be-no-arm-conflicts-balkans-1357&lnktype=10


closure of borders, does not seem to be very high.

Yet, it is true that any move by Germany to close its borders, would lead to further 
deterioration of the humanitarian crisis in the region. Noting that Germany has received 
243,721 refugees since January, if the government was to close its borders, there would 
be hundreds of thousands of people left in no mans land without having adequate 
supplies of aid, food or shelter. Hungary, which has the main overland route for people 
traveling to western Europe from Balkans, stands as a relevant example. By closing its 
border with Croatia and Serbia, Hungary, defamed for its ill-treatment of refugees and for 
using razor-wire fence to keep out migrants, triggered a series of crisis in the region, 
particularly in Slovenia and Croatia. Thousands of refugees heading to Hungary had to 
change their route to these two countries. Consequently, nearly 105,000 people entered 
Slovenia in less than two weeks and 200,000 migrants passed through Croatia only in four 
weeks. As a result of this unexpected influx of refugees, the Slovenian military started to 
set up a barbed wire fence on the border with Croatia.[15] Clearly, due to the 
interdependence among European and Balkan states, the unilateral decisions taken by 
countries with regards to their immigration policies have substantial effects throughout 
the whole region. Keeping in mind that Germany, as the most populous country of Europe, 
shoulders a significant responsibility by taking more refugees than any other European 
state, any decision by German officials to close its borders has a great potential to result 
in intense political and social unrest, not only among its neighboring countries but 
throughout the whole Balkan region.

That being said, an increasing number of European and Balkan countries, including 
Bulgaria, Romania and Serbia, are planning the close their borders. Once a critic of 
fences, Austria has also announced that it will construct barriers at the Spielfeld border 
crossing with Slovenia.[16] Upon reviewing these latest worrisome developments in the 
region, it is highly probable that Merkel felt the need to emphasize the importance of 
keeping the borders open, and to that end, she lit the fuse of a discourse that would 
discourage Balkan countries from erecting barriers along their borders. As part of that 
strategy, she stated that the fence built by Hungary on its border with Serbia "will build up 
fault lines[17] between the states in the Balkan region.

As the Chancellor and the European Commission is trying to get all Europes leaders 
embrace a common European immigration policy towards the migrant crisis, the 
approaching winter brings up new issues, such as hypothermia, pneumonia and 
opportunistic diseases, threatening the lives of refugees who are undertaking the 
dangerous journey through Mediterranean even when the sea is rough. Between 
November 2015 and February 2016, 600,000 refugees and migrants are expected to 
arrive in Croatia, Greece, Serbia, Slovenia and Macedonia.[18] Taking into consideration 
the additional complications that will arise with colder temperatures, the United Nations 
Winterization Plan for the Refugee Crisis in Europe allocates a total of USD 95.15 million in 
supplementary financial requirements for winterization activities between November 2015 
and February 2016.[19] The countries that are expected to be heavily affected by the 
wave of refugees throughout this period of time are Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
Bulgaria, Italy, Montenegro, Romania and Kosovo. As the UN plans to continue working 
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with several NGOs to provide for the additional needs of the migrant population 
throughout the winter, the temperatures are dropping at a faster rate than the ability of 
the leaders to make decisions.

Another dimension of the refugee problem in Europe and Balkans has to do with the 
increasing popularity of the political parties on the far-right of the political spectrum. 
Pegida and Alternative for Germany (AfD) in Germany, Front National (FN) in France, the 
UK Independence Party (UKIP) in Great Britain and the Freedom Party of Austria (FPÖ) are 
only few of the examples.[20] In the midst of the ongoing crisis, many far-right anti-
immigration parties successfully appeal to voters' concerns about the possible effects of 
the refugees and migrants on their nations. In October, after a heavy election campaign 
that took a hard line on refugees and migrants, Polands hard-core right-wing Law and 
Justice Party won the parliamentary elections.[21] The Danish People's Party, advocate of 
nationalism and anti-immigration, received the second largest percentage of Denmark's 
vote in June's national elections.[22] Austria's far-right Freedom Party came second during 
last month's regional election, while Greece's neo-fascist Golden Dawn gained the 
third largest percentage of the vote in both of the country's parliamentary elections this 
year.[23] Meanwhile, days before the election in Poland, Law and Justice Party figure and 
former Prime Minister Jaroslaw Kaczynski said that Muslim refugees would bring parasites 
and diseases to the local population.[24]  Another comment came from Hungary's staunch 
immigration opponent Viktor Orban, saying that the refugees entering Europe "look like 
an army".[25] These remarks not only show that xenophobic sentiments and Islamphobia 
are starting to have a stronger grip in Europe with the ongoing refugee problem but also 
that there is a growing pressure on the center-left parties to review their immigration 
policies.

It should also be noted that Merkels repeated statements about the key position Turkey 
can play in the refugee problem is attention-grabbing. Currently, Turkey hosts 2,181,293 
registered Syrian refugees.[26] On 26 October, Merkel said: Only with Turkey we can 
switch illegality to legality. It is very important that [European] Commission discusses 
further the migration agenda with Turkey.[27] During her last visit to Istanbul,  Merkel 
signaled loosening visa requirements for Turkish citizens in return for cooperation in 
stemming the flow of migrants and taking back those rejected by Europe. Merkels trip to 
Turkey has created another question mark in the heads of many: which country gains 
more from this cooperation?

Last but not least, the alleged links between one of the attackers of the recent terror 
attacks in Paris, claiming 129 lives, and the influx of refugees, have played into the hands 
of the far-right anti-immigrant political parties in Europe by intensifying fears about the 
increasing refugee population in the region. As number of people blamed the refugee 
crisis and Islam for the attacks, far right protests broke out in France on Sunday, with 
demonstrators chanting out the Muslims and carrying throw out Islamists signs.[28] If the 
alleged link between the attacks and the refugee crisis is established, then it is very likely 
that a new chapter will open up in the refugee problem as the leaders of Europe and 
Balkans may feed on them pursue and justify an anti-immigration agenda. Upon the 
massacre in Paris, Polands incoming Minister for European Affairs, Konrad Szymanski, has 
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already stated that they would accept refugees only if they have security guarantees, 
while the Finance Minister of Bavaria, Markus Soeder, said: The days of uncontrolled 
immigration and illegal entry cant continue just like that. Paris changes everything[29]. 
Meanwhile, shadowed by the attacks in Paris, the refugee problem marked the start of the 
two-day G20 meeting in Turkey. Leaders of the world's 20 major economies, making up 85 
percent of the worlds GDP,[30] called "upon all states to contribute to responding to this 
crisis and share the burdens associated with it".[31] The EU President Donald Tusk said 
that the attacks on moderate opposition forces in Syria are further increasing the number 
of refugees.[32] Yet, despite these statements touching on the refugee issue, the summit 
severely fell short in creating any comprehensive or effective agenda to deal with the 
crisis. Though on Monday, the President Obama stated that refugee crisis should not be 
equated with terrorism and that the US should not distinguish between Christian and 
Muslim refugees[33], after the tragedy in Paris, tougher measures seem to await not only 
the refugees coming to Europe and Balkans but also the Muslim populations that in live in 
the region.

As a final word, it is crucial to note that the respective countries plans to close their 
borders can potentilly result in greater number of refugees rushing to Balkans in a shorter 
period of time to be able to get to western Europe before the states close their doors. 
Indeed, the fact that the number of refugees undertaking the perilous journey across 
Mediterranean hit the records in October, just before the beginning of winter, is alarming 
as it shows that the worsening weather conditions do not stem the stream of refugees 
flowing into Europe. In this regard, it is of utmost importance that the countries in the 
region refrain from closing their borders. But more importantly, leaders of Europe and 
Balkans should acknowledge that the refugee problem in Europe will de determined by 
their ability to compromise and to overcome the mindset that Europe should take 
refugees but not my country. As the ongoing refugee problem tests EUs humanitarian 
standards, the future political identitity of the European countries will be shaped by the 
way they chose to deal with the crisis.

 

 

[1] It is important to point out the difference between refugees, migrants and asylum-
seekers. Refugees are individuals who seek safety in nearby countries due to an armed 
conflict or persecution in their native land. They are internationally recognized as 
refugees with access to assistance from States, UNHCR and other organizations. Refugees 
are defined and protected under international law. These are people for whom denial of 
asylum has potentially deadly consequences (UNHCR).

On the other hand, an asylum-seeker is someone who says he or she is a refugee, but 
whose claim has not yet been definitively evaluated. Whether the asylum-seeker qualifies 
for international protection or not, is decided through national asylum systems. Those 
judged through proper procedures not to be refugees, nor to be in need of any other form 
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of international protection, can be sent back to their home countries (UNHCR).

Migrants are different for they move mainly to improve their lives, find a better job, for 
education or family reunion. These people are not under a direct threat of persecution or 
death. Unlike refugees who cannot safely return home, migrants face no such impediment 
to return (UNHCR).

This distinction is important for individual governments mainly because they deal with 
migrants under their own immigration laws and processes. Countries deal with refugees 
through norms of refugee protection and asylum that are defined in both national 
legislation and international law (UNHCR).
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