
The plight of Aquar ius, the res cue ship car ry ing 629 mi grants, stands as a po tent re minder
of the dire fail ings of Euro pean mi gra tion pol icy. No mat ter that the ship car ried seven
preg nant women and more than a hun dred un ac com pa nied chil dren res cued at sea as they
tried to make the dan ger ous cross ing from Libya to Italy. First Italy, then Malta, re fused
the ship en try to their ports. Even tu ally, Spain o� ered to let it dock in Va len cia, four days
away in harsh sail ing con di tions. Spain’s so cial ist for eign min is ter, Josep Bor rell, said this
was a “sym bolic act” to im pel more co or di nated ac tion from a con ti nent en gaged in “os -
trich pol i tics”. But the sad truth is that since 2015 – the year that the scale of the mi gra tion
cri sis be came clear – the Euro pean ap petite for a com mon, hu man i tar ian ap proach to mi -
grant and refugee �ows from Africa and the Mid dle East has only dwin dled. The Span ish
ges ture seems highly un likely to prompt a des per ately needed re think. In re cent years, the
thrust of Euro pean pol icy has shifted from im prov ing con di tions for those seek ing refuge
within Europe, to stem ming ir reg u lar mi gra tion �ows re gard less of the hu man i tar ian cost.
The phi los o phy ap pears to be that, so long as there are no drowned tod dlers wash ing up on
Greek beaches, Europe is dis charg ing its moral and le gal du ties, re gard less of whether they
end up dead else where.
As a re sult, the num bers of peo ple com ing across the Mediter ranean have dropped dra -
mat i cally, not be cause of an eas ing of the con �icts that drive them to seek sanc tu ary, but
be cause Euro pean lead ers have struck un savoury deals with dic ta to rial states and re pres -
sive regimes to stop peo ple ar riv ing. Europe has chan nelled cash to Turkey and coun tries
in Africa in ex change for their help in de port ing un wanted mi grants and pre vent ing peo ple
from leav ing for Europe.
This has sim ply shifted the fo cus, not the scale, of the hu man i tar ian prob lem – from
drown ings in the Mediter ranean, to ex ploita tion, rape and tor ture else where. Con di tions in
Libyan de ten tion camps are ap palling, and UN agen cies say the Libyan coast guard –
funded by the EU to re turn mi grants to its shores – is co-op er at ing with smug glers. Aid
money is �ow ing to some of the most re pres sive and dic ta to rial regimes, such as in Su dan,
whose abuses are driv ing the ex o dus of peo ple in the �rst place. The mil lions of Syr ian
refugees liv ing in coun tries such as Turkey, Le banon and Jor dan face ter ri ble and wors en -
ing con di tions as a re sult of cut backs to UN aid.
This ap proach is en tirely counter-pro duc tive: the more Europe fo cuses on mak ing it less
safe for peo ple �ee ing war and de struc tion to cross the Mediter ranean, the more they are
driven into the hands of crim i nal smug glers. The Euro pean-backed de struc tion of the
wooden boats used by smug glers for the Libya-Italy cross ing has sim ply led to more peo -
ple at tempt ing to make the jour ney on even more dan ger ous rub ber dinghies, push ing up
the death rate fur ther.
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Mean while, in Europe, thou sands of refugees and mi grants are trapped in in tol er a ble con -
di tions in camps on the Greek is lands as they wait for their asy lum ap pli ca tions to be pro -
cessed, where there is a huge back log. There have been no mean ing ful e� orts to re form the
Dublin reg u la tion, which says refugees must be pro cessed by the �rst EU coun try they set
foot in and be sent back there if they move on to other parts of Europe. This has cre ated the
pre pos ter ous state of a� airs in which two of Europe’s poorer coun tries, Italy and Greece,
have been left to process the big gest vol umes of asy lum claims.
Some ar gue that the Fortress Europe ap proach, based on pre vent ing peo ple from ar riv ing
here in the �rst place, is the only prag matic re sponse to the pop ulists who have sought to
make hay from the mi gra tion is sue. But the truth is that in buy ing into the pop ulist frame
of ir reg u lar mi gra tion �ows as a Euro pean cri sis, main stream politi cians have cre ated the
oxy gen pop ulists need to thrive.
In Italy, the pol icy of clos ing ports to mi grant res cue ships did not orig i nate with Mat teo
Salvini, Italy’s new pop ulist in te rior min is ter, but with his cen tre-left pre de ces sor, Marco
Min niti. A fail ure to de velop a fair, pan-Euro pean sys tem based on re set tle ment quo tas
and a com monly funded net work of re cep tion cen tres has fuelled the anger of cit i zens in
south ern Europe; it is not sur pris ing that far-right par ties have cap i talised on it.
To day, Europe re mains more di vided than ever. The pop ulist na tion al ist ap proach, long
cham pi oned by the Viseg rád bloc, is gain ing wider trac tion, with the in te rior min is ters of
Aus tria, Italy and Ger many an nounc ing a new “axis” of co op er a tion on se cu rity and im mi -
gra tion. Sup port for once-fringe ideas, such as asy lum pro cess ing cen tres in Africa, is
grow ing; even as Macron has o� ered to take in some of the Aquar ius mi grants who dock in
Spain, he has re it er ated his back ing.
This is be ing talked of as an ex is ten tial cri sis for an in creas ingly iso lated An gela Merkel,
whose in te rior min is ter has threat ened to defy her by in tro duc ing con trols on Ger many’s
south ern bor der. But – far more than Brexit – it is an ex is ten tial cri sis for the EU it self.
Will Europe con tinue in its race to the bot tom, or will lead ers be able to come to gether to
de velop a shared, hu man i tar ian ap proach to mi gra tion? The an swer will shape the very fu -
ture of the Euro pean pro ject.


