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At the end of February, the Turkish government announced it would allow refugees to travel
onwards to Greece and Bulgaria, in the hope of extracting from the EU further financial
support as well as backing for its military operations in Syria. It has now taken up its role as
Europe’s border guard again, but the manufactured crisis induced by the Turkish decision
and the EU response highlight the long-term failings of the EU’s asylum and migration
model.
Background
On Thursday 27 February, the Turkish government announced that it would allow refugees
to cross the border into Greece and Bulgaria, a move that led to shocking violence from the
Greek and Bulgarian governments against those attempting to make the crossing and a
wholesale abandonment of EU and international refugee law – with the full backing of EU
institutions and other member states.
The Turkish government’s decision essentially ripped up the March 2016 EU-Turkey deal,
through which Turkey agreed to prevent such crossings in exchange for €6 billion in funds
from the EU. Those funds were to be disbursed to projects providing support to refugees in
Turkey between 2016 and 2019.
With the time limit up, negotiations between senior European and Turkish officials on
maintaining the deal had been taking place in Berlin behind tightly-closed doors, according
to a Deutsche Welle report from early February. 1 The European side was apparently
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concerned that, with a steady increase in the number of people arriving in Greece, the
Turkish government was failing to uphold its end of the bargain.
UNHCR figures show that, by land and sea, over 177,000 people arrived in 2016, with 441
people recorded as dead or missing. The EU-Turkey deal was signed in March of 2016. The
following year, the number of arrivals fell to 36,310 (59 people were reported as dead or
missing). Then the number of arrivals began to creep up again: over 50,000 in 2018 (with
174 dead or missing) and almost 75,000 in 2019 (70 reported dead or missing). 2
However, if Turkey has failed to keep its side of this Faustian bargain, so have the EU and
its member states. The €6 billion committed by the Europeans was to be paid in two halves –
€3 billion in 2016 and 2017 (with one-third from the EU budget and two-thirds from the
member states), and €3 billion in 2018 and 2019, with the proportions reversed. The
Guardian reported on 28 February that the EU “has so far disbursed €3.2bn of the funds
dedicated to supporting aid for the refugees and migrants living in Turkey,” 3 just over half the
total promised by the end of 2019.
According to the Commission’s most recent monitoring report on the implementation of the
‘Facility for Refugees in Turkey’, 4 which was published in April 2019, the EU provided the €1
billion promised for the 2016-17 period, while the member states were €80 million short of
their €2 billion total. They provided that €80 million in 2018, along with an initial €68 million of
the €1 billion owed during the 2018-19 period. The report states that the remaining payments
from the member states are “planned for 2019-23”. In 2018, the EU paid €550 million of its
€2 billion total for the 2018-19 period, with the balance due in 2019. It is unknown if that has
been paid, but the member states have clearly been writing cheques that their treasuries
won’t cash. With over four million refugees in Turkey, it is unsurprising that the authorities
there are not happy with a failure by the EU member states to keep their side of the bargain.
Further complaints on the Turkish side include a failure by the EU to keep its promise on
visa liberalisation for Turkish nationals, while numerous reports suggest that hostility towards
Syrians living in Turkey has been on the increase for some time 5 – a factor that may not only
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drive Syrians to want to head for Europe, but one which would also put pressure on the
Turkish government to do something to limit the number of Syrians living in Turkey.
At the same time as European and Turkish officials were negotiating in Berlin, events in in
the Syrian war were leading to a new exodus of refugees hoping to escape to some degree
of safety in Turkey. By the end of February up to a million displaced people were cornered in
Idlib, where Russia and Turkey have currently agreed a ceasefire. 6 On 27 February – the
same day that the Turkish authorities decided to allow people to head to Europe – the border
with Syria was also reportedly opened for 72 hours to allow people to escape the ongoing
conflict. 7
The logic here would appear to be that if more people are allowed in, some have to be
allowed out. With some notable, but small, exceptions, the EU appears almost entirely
unwilling to welcome any of those people – with disastrous results primarily for refugees, but
also for whatever remains of the moral, legal and political credibility of the EU as a symbol of
humanitarianism and human rights.
Arrivals in Greece and reactions on the ground
While there was a spike in arrivals caused by the Turkish government’s decision, the total
number of people arriving in Greece had been declining for a number of months (as the
charts below show) – although the numbers for February and March would certainly be
higher had the Greek government not eschewed its obligations to people seeking
international protection (ABC News cited the Greek authorities as saying that they had
“thwarted 36,649 attempts to enter Greece and made 252 arrests,” between 28 February
and 5 March 8). Nevertheless, the dramatic nature of Erdogan’s announcement and the swift
increase in new people travelling to the Greek islands in particular, led to an alreadycatastrophic situation tipping into outright threats, intimidation and violence against refugees
and volunteers seeking to assist them.
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Figure 1: Land and sea arrivals in Greece by month. Source: UNHCR,
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/mediterranean/location/5179

Figure 2: Sea arrivals by day on the Greek islands. Source: UNCHR,
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/mediterranean/location/5179

Figure 3: Arrivals by sea on the Greek islands by month. Source: Aegean Boat Report,
https://aegeanboatreport.com
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The Greek islands were in a dire situation before Turkey’s decision. A report for Are You
Syrious? highlighted how the July 2019 arrival in government of the conservative Nea
Dimokratia (New Democracy, ND) party had already led to a significant decline in living
conditions and social stability:
“…the severity of the refugee crisis on the north Aeagean islands of Lesvos, Chios, Samos,
Kos and Leros has exponentially exploded with 42,568 asylum seekers trapped on the
islands. The numbers of new arrivals continue to grow at a rate faster than mainland
transfers with obvious results – extreme overcrowding, dwindling resources and deplorable
conditions. On Lesvos alone, over 21,000 refugees indefinitely endure inhumane conditions,
and their numbers are dangerously close to equaling the local population within the capital
region of Mytilini.”
Despite the government claiming that it aimed to ‘decongest’ the hotspots, new arrivals
outpaced transfers to the mainland. The government then announced its intention to develop
closed centres – prisons – rather than the squalid, albeit open, camps that currently exist on
the islands. These plans were opposed by locals and foreign volunteers alike, with strident
opposition in the form of protests, strikes and blockades of construction sites. However,
demonstrations led by refugees faced violence from the police and open hostility from
segments of the local population, amongst whom there are numerous fascists. Numerous
attacks took place – and continue to take place – against volunteers and their property and
premises, 9 including a suspected arson attack against a school for refugees. 10
The swift uptick in new arrivals following the Turkish government’s announcement provided
a fresh target for this hostility, coming at the same time as the ongoing confrontations
between the central government, residents of the islands opposed to the plan to build
prisons and to the presence of refugees, and refugees, volunteers and those residents that
stand in solidarity with them. There were angry reactions from locals, attacks from far-right
and racist groups and increased hostility and violence towards NGOs providing assistance
on the ground. Small numbers of locals even organised themselves into non-official groups
of border guards with the objective of preventing arrivals. 11
The response from the EU and the member states
The Greek government is also complicit in this violence against volunteers and refugees –
either indirectly, through its “campaign to scrutinize NGOs for their humanitarian operations,”
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stirring suspicion over their motives and activities 12 – or directly, through the deployment of
border guards, police officers and troops who are known to beat, intimidate and harass
people attempting to cross the border.
Following the Turkish announcement at the end of February, tear gas, water cannons and
stun grenades were all deployed to try to repel people, 13 as well as live ammunition,
resulting in the death of 22-year-old Muhammed al-Arab (as documented by Forensic
Architecture). 14 Those who made – or tried to make – the crossing reported that Greek
officials had beaten them up, taken their phones and belongings and left them undressed
before sending them back to Turkey 15 - another long-standing practice. 16 The same brutal
tactics have allegedly been followed by Greek coast guards, with footage showing them
shooting at people in distress at sea whilst they tried to reach the Greek shore. 17 The Greek
coast guard also engaged in pushbacks, something with which it has extensive
experience. 18 A video of one such pushback was released by the Turkish authorities, who
were busy deploying their own special forces to the border with Greece, trapping people in a
no-man’s-land between two countries engaging in an absurd game of one-upmanship that
put the lives of hundreds of people at risk.
Actions documented by Alarmphone include “grave human rights violations, including
shootings and other attacks of boats by masked men who would remove engines and leave
people behind in acute distress, as well as many push-and-pull-back operations, some
clearly intentioned to sink migrant boats”. Alarmphone has also documented joint activities
by “Greek military forces and fascist groups” attacking migrants as they arrive to shores,
suggesting collusion between state and non-state actors. 19
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The Greek army announced a 24-hour exercise with live ammunition at the border with
Turkey on 2 March: “The broader area of the 24-hour exercise is where also all migrants
crossings are in general.” 20 Bulgaria, meanwhile, allegedly opened a dam on the river Evros
to make it more difficult for people to cross from Turkey to Greece, 21 whilst also maintaining
its long-standing pushback policy to prevent crossings from Turkey to Bulgaria. 22
Legal measures accompanied these attempts to physically blockade the border. On 2
March, the Greek government responded by issuing a decree suspending the submission of
asylum applications due to “extraordinary circumstances and unforeseeable necessity to
confront an asymmetrical threat to the national security,” a decision which contravenes EU
law and international law. 23 As the UNHCR underlined, the Greek reaction lacked a legal
basis. 24 Neither the 1951 Geneva Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees nor EU law
allow suspension of the right of seek asylum. Human Rights Watch reported on 20 March
that at least 625 people who arrived in the country between 1 and 18 March have been
denied the right to seek asylum. 25
The presidents of the three EU institutions (the European Commission, the European
Parliament and the EU Council) paid a visit to Greece on 3 March to reassert their support
for the country, despite the introduction of measures against its own acquis and in clear
violation of human rights and international law. Ensuing declarations confirmed the
securitised approach of the EU towards migration and asylum, with Commission president
Ursula Von der Leyen expressing her gratitude to Greece for being “the shield of the EU”
and announcing a further €700 million in funding to Greece as well as the deployment of a
“rapid border intervention” by Frontex.
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According to the Commission’s ‘Action Plan’, 26 which was signed off by the Justice and
Home Affairs Council on 13 March, 27 these measures would be accompanied by a new
Frontex-coordinated programme for “the quick return of persons without the right to stay,”
and the deployment of national asylum experts under the aegis of the European Asylum
Support Office. The member states have, at least, provided “70,000 items” of material such
as medical equipment, shelters, tents and blankets 28 – although just like the other measures
announced, this will do nothing to resolve the profound long-term problems faced by Greece,
brought on by the EU’s ‘migration management’ model.
Frontex announced on 13 March that it had deployed 100 additional border guard officers
from 22 member states to the Greek land border. These come in addition to the 500 officers
already in Greece as part of Frontex’s operations, and the border agency has also received
promises of “technical equipment, including vessels, maritime surveillance aircraft and
Thermal-Vision Vehicles, for the Frontex maritime Rapid Border Intervention Aegean 2020,”
which is due to last two months but can be extended. “The presence of 100 officers from all
around Europe underlines the fact that the protection of the area of the European area of
freedom, security and justice is a shared responsibility of all Member States and Frontex,”
said the Executive Director of Frontex, Fabrice Leggeri. 29 There have so far been no public
announcements regarding reinforcements for Frontex operations at Greece’s sea borders.
In contrast to this initial almost-entirely ‘securitarian’ response, Ylva Johansson, the
Commissioner for Migration and Home Affairs, travelled to Athens on 12 March and warned
that Greek authorities “have to let people apply for asylum.” She also said she wanted to
know more about a reported ‘black site’ where people were being detained and beaten, 30
although subsequently said it was up to Greece to investigate the issue. 31 It is unclear what
the European Commission – the institution responsible for ensuring that member states
correctly implement EU law – has done to ensure that Greece offers people on its territory
permission to seek international protection.
The IOM noted that Greece had faced huge pressure on its resources and population on
behalf of the EU, and called for the international community to maintain assistance for both
Greece and Turkey, where millions of asylum seekers are stranded waiting to cross to the
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EU and lodge asylum applications. 32 However, humanitarian responses from EU member
states have so far been scarce. Five countries (Finland, France, Germany, Luxembourg, and
Portugal) have pledged to resettle children stranded in Greece, although little further detail
has emerged on these proposals. 33 A collective of seven mayors in Germany stated that on
the Greek islands the situation “has dramatically worsened in the last few days”, presenting
their cities as among the 140 in Germany declaring themselves as “safe havens” to take in
some of the refugees currently on the Aegean islands, focussing particularly on children.
While the Bundestag initially voted against an initiative to take in 5,000 children from the
islands last week, these seven mayors propose a solidarity plan to admit up to 1,000
children to Germany, either unaccompanied minors under 14 years old, or those in need of
urgent medical attention. 34 Whatever is finally agreed, it appears that the border closures
and restrictions imposed in the EU in response to the coronavirus outbreak will slow down
the relocation of vulnerable children. 35
No shortage of condemnation
Critical responses to the actions of the Greek state and the EU offer a consistent pattern of
outlining basic principles of international law, the universal right to request international
protection, the principle of non-refoulement and the illegality of collective expulsion, and calls
for adequate hospitality from all EU member states. A common theme has been
denouncement of the political game being played between Turkey and the EU with people’s
lives. Perhaps the bluntest condemnation came from the journalist Nikolaj Nielsen: “Almost
100 days into its mandate and this European Commission is no longer a credible guardian of
the EU treaties.” 36
In the European Parliament, the Socialists & Democrats group condemned Ursula Von der
Leyen’s speech in which she celebrated Greece for being the EU’s “shield”, implying that
Europe needs protection from people arriving, when in fact “we are talking about the lives of
vulnerable people, of human beings”. Von der Leyen of course began her term as
Commission President by introducing the title of ‘Commissioner for protecting our European
way of life’ for the official responsible for migration policy. That official, Margaritas Schinas,
who is a member of Greece’s New Democracy party, is now officially the ‘Commissioner for
promoting our European way of life’. Sensitivity with language does not appear to be a
strong point of the current administration in Brussels.
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The point taken up by a number of organisations in their responses to the situation, in
particular words that allude to invasions or which otherwise militarise the phenomenon of
arrivals. ECRE has explained that “inflammatory and military language from EU and national
policy-makers contributes to the risk of violence against people seeking protection… ECRE
is concerned about the rapidly worsening environment in this regard in both Greece and
Turkey.” 37
Networks of civil society organisations have condemned the political use of migrants as
refugees as “pawns”. A number of joint letters have been circulated amongst legal and
research organisations, among them an appeal to the European Parliament “to stop violence
and the use of force against defenceless people on the border between EU and Turkey and
to restore legality and respect for human rights, firstly the right of asylum.” Noting that
“governments and European institutions have provided Turkey with an instrument of
blackmail that allows people to be used as goods”, the appeal emphasises that “the use of
weapons, by army and police, against unarmed civilians is prohibited by international laws
and conventions.” The letter calls on the Parliament to ensure that the principle of nonrefoulement is respected by admitting asylum applications and committing to a European
“redistribution plan” for asylum seekers. 38 Meanwhile, sixty-four organisations released a
joint statement to member states urging that they “urgently relocate unaccompanied children
from the Greek islands to safety in their territory.” 39
In more practical terms, the Migreurop network announced plans to “document and take
legal action against those responsible for the violations of migrants and refugees’ rights, as
well as those of activists acting in solidarity with them.” Their statement underlined that: “No
policy aim can justify such gross violations. Exiles fleeing violence must not face the violence
of borders while they seek protection. Our organisations are joining their efforts to hold
states accountable for their crimes.” 40
18 March was identified as a significant date as the anniversary of the 2016 signing of the
EU-Turkey Statement, with the French legal organisation GISTI proposing the organisation
of screenings and demonstrations across Europe documenting the impacts of Europe’s
closed borders (the call was subsequently retracted, given the situation brought about by the
coronavirus outbreak). Civil liberties organisations in a number of EU states have signed an
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announcement that resources will be pooled to launch legal proceedings against Greece and
the EU. 41
Larger organisations acting on the international legal stage such as Amnesty International,
Human Rights Watch, and the European Council on Refugees and Exiles (ECRE) have
focused on Greece’s obligations under international human rights law, the principle of nonrefoulement, and the right to a fair asylum procedure. Amnesty has directly petitioned the
Greek government, in light of increased violence against migrants and those helping them,
to protect these groups from vigilante and other attacks. 42
As ECRE commented:
“there is no basis in EU or international refugee law for suspension of acceptance of
asylum applications. Article 78(3) Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union
(TFEU) provides for the Council to “adopt provisional measures” in case of an
emergency due to a “sudden inflow”. If it is invoked, the provisions must comply with
EU law, including the Charter of Fundamental Rights; it cannot thus provide a legal
base for the suspension of the right to asylum or for expulsions that contravene the
principle of non-refoulement. The TFEU also stipulates that the European Parliament
must be consulted and the Parliament should be prepared to promote positive
alternatives when this happens.”43
The UNHCR underlined that invoking Article 78(3) TFEU requires any provisional measures
to be adopted by the Council, following a Commission proposal and consultation with the
Parliament; it does not activate a state of emergency under which fundamental rights can be
cast aside. 44
There were also numerous critiques of the 2016 EU-Turkey Statement and warnings not to
return to the ‘status quo’. ECRE highlighted how the statement gave Turkish President
Erdogan the “power” to “extract concessions” from Europe over involvement in Syria. The
question of solidarity relates to both Greece and other EU member states, as well as in
relation to the EU and Turkey, said ECRE, recalling that Turkey currently hosts 3.6 million
refugees from Syria, “more than twice as many as the rest of Europe combined”. 45
METAdrasi, a Greek organisation that facilitates the reception and integration of refugees
and migrants in Greece, underlined “there are empty spaces for unaccompanied children in
other EU countries, with families waiting to be reunited with many of these children… Many
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of these children might one day be European citizens,” drawing attention to the fact that
many of those affected by the border closure and suspension of asylum procedures would
qualify for international protection. 46
Those organisations working at sea or on the ground have remarked on the visibility of state
and EU sanctioned practices that were once somewhat clandestine, brought to light by the
volume of arrivals. In the words of Alarmphone, which is chronicling all push backs and
outcomes of requests for assistance (the provision of which is a universal obligation under
Article 98 of the Convention of the Law of the Sea), “it is clear that push-backs and violent
excesses along the border are daily phenomena, not exceptions.” 47
Questions have also been raised over the practical impact of an increased presence of
Frontex at the land and sea borders between Bulgaria, Greece and Turkey (as well as
reinforcements for Greece, the number of border guards deployed by the agency at the
Bulgaria-Turkey border has more than doubled from 50 to 110). 48 This increases the
potential for the involvement of Frontex in illegal acts by state authorities, for example
reviving the question “of whether Frontex will only watch the Bulgarian authorities while they
go on with their push-back practice.” 49
Critical responses to the approach taken by Greece and backed up by the EU have not
solely come from civil society organisations. Frontex also-coordinates Operation Poseidon,
which involves border and coast guards and vessels of EU member and Schengen
associated states in patrolling the sea between Turkey and Greece’s Aegean islands. A
Danish patrol boat that was part of this operation last week refused orders to push back
migrants at sea. 50 However, the question remains: who ordered the push back?
Conclusion
On 13 March, the New York Times reported that Turkey was “winding down its two-week
operation to aid the movement of tens of thousands of people toward Europe, following a
tough on-the-ground response from Greek border guards and a tepid diplomatic reaction
from European politicians.” 51 This return to playing the role of Europe’s border guard may
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have put an end to the dramatic footage of people on the move, but the situation for those
trapped on the Greek islands – or elsewhere in or en route to the EU – remains unchanged,
as do the long-term, structural problems created by the EU’s asylum and migration policies.
Greek and other officials were keen to point out that neither Greece nor the EU could be
blackmailed by Erdoğan. This was clearly profound nonsense, given the situation unfolding
in front of their eyes. Allowing people to try to cross the border was an obvious attempt to
extract concessions from the Europeans, whether in financial terms or for support for
Turkey’s military actions in Syria.
Despite this clear demonstration of how easily the EU’s ‘at all costs’ approach to keeping
refugees off its territory can be undermined, the EU is still aiming to renegotiate the
controversial 2016 Agreement with Turkey. 52 Given this willingness to cooperate with
dubiously democratic governments with a minimal (at best) commitment to human rights, the
EU’s commitments to its own supposed founding principles can no longer be taken seriously
– although to many observers, this has something that has long been obvious.
Despite criticisms from European officials that the Turkish government was using people as
pawns, this was precisely the basis of the EU-Turkey Deal. It should not be forgotten that it
includes provisions allowing the resettlement into the EU of one Syrian for every Syrian who
is deported from Greece to Turkey. 53 In this morally-repugnant trade in flesh, one ‘unworthy’
person has to risk their life to reach Greece so that a ‘worthy’ individual in Turkey can
receive protection in Europe. The fact that those provisions of the agreement have been
little-used does not undermine their significance.
Ultimately, the episode reveals the profound, long-term failures of the EU’s approach to
asylum and migration. Rather than working together to support those needing international
protection (or even to assist those seeking to ‘improve their lives’, i.e. ‘economic migrants’,
by opening up legal pathways for labour migration) EU and national institutions have
barricaded people onto islands, into camps and done deals with dictators and failed to
uphold basic international legal principles – an approach that now, in the wake of the
coronavirus pandemic, is creating even greater risks to peoples’ lives.
In the face of a profound humanitarian crisis in Greece and at its borders with Turkey, the
main response has been to take further repressive measures – essentially, an attempt by the
EU and the member states to dig themselves out of the hole they have created. Until this
approach fundamentally changes, the only thing we can be certain of is that the daily
miseries inflicted upon ordinary people by this regime will continue, and that they will
continue to remain paws at the hands of the powerful and their interests.
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