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POLITICS


EUROPEAN UNION

EU Unveils Plans to Overhaul “Unsustainable” Asylum System: Rejecting more radical plans, the European Commission today proposed two options for reforming Europe’s asylum system. One involves scrapping the Dublin regulation—the central tenet of the current system that unloads most responsibility for receiving and processing asylum seekers on Greece and Italy—and replacing it with mandatory, EU-wide quotas. The other option, dubbed Dublin-plus, would establish a temporary quota to be used only during emergencies. The EU tried the latter approach last autumn, promising to relocate 160,000 asylum seekers from Greece and Italy; only 937 have been moved.

· “We are putting forward these two options in an open way to launch a debate,” Commission VP Timmermans said. 
· In addition to permanent or temporary quotas, the Commission also proposed a series of other reforms, including a bigger role for the EU asylum agency, EASO; the creation of an EU list of safe countries to increase the number of people returned after being refused asylum; a resettlement program from countries of first asylum; further harmonisation of asylum policies to reduce pull factors that draw refugees to a small number of states; and measures to discourage refugees from moving from the countries to which they are assigned.
· The Commission also proposed more legal routes for migrants to come to Europe “in an orderly, managed, safe and dignified manner.” Said Timmermans: “Migration will be one of the main challenges the EU will have to face in the long term. Globalization, climate change, war, and instability all mean that people will keep coming to Europe.”
· The Commission’s proposals did not address two critical aspects of the current crisis: How to sufficiently support refugees in countries of first asylum like Turkey, and how to raise the significant amount of funding for all aspects of the necessary reforms.
· The possibility of creating a powerful, central EU asylum agency was considered and shelved. "Long-term, there are other options, including a centralized European system with European decisions taken regarding individual asylum applications,” Timmermans said. "But from a political perspective, it isn't realistic to speak of that today." (G. Maniatis)


“Staggering Number” of Europeans Join Terror Groups, Return in Migrant Wave: The EU's border agency said in a new report yesterday that it cannot fully track refugees, noting that a "staggering number" of Europeans have joined terror groups only to return to the continent amid the migrant wave. Europe reported a record 1.82 million illegal border crossings last year, according to Frontex, but it conceded that the true number of illegal crossings is probably much higher because so many refugees have entered Europe undetected. 

· “There is no EU system capable of tracing people’s movements following an illegal border-crossing. Therefore it is not possible to establish the precise number of persons who have illegally crossed two sections of the external borders of the EU,” the report said.
· Today, Frontex said that two of the terrorists who carried out the deadly attacks in Paris in November had used fake Syrian papers on the Greek island of Leros before traveling to other parts of Europe. The incident highlights “the growing threat from foreign terrorist fighters,” and it was “a dreadful reminder that border management also has an important security component,” said Frontex chief Fabrice Leggier.
· Syrians constituted more than half of the people detected at the bloc’s external borders in 2015, the agency said. Afghans made up 27% of the total and Iraqis about 8%. (G. Maniatis)

Germany Threatens to Close Brenner Pass If Italy Waves Migrants North: German Interior Minister de Maiziere said Italy’s access to the important Brenner Pass may be compromised in a warning to the country to refrain from sending migrants and refugees towards the north of Europe. He said Rome could not “simply guide people north” to Austria and Germany as it had done in the past, and added: 

· “Italy cannot depend on Brenner always staying open.” He said Italy could face restrictions on traffic along Brenner, an important passage for goods traveling from the country to Austria and other nations in the north of Europe. (G. Maniatis)

Italy Pleads for Greek-Style Push to Return Its Migrants: Rome is pleading for EU help to ramp up the deportation of migrants arriving in Italy, warning that the bloc’s immigration system is at risk of collapse without a more aggressive policy on returns. Interior Minister Alfano said the EU should move to secure deals with African nations, which are the source of the vast majority of migrants arriving in Italy, offering economic aid in exchange for taking back their citizens and preventing new flows. 

· “Europe was able to find the resources when it was urgent—I am referring to Turkey. It’s a matter of political leadership,” Alfano said. “If returns don’t work, the whole Juncker migration agenda will fail.” 
· “Irregular migrants have to be kept in closed camps from where they cannot escape. So how many tens of thousands of people can you keep, year after year? Without returns, either you organise real prisons, or it’s obvious that the system will collapse,” Alfano said. “It doesn’t take a prophet to glimpse the future”. (G. Maniatis)

Pope Francis, Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew to Visit Greece Next Week: The Greek government said today that Pope Francis would make “an exceptionally important” visit to Lesvos on April 14 or 15 to recognize the efforts being made to “tackle the refugee crisis in a humane and effective way.” Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, the spiritual leader of the world’s Orthodox Christians, will visit the island on the same day.

· Francis, the son of Italian immigrants to Argentina, has been outspoken about Europe’s moral obligation to welcome refugees and his visit to Greece will likely embarrass EU leaders already under fire from human rights groups over the deportations. 
· Some EU diplomats see the papal activism on refugees as an important counterpoint to populist anti-immigrant voices in Europe. 
· Any pictures of the Pope visiting such facilities greeting Syrian migrants would pose an awkward challenge for the EU. Almost half the migrants are Syrian and a significant proportion are children. The UN has raised concerns about the provision of food, shelter and sleeping materials on Lesvos. (G. Maniatis)

Staff Shortages in Greece Persist, as Only 30 of 400 Migration Experts Arrive: Maria Stavropoulou, director of Greece’s Asylum Service, said that some 3,000 people held in deportation camps on the islands are seeking asylum, with the application process to formally start by the end of the week. Asylum applications typically take about three months to process, she said, but would be “considerably faster” for those held in detention.

· “There will be a difficult few months ahead,” she said. “We are dealing with people who speak 70 different languages and many have traveled to Greece without papers because they are escaping war.” 
· Only 30 of 400 migration officers from other EU countries have arrived in Greece so far, Stavropoulou said, while additional locally hired staff would take “several months” to train and integrate into the Asylum Service. (G. Maniatis)

FRANCE

Government Says It Will Take More Refugees, Faster: France acknowledged that its intake of Syrian refugees had been slow and insufficient, but vowed to redouble efforts to meet commitments in light of the EU-Turley deal. "The number of people welcomed is still extremely insufficient compared to our commitments and we will need to redouble our efforts," Foreign Minister Ayrault said during a meeting with his German counterpart. Paris promised in September to take 30,000 refugees over two years; mere hundreds have arrived in France. (G. Maniatis)

TURKEY

PM Says “Not A Single Refugee” Has Been Returned to Syria: PM Davutoglu said Turkey hasn't returned a single Syrian refugee, because the government and the extremist organizations in Syria are known for being "brutal.” Amnesty alleged Turkey has been expelling Syrian groups of around 100 men, women and children on an almost daily basis since mid-January. Davutoglu said Amnesty's claim was "absolutely wrong," adding that hundreds of thousands of Syrian children now living in Turkey are "our children." (G. Maniatis)

DENMARK
	
Net Yield from Refugee Asset-Seizure Law? Zero: Danish police say a law passed two months ago that requires refugees and migrants to hand over valuables worth more than 10,000 kroner ($1,500) has not resulted to a single seizure. The law was intended to help cover migrants' housing and food costs for migrants while their cases are being processed. A police spokesman said Tuesday that none of the migrants valuables above the specified limit. (G. Maniatis)



AUSTRIA

Vienna to Stiffen Border Controls as Flows from Italy Rise: Austria's defense minister says he expects to start implementing tougher controls on the country's border with Italy within the next few weeks to meet an increase in attempted migrant crossings. Hans Peter Doskozil says about 5,000 people have tried to cross over the past few weeks. He says the army is ready to increase its presence at the border by hundreds of soldiers, if needed. (G. Maniatis)

GERMANY

Berlin Could Lift Border Controls in May: Germany is considering lifting the border checks imposed last year to control migrant flows following a sharp drop in arrivals through the western Balkans. Berlin has criticized Austria and the Balkan states for virtually shutting their doors to migrants but is set to take advantage of the decline in numbers to scrap checks that have delayed traffic on the Austrian-German border. (G. Maniatis)

MEDIA

Financial Times: Fear and loathing of a world without borders 

· In this connected world, migration—unlike the utopias sold by the last century’s demagogues—offers radical change instantly.
· The 21st-century revolution requires no ideology, political movement or political leader. You change not the government but the geography. 
· The absence of collective dreams makes migration the natural choice of the new radical. To change your life you need a boat, not a party. 
· With social inequality rising and social mobility stagnating in countries such as Ukraine and Russia, it is easier to cross national borders than class barriers. 
· In short, EU leaders are trapped between the rhetoric of democratic revolution as an answer to the problems of an interdependent world and the messy reality of migration as revolution. 

The New York Times: Editorial—A Deal That Puts Lives at Risk

· In its rush to get rid of people it does not want, Europe is acting with cynical disregard for the welfare of human beings who have already suffered much — in violation of its own laws.
· The EU should suspend deportations from Greece to Turkey until the treatment of refugees in both countries meets international and E.U. legal and humanitarian standards.
· The plan is fraught with serious legal and human rights problems that should have given the European Union pause.
· While billions of euros the E.U. has promised to give Turkey as part of the refugee deal are intended to help Turkey do better, it is not clear how improvements will be monitored, given the increasingly authoritarian rule of President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. 
· On Monday, Turkish authorities used a blue tarp to prevent journalists from viewing the processing of the first returned refugees.

The Observer: How the Kremlin Manipulates Europe’s Refugee Crisis

· The EU’s rising right admires the Kremlin for its unapologetic emphasis on traditional values, state sovereignty, and zero tolerance for jihadism. Anti-immigrant rallies in Germany have featured protestors brandishing Russian flags
· France’s FN has accepted millions of dollars in funding from the Kremlin, while Germany’s AfD seems to have benefitted from Russian largesse as well.
· The hand of Russian intelligence behind some far-right politicians and sensationalist news stories is evident, but there have also been nagging questions about whether the Kremlin is stoking the migrant crisis itself.
· Polish intelligence determined the Kremlin has seeded the vast ranks of migrants with illegals who, once they reach the EU and get settled into their new lives, will serve as Russia’s secret eyes in Europe.

Reuters: In refugee crisis, European cities seek clout, money

· The continent's city governments are defying tradition and seeking major roles in shaping national policy to reap more resources, according to a new study of 34 major European cities published by EuroCities.
· The Vienna Social Fund, funded by the capital city, set up a registration and identification card system to provide health services to migrants.
· In Dusseldorf, local authorities appointed a refugee commissioner.
· Being kept from direct access to EU emergency assistance funding creates a further hindrance to cities’ efficiency. Athens, for example, had to apply to UNHCR to get money from European Commission coffers.

Huffington Post: Germany And Refugees—The Perils Of Failed Integration

· The key to integration is learning the German language. Some estimates put the number of teachers needed at 20,000. But where will they come from? 
· In a society that for decades experienced a declining population, becoming a teacher was not considered a safe bet. Now all of a sudden it is teachers Germany needs. 
· After their traumatic experiences, learning a foreign language turns out to be much more difficult. 
· For those who have lived for years under conditions of war or in refugee camps, it is hard to relate to the concept of learning: To concentrate and focus, to understand and implement.
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STATISTICS

Greece: 
· 53,042 refugees stranded on 6 April; Eidomeni: 11,269, Piraeus: 4,720, Elliniko: 4,536
· 5,445 detainees in former hotspots on 6 April; Lesvos: 3,097, Chios: 1,766, Samos: 490, Leros: 92
· 1815 applications for relocation to other EU states until 27 March; 1099 accepted
· 620 refugees relocated until 27 March; 242 to France, 116 to Finland, 89 to Portugal
· 256 new arrivals by sea on 4-5 April; 261 arrivals per day on average in April
Italy: 
· 19,340 arrivals by sea in 2016; Sicily: 15,837, Calabria: 1,688, Sardinia: 807, Apulia: 452

GREECE

13 asylum seekers unlawfully returned to Turkey – Among the 202 asylum seekers that were returned to Turkey, at least 13 had expressed their wish to apply for asylum in Greece. Despite that, they were deported unlawfully before they had a chance to attend a hearing with the Asylum Service. According to the UNHCR, the Greek police “forgot” to process their claims. The incident confirms civil society predictions that refugee rights would be violated by the collective expulsion of people from the Greek islands to Turkey. (M. Moschopoulos)

Three people attempt suicide amid returns – At least three people attempted to end their lives after Greece started implementing the EU-Turkey deal by returning asylum seekers on 4 April. During the first returns, two people attempted suicide during their return to Turkey according to local media, one of whom died in hospital in Turkey. On 6 April, one 18-year-old person tried hanging himself from an electricity pole with a scarf in the former hotspot of Moria, on the island of Lesvos, before police managed to prevent his death and bring him safely back to the ground. (M. Moschopoulos)

GCR lawyers visit Chios hotspot – A mission of lawyers from the Greek Council for Refugees (GCR) visited the former hotspot on Chios on 30-31 March where over 1,400 people were in detention. They reported that even though there is a right to access legal aid, asylum seekers cannot act upon that right as lawyers are not permanently present on the site. The authorities did not attempt to restrict GCR access to asylum seekers and facilities. (M. Moschopoulos)

Lawyers denied access to refugees in Piraeus – A group of lawyers from the NoBorders movement attempted to distribute leaflets to refugees stranded in passenger terminals at the port of Piraeus on 6 April. The leaflets informed them in Farsi and Arabic of the possibility to take part in legal action to protest their lack of access to asylum, as the Asylum Service only allows scarce interviews via Skype and excludes those in Piraeus from its appointments. The lawyers claim that the port authorities and the secretary for Migration Policy unlawfully denied them access to the refugees on the site. In a separate incident, the national labor union for Coast Guard officers asked for the state prosecutor to intervene as people ‘pretending to be NGO staff’ distributed leaflets calling for refugees to ‘resist their violent transportation’ to reception facilities, saying that ‘those that won’t claim asylum are liable for deportation’ and pledging to ‘fight together for the opening of borders and the repeal of the racist Europe-Turkey deal.’ (M. Moschopoulos)

Volunteer solidarity structures close on Lesvos – The detention of all new arrivals after 20 March has led to the closure of a number of volunteer solidarity structures and NGO-run service points, most recently on 6 April of the ‘Better Days for Moria’ makeshift camp where volunteer groups provided shelter to refugees waiting for permission to travel to the mainland. The mayor of Lesvos has intensified his efforts to shut down the ‘Pikpa’ camp, a former children’s summer camp which has been occupied by volunteer groups and NGO providing shelter and relief to vulnerable refugees for approximately three years. A petition against its closure has attracted over 3,300 signatures. (M. Moschopoulos)

FIDH: ‘EU hits rock bottom’ – The International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH) condemned the deportations to Turkey that took place on 4 April. FIDH reports that Pakistani nationals inside the former hotspot at Moria, on the island of Lesvos, were “denied the possibility to claim asylum despite their wish to do so.” The organization also states that Turkey cannot be considered a safe third country and quotes an Amnesty International report that found that Syrians were forcibly returned to their country of origin in a clear violation of the principle of non-refoulement. According to FIDH vice-president Dimitris Christopoulos, “Europe’s so called ‘solution’ to close its borders at all costs and outsource its responsibilities to Turkey not only defies international law, but is also unsustainable and short-sighted. It does not provide any long term solutions for those ready to risk their lives to flee from war-torn countries or persecution. It will only push migrants and asylum seekers towards more dangerous routes. To prevent future loss of lives, the EU must urgently and unconditionally increase its resettlement commitments including through expanding family reunification and granting humanitarian visas.” (M. Moschopoulos)

Refugees attempt sit-in protest at Syntagma – Around 100 refugees tried to stage a sit-in protest at Syntagma, the main Athens square where the Parliament is located, on the evening of 6 April. Riot police blocked their exit from the metro station and prevented the protest. The refugees are asking not to be returned to Turkey and to be allowed safe passage to Europe. Elsewhere, protesters asking for refugees to be removed from the former hotspot site in Chios clashed with solidarity groups that were calling upon the island’s mayor not to take any rash decisions that would adversely affect the rights and wellbeing of refugees. (M. Moschopoulos)

Pope to visit Lesbos – On Tuesday 4 April, Pope Francis publicly expressed his intention to visit Lesbos in mid-April. In an interview with Vatican Radio, Cardinal Antonio Maria Veglio, president of the Pontifical Council for Migrants, criticized the agreement between the EU and Ankara stating that "it raises many doubts. These poor refugees migrants are not goods, they are people. [The agreement goes against their] right to emigrate: they want to go to Germany and find themselves in Turkey. And with what safeguards? Turkey is not an example of freedom and democracy..." Recently, Pope Francesco had called several times on Europe to fulfill her "vocation of universality and service." This is why, on Holy Thursday (three days before Easter), he had decided to wash the feet of a group of refugees, including three Muslims and a Hindu.The Pope had also touched upon migration-related issue during his visit to Mexico, where he denounced "the human tragedy" of "forced migration", affirming that it is a "global phenomenon" that is measured in figures "but that we need to measure names, stories, families, brothers and sisters who leave pushed by poverty and violence, drug trafficking and organized crime". The Pope also addressed the many legal loopholes stating that they create "networks that capture and destroy the poorest." (M. Perduca)

ITALY

Frontex report – On 6 April Frontex issued its latest report. In 2015, the total number of arrivals to the EU through the central Mediterranean route went down to 154.000. The agency also registered the record number of 1,82 million illegal crossing of the EU external frontier for that same period. The majority (885,400) comes from the eastern Mediterranean route, especially through the Greek islands and the Aegean. More than 90% of them (803,000) were reported in the second half of 2015. Syrians represent the majority of cases, although Afghans have increased "significantly." Approximately 764,000 passages were from the Balkan route, especially from the Serbian border with Hungary and Croatia. The number of requests for asylum doubled to 1.25 million if compared with the previous year. (M. Perduca)

Smugglers arrested – On 6 April, The Court of Palermo convalidated the arrest of two smugglers, Ibirmi Abububi, 32 from Ghana and Omaru Samateh, 22 from Gambia responsible for the arrival of 364 people. The arrest was the result of a long inquiry that uncovered a network of criminals active in the area of Sabrata, Lybia, that mistreats migrants for weeks before taking them to Italy. The average cost of the passage is thought to be around 2.500 Euros. (M. Perduca)

Italy-Austria border – The situation at the Brenner Pass remains tense. Austrian and Italian anti-racism groups announced that they will go back to the pass whenever Austria will deploy the first 100 soldiers to guard the border. (M. Perduca)

Migrant protest in Sardinia – The City of Cagliari was blocked for a few hours at the beginning of the week by some 70 migrants, mainly Somali and Eritreans, that asked to be sent elsewhere as there are no preexisting communities from their countries in that region. The demonstration caused an uproar by the local center-right politicians and has been brought directly to the attention of the Government. In 2015, Sardinia had been used to host people in periods when migrants started arriving in record numbers. (M. Perduca)

MACEDONIA

New asylum bill passes – Amendments to the Law on Asylum and temporary protection, allowing the legal implementation of the EU-Turkey plan, were voted by the majority of Parliament just a few days before its announced dissolution due to the coming snap elections. The changes on asylum registration procedures and family reunification, a precise definition of a “third safe country” and a list of reasons for the fast-track refusal of asylum claims were approved in a 3-hour session. Experts and the general public, as well as opposition MPs, were not informed or consulted. Local and international CSOs are concerned with these developments that may lead to direct push-backs to Turkey and worsen the treatment of people currently residing in the country. (S. Indjevska)

Border updates – A total of 1,084 people remain in the Tabanovce camp on the northern border, while 130 are at the southern border camp of Gevgelija. Living conditions are worsening, especially for those in need to health care. Lice has spread out among children due to poor accommodation conditions and water supply. The food provided by the Government is insufficient and unpopular among people at the camp, while humanitarian organizations have been asked to stop the distribution of food. At the recent closed-doors meeting among local humanitarian organization, facilitated by FOSM, the deteriorating communication and lack of cooperation with the Ministry of Interior was discussed. A joint civil society meeting with the responsible minister will be requested to clarify the positions and expectations of local civil society organizations delivering humanitarian aid in the camps. (S. Indjevska)

President continues blaming Greece – President Ivanov, in his populist manner, continues to blame Greek authorities for not being serious enough in dealing with the crisis. He finds their refusal to cooperate with Macedonia as a reason the for increased smuggling and other illegal activities in the country. (S. Indjevska)
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