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EU asylum policy must be fairer for those in need and must
distribute burdens more equally among member states
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The issue of migration into Europe has once again generated headlines, following a number of incidents in
which migrants have drowned at sea off the coasts of Italy and Malta in attempts to reach the EU.
Considering the state of current EU asylum policy, Georgia Mavrodi reviews the data on EU
asylum migration. She argues that the system does not adequately protect those in need and that
fundamental reform is required to achieve a fairer and more equitable common EU asylum policy.

The recent tragic events off Lampedusa, Malta and Sicily, and the rising number of human lives lost
in Mediterranean waters, have once again sparked debate on immigration and asylum policies in
the EU. According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 296,669
asylum applications were lodged in the EU’s 27 member states in 2012. Asylum seekers and refugees came to the
EU from countries and regions of Africa, Asia and the Middle East, torn by armed conflicts, political and social
unrest, and poverty. However, countries of eastern and south-eastern Europe also had their share. Chart 1 below
illustrates these figures for the 20 countries with the largest numbers of asylum applications.

Chart 1: Origin of asylum applications lodged in the EU in 2012 (top 20)

Source: UNHCR

Constructing a common EU asylum system with fair and effective procedures for the protection of those in need of
international protection has been a declared goal of EU integration since the late 1990s. Two main frameworks
currently exist to regulate asylum issues in the EU. The first is the adoption of a common set of principles and
regulations for controlling external borders and defining the member state responsible for examining each asylum
claim filed in the EU. The second is the progressive harmonisation of the treatment of refugees and asylum seekers
across EU member states.

The former has fallen under heavy criticism for raising a “Fortress” around the outskirts of Europe, a barbwire line
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that is difficult to cross for those in need of international protection, often resulting in human rights violations. By
contrast, the step-by-step process of harmonising the treatment of asylum seekers and refugees has led to the
consolidation (in some cases, such as the “new” immigration countries in the EU, even to liberalisation) of the legal
provisions on the reception of asylum seekers, their recognition as refugees and the rights bestowed upon them
across the EU.

The overall picture is far from uniform, as the size and composition of the population of asylum seekers in each EU
member state differ substantially. In 2011, asylum applications by Afghan nationals were submitted mainly in
Germany, Sweden, Austria and Belgium, while Pakistani nationals applied for asylum mostly in the UK, Germany,
Greece and Italy. Germany, Belgium, Sweden and the Netherlands attracted a large number of asylum applications
lodged by Iraqis, and Russians preferred asking for asylum in France, Poland, Austria and Belgium. Between 2008
and 2012, France, Germany, Sweden, the UK and Italy were the top-five EU countries for receiving asylum
applications in the EU. Yet it was Malta, Sweden, Cyprus, Luxembourg, Belgium, Austria and Greece that received
the highest number of asylum-seekers compared to their population. Chart 2 indicates the EU countries receiving
the highest number of asylum applications between 2008 and 2012, while Chart 3 shows the EU countries receiving
the highest number of asylum applications relative to population.

Chart 2: Number of asylum applications received by EU countries from 2008-2012 (absolute)

Source: UNHCR

Chart 3: Number of asylum applications received by EU countries from 2008-2012 (per 1,000 inhabitants)
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Source: UNHCR

The implementation of commonly agreed EU principles and regulations, which differs across member states, is also
a key factor. Greece often gets international headlines for its bad reception conditions, long delays in examining
asylum claims and low refugee recognition rates compared with the rest of the EU. Italy, too, is often criticised for
low standards in receiving asylum seekers and for turning a blind eye to them continuing their journeys from Italy to
other European countries.

At the same time, these countries, along with Malta and Spain, have repeatedly stressed the need for burden-
sharing and active EU solidarity when it comes to the reception of refugees, the examination of asylum applications,
and the patrolling of their external borders. Financial assistance (such as the European Refugee Fund and the
European Integration Fund) and operational support and transfer of knowledge (including the European Asylum
Support Office and FRONTEX, the EU borders agency) have been institutionalised, but they are not deemed to be
enough. Finally, national courts in some member states (Germany, the UK and Belgium, among others) have
successfully challenged the common EU principle of returning asylum seekers to the country of their first entry into
the EU if common European reception standards and/or the guarantees for their recognition as refugees are not fully
respected.

All the above considerations and debates notwithstanding, the recent tragic losses of life and the rescue of many
more off Lampedusa, Malta, and Sicily underline the need to rethink the nature of the EU asylum system and the
burdens it places upon the very people it is expected to protect. The fact that refugees and asylum seekers are
offered protection once they set foot on EU territory means in effect that people from third countries often need to
embark on long, costly and dangerous journeys in which they are exploited by highly-profitable international
smuggling and/or trafficking networks. They risk persecution, their health, and even their lives in order to enter the
EU. For tens of thousands who attempt to cross the Mediterranean from Tunisia or Libya to Italy and Malta every
year – as well as for the thousands who are trying to reach the Greek islands from Turkey – lodging an asylum
application in Europe comes only after a personal and/or family investment of thousands of dollars has been made,
often over the course of years, leaving them in a state of irregularity, precariousness and exploitation in countries of
transit.

It becomes obvious that these realities result in a harsh selection of those who finally make it: contrary to prevailing
assumptions, these are not necessarily the most vulnerable, the most in need or the most desperate for protection.
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Rather, they are the ones who manage to mobilise more resources, more strength, and more persistence – and
those that are lucky not to lose their lives as a result. These realities also keep the vast majority of refugees outside
the EU, letting the EU’s poorer neighbours bear a burden much greater than the EU itself, as the case of the
hundreds of thousands of Syrian refugees in Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey demonstrates. Evidently, such a system
is neither fair nor effective in offering international protection. It equally does not contribute to sharing the burden of
that protection among states and people alike.

A truly common, fair and effective asylum policy would need to include new EU institutions. This would mean a new
EU agency to register asylum applications both within and outside the EU, in close cooperation with the UNHCR. It
would also mean a common set of criteria across the EU for examining asylum applications submitted outside the
EU and for re-distributing asylum seekers among the member states once they have crossed the EU’s external
borders.

At the same time, it would incorporate institutions to oversee and support the implementation of the common
principles and standards for the reception of asylum seekers, the examination of asylum applications and the
determination of refugee status and other forms of international protection, accompanied by a new system of fair
distribution of resources for refugee resettlement from third countries and among member states. Recently adopted
programmes for voluntary refugee resettlement and strengthening the capacity of some member states in examining
asylum applications, such as the EUREMA project for Malta and the assistance offered to Greece by the European
Asylum Support Office, may be the first steps in such a process, and give incentives for rethinking EU asylum policy,
refugee protection and burden-sharing on a new basis.

Please read our comments policy before commenting .

Note: This article gives the views of the author, and not the position of EUROPP – European Politics and Policy, nor
of the London School of Economics.
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