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INTRODUCTION

M igration has always been part of 
us: it is the origin of all human 
societies. The movement of 

people across land and sea and from 
one continent to another is as old as 
humankind itself. Few nations in the 
modern world would be what they are 
today without centuries of immigration 
and emigration.

But today, the issue of migration is 
the subject of heated political debates 
all over the globe. Attitudes towards 
migration guide the opinions of citizens 
and politicians; they form the basis of 
political parties and social movements. 
The myths, stories and images that 
have emerged – and continue to emerge 
– around the social phenomenon of 
migration are correspondingly large 
and powerful. This is evident in the 
terms used to describe migration: the 
commonest verbal and visual images 

MIGRATION: A  
CONTESTED  
HUMAN RIGHT

are those of “streams”, “waves” and 
“�ows”. All these metaphors portray 
migration as something to be feared, 
and they render invisible the individual 
people who are doing the migrating.

T his atlas aims to stimulate a 
political rethink by showing 
migration from a di erent 

angle. We present a trove of statistics 
and graphics in order to give a more 
objective basis to the debate on the le� 
side of the political spectrum in Europe 
– and we hope, beyond. On the le�, the 
continuum of views ranges from those 
who demand open borders to those who 
largely reject migration, o�en because 
they assume migrants will compete with 
the economically weaker members of 
our societies. The positive image of an 
open society with enough resources to 
go around in all areas of life stands in an 
apparent stark contrast to the negative 
image of communities that have to 
�ght on all sides, and with each other, 
for those same resources. In the 2019 
European parliamentary elections, the 
political right – from right-of-centre to 
populists and far-right extremists – stood 
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out with its nationalistic, anti-migrant 
rhetoric, pro�ting from voters’ fears of 
social decline. Migrants in Europe are 
now being denied social rights on the 
basis of policies advocated by many of 
the parties that gained ground in the 
elections.

This atlas aims to change attitudes 
towards migration and migrants. The 
facts and �gures on these pages show 
that while migration takes place in all 
parts of the world, it poses a threat 
neither to the destination countries 
nor to the countries of origin. Quite the 
opposite: it enriches societies across 
the globe not just culturally but also 
o�en in economic terms.

M igrants are not only victims. 
On the contrary, they take their 
fate into their own hands. This 

is illustrated in the contributions in 
this atlas that describe the struggles 
associated with migration – against 
racism and for the rights of immigrants 
and refugees. Innumerable movements 
of solidarity have emerged in Europe and 
around the world. Together they �ght 

against deportations, xenophobia and 
far-right populism, and for the right to 
social and cultural participation, decent 
work, adequate housing, education and 
health care.

M igration has many realities and 
facets. This atlas promotes a 
di erentiated approach and a 

recognition of the facts. In the current 
social climate, courage is needed 
to address this issue in a calm and 
informed manner – and to recognize that 
immigration broadens and strengthens 
democracy in our societies. For we live 
in post-migration societies, in which the 
freedom of movement and protection of 
refugees should be regarded as human 
rights.

Florian Weis, Johanna Bussemer, 
Christian Jakob, Wenke Christoph, Stefanie Kron, 
Dorit Riethmüller, Franziska Albrecht
Editors
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ABOUT THE WORLD OF MIGRATION
12 BRIEF LESSONS

4 WELL-EDUCATED individuals
o�en leave poor countries  
and move abroad in search 

of work and higher salaries. Because 
they generally SEND part of their 
earnings BACK HOME, and, in 
some cases, RETURN with better 
quali�cations and skills, migration is 
also good for developing countries.

6 People from the Global North can
get VISAS easily. They can travel  
almost everywhere UNHINDERED 

and can emigrate to many other countries. 
Such freedom of movement is DENIED 
MOST other people in the world.

5 The European Union is
trying to stop migrants  
FAR FROM ITS OWN  

SHORES. In doing so, it implicitly 
accepts serious human-rights 
violations. Especially in Africa,  
people can NO LONGER move  
FREELY in their own countries.

1 Humankind has always
been on the move. The 
HISTORY OF HUMANITY  

is also the history of migration.  
All modern societies and all  
nations on Earth are the result  
of mobility.

3 Migrants are o�en SELF-EMPLOYED
or take BADLY paid jobs – partly  
because they are denied social  

bene�ts. They CONTRIBUTE to the economic 
development of their host societies, and thus  
to everyone’s WELL-BEING. 

2 Ever more people live and
work in other countries.  
Most of them move to BIG 

CITIES. Even though there are now 
more migrants than ever, their 
NUMBERS are still TINY compared  
to the world’s population.
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8 When migrants arrive at  
their destination, they 
are o�en subject to 

DISCRIMINATION. They are paid  
lower wages, have to settle for 
inferior housing and get fewer career 
opportunities. Such discrimination 
may last YEARS – and their  
CHILDREN and GRANDCHILDREN 
may still be regarded as “foreign”.

11 Migrants’ CONTRIBUTIONS 
to the economy are 
welcomed, but  

they must o�en FIGHT for their  
rights. OTHERS can also bene�t  
from such struggles – including  
local workers who join in the battle  
against EXPLOITATION.

7 For the poor and the record  
numbers of refugees, there is  
NO LEGAL WAY to migrate. They  

must o�en PAY people-smugglers large  
sums to cross a border. Migrations  
routes are VERY DANGEROUS; many  
people DIE while on the road.

10 An increasing number of  
WOMEN AND GIRLS migrate  
alone – to FLEE from danger, to 

EARN a decent living, to take control of  
their OWN LIVES, or to HELP their families. 
They need special PROTECTION on the way.

9 RACISM is by no means  
a consequence of  
migration. Whether  

immigrant minorities are treated  
with HOSTILITY or repression 
depends mainly on whether  
migration is accepted as normal  
or AS A THREAT.

12 A SOCIETY in  
which locals and 
migrants live  

together in peace is NORMAL,  
and not an exception. The  
basis for this is SOLIDARITY –  
the readiness to share.
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H uman history is the history of migration. Human-
kind did not suddenly begin to up sticks and move 
in the modern era. Long before modern transport 

existed, people would move over long distances. And the 
idea that past migrations were permanent is a myth: re-
turn flows, seasonal migrations and variability have been 
features of local, regional and global movements in the 
past, just as they are in the present day.

Global migration – mobility from one continent to an-
other – has been a major feature only since the start of 

the colonial era, and slavery played a big part. From the 
16th century onward, 10 to 12 million people were shipped 
from Africa to Europe and the Americas. In East Africa, 
another 6 million people were captured and sold, mainly 
to rulers on the Arabian Peninsula.

In the early 19th century, the number of Europeans 
turning their backs on the old continent rose rapidly. 
Some of these migrants took the land route, trekking east 
and settling in the Asiatic parts of the Russian Empire. A 
much larger number crossed oceans: of the 55 to 60 mil-
lion people who went overseas between 1815 and 1930, 
more than two-thirds went to North America. Another 
fifth voyaged to South America. Seven percent ended up 
in Australia and New Zealand. Wherever they settled, the 
composition of the population changed radically: new 
European communities emerged.

The end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th century, 
the peak of Europe’s emigration wave, also marks the be-
ginning of Europe as a destination for immigrants, a trend 
that finally took hold after the Second World War. Many 
people came from the former colonies, especially to cities 
such as London, Paris and Brussels. As a result of the eco-
nomic upswing in Western Europe after the war, national 
governments recruited “guest workers” from Southern 
Europe. These workers later brought their families to join 
them. Before the fall of the Iron Curtain in 1989, many 
people fled, or moved, from the former Eastern Bloc to the 
West. After 1989 their numbers rose considerably.

The liberalization of its immigration laws in 1965 led 
to a second wave of migration to the United States. By 
2016, the number of foreign-born residents in the US had 
reached 41 million, of these, 25 percent were of Mexican 
origin.

Migrants rarely go to a completely unknown foreign 
country – not today, and not in the past. Networks often 
play a considerable role in guiding mobility. Migration 
has never been an end in itself: the temporary or perma-
nent stay in a new location is intended to give migrants 
the opportunity to have a bigger say in shaping their own 
lives. That is the case for people seeking employment 
and educational opportunities, as well as the pursuit of 
self-determination, for example the desire to escape from 

HISTORY

CROSSING BORDERS, 
BREAKING BOUNDARIES

Industrialization, urbanization and new transportation 
methods stimulated mobility. And many 
indigenous peoples came to be dominated by outsiders

In the last few centuries, poverty, 
repression and violence have forced 
millions of people to leave their homes. 
For some, the end of a perilous journey  
has been a better life. For others, it has 
meant generations of slavery.

* Includes Manchuria, Japan, Central Asia
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arranged marriages or simply to fulfil a wish to pursue a 
particular career.

One trigger for migration has always been violence, or 
threats of violence. People react to armed conflict by leav-
ing unsafe places. Forcing people to move away to make 
it easier to consolidate power or further political goals is 
by no means new. Refugee movements, expulsions and 
deportations occur when particular groups – usually 
state actors – threaten life and limb, restrict rights and 
freedoms, limit opportunities for political participation, 
or inhibit sovereignty and individual or collective security 
to such an extent that people see no other option than to 
leave their homes.

The holy scriptures of Judaism, Christianity and Islam 
are sprinkled with stories of people who seek protection 
and who are welcomed or rejected by the host communi-
ties. According to ancient authors, Rome became so pow-
erful because it consistently gave shelter to large numbers 
of persecuted people. The following centuries had rules 
governing asylum. But specific national and international 
norms for protecting people fleeing violence and perse-
cution emerged much later, after the First World War. The 
Geneva Refugee Convention of 1951 is regarded as a mile-
stone in international law.

Are more people migrating nowadays than ever be-
fore? This question cannot be answered. There is no data 
available for many historical periods, and the concept of 
migration is defined in many different ways. However, we 
can establish whether the number of migrants within a 
particular territory has always been very high – for exam-
ple through the long and far-reaching process of urbani-
zation. The movement from the countryside to towns and 
cities was a cause and consequence of industrialization. 
But relatively few people have undertaken movements 
over long distances, across national boundaries or be-
tween continents. The United Nations today counts some 
258 million migrants who have crossed a national border. 
But 97 out of every 100 people in the world still live in the 
country where they were born.

Migration, especially over long distances, is a very 
demanding social process. Nevertheless, it remains a 
constant of human development. No modern society, no 
current nation-state, and no major city would exist with-
out it. 

From colonial times to the industrial era, 
more than 100 million people took part in major 

long-distance movements – or were sold

BY LAND AND BY SEA
Origins and destinations of migrants, 1500–1914, selected, 
millions of migrants
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T he media often give the impression that people 
in poor countries will do just about anything to 
reach Europe or the US. But such movements ac-

count for only a small part of the global flow of migrants. 
Every country experiences movement across its borders 
– international migration – or movements within its 
boundaries – internal migration. Migration is a world-
wide phenomenon.

The United Nations estimates that in 2017 some 258 
million people were living either temporarily or perma-
nently in other countries. This figure has tripled in the 
course of a generation: in 1970 there were 84 million 
international migrants, in 1990 there were 153 million 
and since the turn of the millennium the number has in-
creased by a further 85 million. However, the proportion 
has scarcely changed : in 1970, the global percentage was 
2.3 percent; in 2017 it had gone up slightly to 3.4 percent.

The number of people who leave their birthplace 
but stay in the same country is much higher. In 2005, 
the United Nations estimated the number of internal mi-
grants at 763 million. In 2017, in China alone, this catego-
ry included 244 million people. India, the United States, 
and even Germany with its economic gradient from west 
down to the east, experience big internal movements, 
often from rural to urban areas, and from economically 
depressed regions to growth centres.

Global migration is on the rise for various reasons. 
In some areas, conflicts and wars force people to flee. In 
others, globalization of the economy is a major cause of 
migration. Old migration corridors still play a role. They 
arose between neighbouring countries (such as from 
Italy to Switzerland), through a history of colonialism 
(as from India to the United Kingdom) or through long-
standing trade relationships (as between China and East 
Africa).

Today almost two-thirds of all international migrants 
live in developed countries. But even the low-income 

countries are also home to 11 million new arrivals. Al-
most half of all international migrants come from just 
20 countries.

Europe and North America were long the most im-
portant destinations. In the meantime, the focus has 
gradually switched to Asia. Since the turn of the mil-
lennium, Asia has become the end point for more than 
30 million international migrants: more than any oth-
er region in this period. Over 40 percent of these mi-
grants come from Asia. Broad migration corridors have 
emerged between the countries of South and Southeast 
Asia and the Gulf states, with their high demand for 
labour. Construction and household workers already 
make up the majority of the population in the Gulf. In 
the United Arab Emirates, 88 percent of the population 
are foreign nationals, including 3.3 million people from 
India alone.

These migration corridors show that despite all the 
technical progress in transport and telecommunica-
tions, geography still plays a big role. Most people mi-
grate within their home region. The drawing of new 
boundaries, such as in the former Soviet Union, means 
that people who follow family, ethnic and historical ties 
to newly independent neighbouring countries are now 
considered international migrants. But the Mexico-US 
migration corridor is still the busiest of all. In 2017, the 
United States was home to 98 percent of all Mexicans 
living abroad – some 12.7 million people. Flight from 
conflict or natural disasters usually takes place within 
a particular region. In 2000, the Turkish border police 
registered only 1,400 irregular border crossings from 
neighbouring Syria; by the start of 2019, the civil war 
had pushed the number of Syrian refugees in Turkey up 
to 3.6 million.

Migration has many facets, not just permanent emi-
gration or immigration. Many people return home after 
studying or working abroad for a period. That includes  
so-called “expats”: workers who are stationed in a for-
eign country for a period of time to perform managerial 
or service jobs. Others move on, and still others move 
back and forth between their home countries and one 
or more destinations. “Digital nomads” – generally peo-
ple from wealthy countries who live cheaply in poorer 
regions – get a lot of media attention but they are a mi-
nority. 

MOBILITY

HOME AWAY FROM HOME

Not many on a global scale: 
international migrants account for around 

3 percent of the world’s population

Employment, independence and security 
are major drivers of migration. Movements 
are in �ux, with cheap �ights and  
mobile phones allowing people to keep in 
touch with their loved ones at home. But  
the traditional migration corridors are  
still in operation. And new boundaries 
mean that people who follow social ties to 
newly independent neighbouring countries 
are now considered international migrants.
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WAY TO GO
An overview of international migration 

Distribution of migrants 
by destination region, 
percent, 2017

Numbers in millions and distribution 
by gender, percent, 2017

Numbers in millions and distribution 
by gender

Migrant movements 
within and between 
six world regions, 
millions, 2017
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T wenty-year-old Mody Boubou Coulibaly from Mali 
worked as a construction worker in Nouakchott, 
the capital of neighbouring Mauritania. On 9 May 

2016, he jumped from the third storey of an unfinished 
building and died soon afterwards of his injuries. He felt 
forced into this desperate act after being harassed by a po-
liceman. Coulibaly’s offence was that he had overstayed 
his period of legal residence in Mauritania. He could not 
afford the 85 euros he needed for a residency permit. 

Since 2017, Mauritania has been an associate mem-
ber of the Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS), which includes Mali and 14 other countries 
in the region. At its founding in 1975, a key question for 
ECOWAS was how to overcome the boundaries imposed 
by the colonial powers and allow the citizens of West Af-
rica freedom of movement within the region. Mobility in 
this part of the world is not only vital for life, it is also a 
deeply rooted in local cultures.

Within West Africa, many people have always been 

mobile and have moved to another country for a period 
of time. A stay in a foreign land was often an important 
step towards adulthood, making it possible for those who 
left to return home with enough savings to start a family. 
Before the colonial era, travelling merchants helped spur 
the gold trade and maintained long-distance commerce 
relations.

In the 1960s and 70s, many francophone West Afri-
cans went to France to work, quite legally, with visas. That 
is scarcely possible today. Because the journey to Europe 
has become so perilous, it is mainly young people who 
take to the road. The motives of such “irregular” migrants 
are not just the prospect of a job and income; they also 
want to further their education, gain experience, achieve 
a particular lifestyle, or join family members who are al-
ready abroad.

In the summer of 2018, IOM, the United Nations Migra-
tion Agency, surveyed more than 5,400 migrants travel-
ling through transportation nodes such as bus stations in 
West Africa. Of these, 83 percent were men and 17 percent 
women. Four out of every five respondents said they were 
travelling for economic reasons. That is similar to the situ-
ation in Latin America, where in the same year the Wash-
ington-based Center for Immigration Studies questioned 
people in Honduras about their reasons for migrating to 
the United States. A large majority, 82.9 percent, men-
tioned unemployment and income prospects; 11.3 percent 
named violence and insecurity.

The assumption that migration is mainly a reaction to 
especially bad living conditions is mistaken. The poorest 
people simply lack the wherewithal to move anywhere. It 
is therefore a misconception that successful development 
aid and investments will lead to less migration. In fact, 
socioeconomic development is more likely to promote 
migration rather than to reduce it. The theory of a “mi-
gration hump”, coined in the 1990s, predicts that when 
a country has reached a certain income level the number 
of emigrants begins to sink. But the close correlation be-
tween income level and the tendency to emigrate that this 
model predicts neglects other important factors. These 
include the demographic trends in the countries of origin 
and destination, the copycat effect, and obstacles such as 
visa and entry requirements – and of course global eco-
nomic and environmental changes.

The lifestyles and production methods of the devel-

MOTIVES

REASONS TO MOVE

Flight from war and terror, the desire for a better life, 
traditional links, and new borders – these are the factors 
that determine the sources and destinations of migrants

People move for many reasons. Many seek a 
better life for themselves and their children; 
others �ee threats and violence; still others 
are displaced by natural disasters. Very 
o�en, their reasons for moving overlap. 

COMING AND GOING
Migration flows of over 2 million people between 
individual countries, officially registered, to 2017, 
millions
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oped world are hastening climate change and destroying 
the livelihoods of many people in the developing world. 
According to the Internal Displacement Monitoring Cen-
tre, part of the Norwegian Refugee Council, between 2008 
and 2017 a total of 246.1 million people were displaced by 
natural disasters. A total of 18.8 million people were dis-
placed in 2017 alone.

We have always had natural disasters, but climate-re-
lated migration is on the increase. The terms “environ-
mental migrants”, “environmentally displaced persons” 
or “climate refugees” are used to describe the people 
affected. Although the United Nations defines some en-
vironmental factors as a reason for flight, the people in-
volved still have no legal right to protection. People who 
cannot survive in their home countries are not regarded 
as regular refugees in Europe but as “irregular” migrants 
or “economic refugees”.

“Irregular” migration also arises because capital and 
goods can be mobile without regard to the environment 
or human rights, while people can be denied legal routes 
to migrate or flee. Many people leave their home coun-
tries for compelling reasons, such as armed conflict or 
political or religious persecution. They shape the image 
of global migration, but they make up only a small part 
of it: around 71 million refugees and internally displaced 
people, compared to around 258 million migrants.

Often people are on the move for a variety of overlap-
ping reasons – and those reasons may change over time. 
Development assistance, repatriation, border closures 
and criminalization will not be able to change this. 

Where lives are in danger or prospects are dim, 
�ight and emigration follow. People are o�en ready 

to go back home if the situation there improves

GOOD REASONS TO GET GOING
Triggers of migration, selected
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E very year on 20 June, World Refugee Day, the Unit-
ed Nations publishes the latest refugee numbers. 
Six of the last seven years have broken the previous 

record. The statistics are a "thermometer of world events", 
says the UNHCR, the UN’s Refugee Agency.

The number of people fleeing to Europe has fallen dra-
matically as the European Union borders have been sealed 
off. But globally, the numbers are going in the opposite di-
rection: the UNHCR estimates that a total of 71.4 million 
people were in need of protection at the end of 2017 – ap-
proximately 50 million more than in 2000, and more than 
ever before. Statistically speaking, nearly one in every 100 
people is either displaced within his or her own country, is 
seeking asylum, is recognized as a refugee, or is stateless. 
Over 16.2 million people took flight in 2006 alone – an av-
erage of 44,000 people every day. Over half (52 percent) of 
the refugees registered by UNHCR are children.

Above all, these numbers confirm the failure of the in-
ternational community in resolving conflicts. The majori-
ty of these people are fleeing long-lasting conflicts such as 
the armed conflict in the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
war, as in South Sudan, or the brutal expulsion of Rohing-
ya from Myanmar to Bangladesh.

In 2017, more than two-thirds of the world’s refugees 
came from just five countries. Syria was top of the list with 
more people fleeing than anywhere else. Since the start of 
the civil war in 2011, 6.2 million of the estimated popula-
tion of 20 million have fled within the country’s borders. 
Another 5.7 million have escaped abroad. Today, one in 
every three refugees worldwide comes from Syria. By the 
end of 2017, more than 2.6 million people had fled from 
Afghanistan, followed by South Sudan with 2.4 million 
and Myanmar, where 1.2 million members of the Muslim 
Rohingya minority were forced to leave the country.

Most displaced people do not travel far – they stay 
in their own country. Around 39 of the 71.4 million are 
so-called internally displaced persons. Contrary to the 
overheated debate in Europe and the United States, only 
a small proportion of displaced people end up in the de-
veloped world. Some 85 percent of international refugees 
find refuge in the developing world.

Turkey has been one of the top refugee hosting coun-
tries for some time. An estimated 3.7 million people have 
found sanctuary there, most of them from Syria. Pakistan 
comes next, with 1.4 million refugees, although the gov-
ernment has started to turn away Afghans. Approximately 
1.1 million people have arrived in Uganda from two of its 
neighbouring countries: the Democratic Republic of Con-
go and South Sudan. The civil war in the fertile South Su-
dan has caused a drastic food crisis, showing once again 
how closely war and poverty are interlinked as causes of 
flight.

At the end of 2017, Germany, which has admitted 
970,000 refugees, ranked sixth top hosting country world-
wide. The UNHCR statistics do not include individuals 
whose asylum procedures are still ongoing, or people 
who are not recognized as refugees but whose residence 
is "tolerated" in Germany. If these people are included, 
Germany would come in at around 1.3 million, and would 
pull past Iran and Lebanon into 4th place. 

If population figures are taken into account, the pic-
ture for Germany looks rather different. With 11.6 refugees 

ON THE RUN

A FAILURE OF COMMUNITY

The numbers of refugees and displaced 
people recorded by the UN Refugee 
Agency has more than doubled in eight years

Never before have so many people found 
themselves �eeing for their safety. The 
international community o�en fails not  
only to prevent wars and con�icts, but also 
to protect the victims.
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admitted for every 1,000 inhabitants, Germany is far from 
being the most welcoming land on Earth. Lebanon, which 
is far less well-off, has accepted 164 refugees per 1,000 in-
habitants, the highest number in the world. Jordan has 71, 
Turkey 43. In Europe, Sweden is the country with the most 
refugees in relative terms: almost 24 people per 1,000 in-
habitants.

Compared to the national economic outputs, the coun-
tries hosting the largest number of refugees are South 
Sudan, Uganda, Chad and Niger. These countries cannot 
adequately cater to refugees’ needs, and are forced to rely 
on the international community for support. But the in-
ternational community not only fails to resolve conflicts, 
it also fails to deal with their consequences. For example, 
the huge numbers of refugees from Syria resulted in part 
from a reduction in food aid to the UN’s World Food Pro-
gramme, which depends heavily on voluntary donations 
from governments. Members of the European Union were 
deeply involved in restricting this aid.

All humanitarian aid programmes complain that 
emergency aid for refugees is seriously underfunded. The 
stressful experience of fleeing becomes life-threatening 
for many people. Right at the bottom of the list of priori-
ties are long-term refugees, who must often live in camps 

for a decade or more. These include people who have fled 
from Somalia to Kenya to escape violence perpetrated by 
Islamist militias, and who face bleak prospects there. The 
situation could be improved with relatively few resources 
– if only the political will were there. 

Most refugees and displaced people 
live in or on the edges of war zones or 

areas with armed con�ict

In proportion to their populations, 
Syria’s neighbours have taken in far 

more refugees than Germany has

RELATIVE OPENNESS
Number of refugees accepted in relation 
to total population, 2018
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FLIGHT, DISPLACEMENT AND LACK OF HUMAN RIGHTS THROUGHOUT THE WORLD
Countries with over 500,000 registered persons of concern, 
by status, thousands of people, 2018

 refugees
 asylum seekers
 internally displaced people
 stateless
 other

994

Lebanon

3,923

Turkey

7,187

Syria

2,537

Afghanistan

752
Jordan

617
Azerbaijan

782
Central African Rep.

2,191

Nigeria
590

Cameroon

619
Chad

2,159

South Sudan

2,927

Sudan

508
Tanzania

2,128

Ethiopia

2,941

Somalia
1,334

Uganda

 A
TL

A
S 

O
F 

M
IG

R
AT

IO
N

/U
N

H
C

R
 



ATLAS OF MIGRATION18

T he Universal Declaration of Human Rights grants 
everyone the right to move freely within a state 
and to choose his or her place of residence. Every-

one is free to leave any country, including his or her own 
one, and to return to his or her own land. So there is a 
globally recognized human right to move freely within 
one’s own country, to settle and to emigrate. This right is 
not respected everywhere: China and Tunisia, for exam-
ple, restrict it.

What does not exist is the unrestricted right to travel 
to another country. Nation-states instead control access to 
their territory through entry permits, i.e., by granting or 
refusing visas. This results in enormous global inequali-
ties. If you hold a German passport, you can enter 127 
countries without a visa, obtain a visa on entry in another 
40 countries, and need to apply for a visa beforehand in 
only 31 countries. Afghanistan is on the other end of the 
scale. Holders of an Afghan passport may only travel to 
five other countries without a visa. They can obtain a visa 

on arrival in another 25, but they need to apply for one 
beforehand in 168 countries.

The Global Passport Power Rank 2019, which meas-
ures the importance of citizenship for freedom of move-
ment, puts the United Arab Emirates at the top, followed 
by Luxembourg, Finland and Spain in joint second place. 
Germany and eight other countries are joint third. Cit-
izens of these countries enjoy a high degree of freedom 
of movement. Conversely, entry to Germany (for example) 
without a visa is possible only for citizens of the other 27 
EU members, five EU candidate countries, and 67 other 
countries, including important political and economic 
partners such as Japan and the United States. The citizens 
of over 100 countries have to undergo an often complex 
and costly application process to get a visa, even if they 
want to make only a quick visit to the EU.

To do this, applicants have to disclose their private 
lives and reveal information about third parties: how 
much do you have in your bank account? What do you 
want to do in Europe? Who is your employer there? Who 
invited you? Where are you going to stay? Who will cover 
the costs of your visit? And of course, will you leave the 

VISAS

HOW FAT IS YOUR WALLET?

Golden visas in the European Union were 
designed to promote investment. In fact, they 

speed up immigration for the well-to-do

Within most of the European Union, 
borderless travel has become almost a matter 
of course – as long as you have the right 
passport. If you don’t, but still want to travel 
internationally, you will quickly �nd that  
your wallet determines how far you can go.

 capital inflows through sale 
 of visas per year, million euros

 citizenships or residence 
 permits issued

 China
 USA

 Russia
 Brazil

from

WELCOME TO THE WEALTHY
EU members that issue “golden visas” in return for investments, purchase of government bonds or property, 
and average annual capital inflows thereby created, 2012–17, number of citizenships or residence permits issued 
and two main countries of origin of applicants
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country when your visa expires?
If authorities do not believe that you really intend to 

leave, they will refuse your application. The visa depart-
ment has a free hand here. There are no binding criteria, 
and you have no way of objecting. The procedure offers 
lots of room for arbitrary discrimination and corruption. 
From 2008 to 2010, German consulates in Africa, South 
America and Eastern Europe issued visas in return for 
bribes. In 2018, it became known that consular workers in 
Lebanon had sold early appointments enabling people to 
skip the long queues for visa applications.

In 2017, the consulates of the EU member states is-
sued around 14.6 million visas. They refused 1.3 million 
applications. These refusals were distributed very un-
evenly. The Polish consulate in Irbil, in northern Iraq, 
rejected over 60 percent of all applications; around 40 
percent of applications at the French consulate in Lagos, 
Nigeria, were unsuccessful. Belgian consular officials in 
Japan, on the other hand, rejected only one in every 50 
applications.

For many would-be travellers, the costs are an insur-
mountable hurdle. If you are applying for a visa because 
you want to study in the EU, you may have to pay up to 
8,800 euros into a special blocked account, from which 
money can be withdrawn only in the country where you 
will study. This money is intended to cover your living 
expenses for at least one year. The low wage levels in Af-
rica and the Middle East mean that such a sum may be 
way out of reach. This rule effectively excludes the pos-
sibility of supporting yourself by working while you are 
studying.

The most dramatic illustration of how the size of your 
wallet determines your freedom of movement is the so-
called “golden visa”. These go to foreigners who have 
invested a certain amount of money in their destination 
country. A count by the anti-corruption NGO Transparen-
cy International in 2018 found that over 20 countries had 
such a programme. The 14 European countries among 
them are all EU members. Greece, for example, will is-
sue a visa to someone who has invested 250,000 euros in 
Greek property.

Germany has a similar rule – though it is not classi-
fied as a golden visa. Since 2004, someone who invests 
a large sum in their own company in Germany can qual-
ify for an “investor visa”. The company must be “secure-
ly financed” and “viable”. Initially, 250,000 euros was 
enough; nowadays, the location of the business must also 
show promise for favourable development. If the project 
is successful and generates a livelihood, the applicant can 
look forward to a permanent residency permit after three 
years. 

Among the many restrictions to freedom of movement, 
one principle can be recognized: the poorer the 

country you come from, the harder it is to go anywhere 

PASSPORT, PLEASE
Freedom of movement according to nationality 
and passport, 2019

Citizens of which countries can enter Germany without 
a visa?

Which countries can German passport holders travel to, 
under what conditions?

* small countries not shown

 without visa  with visa

 freely, no visa required
 visa on arrival
 online document* before travel
 visa in passport before travel

How many countries can citizens of each country travel 
to without a visa?

 30–70  71–100  101–140  141–172
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L abour migration can develop in various ways. It of-
ten has its origins in relations between former co-
lonial powers and their colonies – such as the USA 

and the Philippines or between France and Senegal. Glob-
al value chains also stimulate labour migration, which is 
why many Bolivians work in São Paolo’s textile industry 
in neighbouring Brazil. Educational migration makes it 

possible for young people to work overseas after a period 
of study abroad. In addition, regional political and eco-
nomic groupings, such as the European Union or the Eco-
nomic Community of West African States, often facilitate 
the free movement of workers.

The economic goals of labour migration are in con-
stant flux. Since the 1970s, manufacturing jobs in West-
ern Europe have lost much of their importance. Structural 
change has created service economies, with consequenc-
es regarding the demand for migrant labour. In the 1960s, 
manufacturing industry – for example in Germany – had 
a major demand for unskilled workers. German firms 
recruited large numbers of workers from Italy, Portugal 
and especially Turkey. Such strategies are still supported 
politically today, for example for seasonal jobs and work 
contracts in the construction sector, farming and abat-
toirs.

In Western Europe, the immigration of young, quali-
fied workers is nowadays regarded as a means of dealing 
with the lack of skilled labour and the ageing of societies. 
Nevertheless, professional regulations and political con-
siderations often prevent the recognition of foreign uni-
versity and technical qualifications. Many of the people 
affected are forced to work in jobs that are below their 
actual qualification levels – a phenomenon known as 
"deskilling". Teachers and doctors from the Middle East 
or Eastern Europe are often found employed as domestic 
workers or nurses. Globally, women dominate in these 
types of activities because it is assumed that their gender 
gives them what are known as "care competencies". 

For refugees, getting a job means negotiating a le-
gal and social obstacle course. The Geneva Convention 
on Refugees states that refugees who reside legally in a 
state are entitled to be employed or self-employed. But 
according to the Global Refugee Work Rights Report, ref-
ugees were excluded from working legally in seven of the 
15 host countries studied. Some countries impose further 
hurdles: high fees and complex bureaucratic processes to 
get a work permit, language barriers, an obligation to live 
in a camp, and not least, racial discrimination on the job 
market.

Opening up the job market for actual and would-be mi-
grants is a political hot potato. Economic interests are not 
the only factors that come into play. The issue is subject 
to negotiations among a plethora of actors: companies, 

LABOUR MIGRATION

IN SEARCH OF WORK

Female migrants face even more discrimination in 
the labour market than do local women, and many more 
must work in jobs for which they are overquali�ed

Labour migration is politically 
controversial in destination countries.  
On one hand, the developed world has  
a huge demand for migrant workers,  
both quali�ed and low-wage. On  
the other hand, immigrant workers are 
o�en subject to racist treatment.

DOWNGRADED ABROAD
Highly qualified women (e.g., graduates) in professions 
with medium or low qualification requirements, 
15 to 65-year-olds, selected countries, 2017, 
percent
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business associations, trade unions, political bodies, gov-
ernment authorities and nongovernment organizations. 
Private actors such as job-placement agencies and trans-
national temporary employment agencies are also gain-
ing importance. The migrants themselves – the key play-
ers and the people most affected – are usually invisible in 
the public debate.

What impact does labour migration have on employ-
ment conditions in the host countries? This is also sub-
ject to debate. There is no proven statistical link between 
high immigration rates and high unemployment or fall-
ing wages. There is some evidence that immigration has 
the opposite effect: that it can stimulate the economy and 
reduce unemployment among the local population. And 
then there is the segmentation of the labour market: mi-
grants, especially new arrivals, often do not compete for 
the same jobs as longstanding residents, but fill vacancies 
in unpopular types of work.

Such controversies mean that some trade unions have 
a schizophrenic position towards migration. They swing 
from international and works-based solidarity on one 
hand, and representing their national members’ interests 
on the other. Many migrants cannot take part in industrial 

disputes because they do not enjoy the same rights as na-
tives in many countries. They live in fear of being sacked 
or even deported if they make too much noise.

Some unions, however, have developed successful 
strategies for migrants. In Brazil, Hong Kong and Italy, 
they cooperate with the migrants’ own organizations. 
This has enabled them to organize successful campaigns 
in the area of domestic work. In the United States, worker 
centers help to support low-wage workers, including many 
undocumented migrants. They are gateway organizations 
that provide workers with information and various ser-
vices. In Switzerland, around 65 percent of construction 
workers are immigrants. Unions organized them decades 
ago. They spoke to the migrants in their native languages, 
gave them information about their labour rights, worked 
closely with their organizations, and supported them in 
elected bodies. Many successful strikes can be traced back 
to active members who originally came from Italy, Spain, 
Portugal or former Yugoslavia. 

The population decline in Central and Eastern Europe 
reduces the number of potential migrants who can work 

in the health and care professions in the West 
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F or years there have been alarmist warnings about 
the consequences of migration for the destination 
countries – especially in Europe – as well as for the 

countries of origin. For the latter, most concern centres on 
the "brain drain": the emigration of skilled workers. Poor 
countries lose workers that they desperately need for their 
economic development, goes this argument. Particular 
focus is on the expensive education given to people who 
end up leaving their country.

In 2017, some 36 million of the world’s 258 million in-
ternational migrants came from the African continent. 

Since 2010, Africa has spent more than 2 billion US dollars 
to educate doctors who have then emigrated. The amount 
spent by African governments on university education, is, 
measured in terms of economic output, among the high-
est in the world. A place at university for a year costs twice 
to three times the average inhabitant’s annual income. In 
Niger, it is 5.6 times higher. In Asia, by contrast, countries 
spend only half the per-capita income on a university 
place.

Despite all this, migration still does not mean a loss for 
Africa. Relatively few skilled Africans leave their country 
of origin. For the countries south of the Sahara the fi gure 
is only 0.4 percent; for North Africa it is 0.7 percent. In Eu-
rope (not counting Eastern Europe), 1.7 percent do so. Of 
those Africans who emigrate, many stay in the continent: 
they migrate elsewhere in Africa. Some African countries 
even promote the migration of qualifi ed individuals with-
in the continent. South Africa and Kenya have recently 
signed or revised deals with their neighbours, making it 
easier for qualifi ed workers to enter.

One in eight skilled migrants leaves both his or her 
home country and the African continent behind. Most of 
them head for Europe or North America. But for this Afri-
can diaspora, the rapid economic growth of many African 
countries provides a strong incentive to return. One sur-
vey found that if enough jobs were available, nine out of 
every ten African PhDs who now live in another part of the 
world would seriously consider returning to pursue their 
careers in Africa.

A look at the remittances that migrants send to their 
families reveals that the benefi ts of temporary or long-
term emigration from Africa outweigh the shortcomings. 
In 2017, African migrants transferred some 69.5 billion 
dollars through offi  cial channels to their home countries. 
That was seven times more than in 2000. The World Bank 
estimates that between 2010 and 2018, a total of 673 bil-
lion dollars fl owed into Africa in this way. Add in all the 
money fl owing through other channels – such as cash 
carried by travellers – and the sum would be consider-
ably higher.

The poorest countries suff er a particular disadvantage 
in terms of money-transfer costs. It is a lot more expensive 

MOVEMENT OF LABOUR

SENDING MONEY TO 
THE FOLKS BACK HOME

Five years a� er the � nancial crisis of 2008/9, remittances 
by migrants in the USA had recovered to their previous 
levels. They are now increasing by 5–10 percent a year

Migration and economic development go 
together. For the migrants’ countries of 
origin the economic advantages outweigh 
the disadvantages. In particular, the harm 
caused by the loss of skilled workers is o� en 
overestimated. Many such workers would 
return if they could � nd good employment 
at home.
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to send money to sub-Saharan Africa than to other parts 
of the world. In December 2018, the transfer fees were al-
most nine percent of the amount being transferred; trans-
fers to Latin America cost six percent. As long as that does 
not change, money will continue to find its way to Africa 
through informal routes, invisible to official statistics. The 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals aim to 
lower the costs of transfers worldwide to just three per-
cent.

While remittances are on the up, official development 
assistance is stagnant. In 2017, sub-Saharan Africa re-
ceived a total of 26 billion dollars, less than half the remit-
tances into the region. Remittances are also higher than 
foreign direct investment in Africa, which amounted to 42 
million dollars in 2017.

Most remittances go to wives, mothers, daughters or 
sisters. And even though female migrants tend to earn 
less than men, women send around half of global trans-
fers – a higher percentage of their income than their male 
counterparts. A 2014 study that was conducted in 77 de-
veloping countries confirmed the effectiveness of remit-
tances in combatting poverty. Private households can pay 

for education or loans. They support entrepreneurial ac-
tivities, such as to pay for machinery or vehicles, or to buy 
goods to sell in a local shop.

The higher the contribution of remittances to a coun-
try’s economic activity, the more they help fight poverty. 
Big effects were measured in countries where remittances 
accounted for over five percent of the annual economic 
output. That was the case in one out of every four coun-
tries in Africa; eight of them are among the least devel-
oped countries. If remittances to such countries go up by 
ten percent, the poverty gap – a measure of how far below 
the poverty line the average poor person lives – shrinks 
by 3.5 percent.

Migration and development belong together. Regulat-
ed, circular migration – in which migrants return home 
after a certain length of time – is a win–win situation for 
both source and destination countries. It would be a cause 
for alarm if such migration were to cease. 

Remittances from migrant workers 
are an e�ective means of combatting 

poverty and stimulating investment

NECESSARY, HELPFUL, EFFECTIVE
Significance of remittances* for the economies of African recipient countries in percent of economic output (2017), 
and increases in remittances to countries to which over 1 billion US dollars were transferred in 2018, 
in million US dollars

* Remittances: money transfers from migrant workers to their home countries
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W omen and girls may be affected by migration
or flight in special ways. When their partners 
and fathers leave, they are often left behind in 

their home countries in the most difficult circumstanc-
es. If they themselves set off on the road, they may be 
subjected to physical and psychological violence at every 
stage of their migration or flight, simply because of their 
gender.

A particular group of perpetrators is often blamed for 
violence against women: the traffickers. The media often 
refer to their cruelty and the assaults they commit – re-
ports that are used to justify tougher action against them. 
But in fact, women are often subject to violence from 

many different sides. A key factor is the existence of bor-
ders, and the male border agents who control them.

However, migrating or fleeing women and girls should 
not be seen only as victims. They are engaged in a strug-
gle for freedom and independence for themselves and for 
others. They play strong roles as breadwinners of their 
families, want to assert their rights and seek to shape a 
new life for themselves.

Male-dominated social structures may influence mi-
gration decisions. For example, a male family head may 
decide that a woman should go off in search of work be-
cause she has a chance to earn more than her male rel-
atives. On the other hand, a woman may be denied the 
chance to seek a job elsewhere because she does not have 
the same freedoms as men.

Despite the barriers, more women than ever before are 
on the move. Nearly half – 48 percent – of international 
migrants are women, and they make up half of all refu-
gees. But the proportions vary widely from place to place. 
In Indonesia, the Philippines and Sri Lanka, the majority 
of emigrants are women. Until 2009, women in Myanmar 
were not allowed to work abroad. In 2014, they still ac-
counted for just 20 percent of such migrants, according 
to official statistics. In Thailand, where traditionally few 
women emigrate for work, they also make up just one-
fifth of migrants.

Emigrants are poorly protected by labour laws. Em-
ployers often confiscate their workers’ passports. Finding 
work in a foreign land often incurs high costs – such as for 
private job-placement services and travel, which worker 
must first pay off. Women workers may also be at risk of 
sexual exploitation.

Nevertheless, women are increasingly taking control 
of where they go and what they do, for example by decid-
ing how much they send back home to their families as 
remittances, and what the money is used for. This general 
process is known as the “feminization of migration”. Al-
though women on average earn just 80 percent of what 
men earn, migrant female workers often send back a larg-
er proportion of their income to their home country.

But the active aspects of female mobility get little at-
tention. Women refugees in particular are portrayed as 
passive, leading automatically to the question of how best 
to protect them. The UN Refugee Agency and nongovern-
ment organizations have many guidelines. In addition, 

GENDER

I AM STRONG, I AM WOMAN
Whether at work or on the move in search  
of a better life, women are threatened  
by violence and discrimination. But as 
with all migrants – and all women – female 
migrants should not be seen primarily  
as victims. Above all, they need stronger 
rights so that they can defend themselves. 

Very di�erent migration patterns in 
a single region re�ect di�erent 
motives and triggers for moving

DIVERSE DEPARTURES
Migration of women from six southern Asian countries, 
per 1,000 individuals, and share of women in overall 
migration, 2014, in percent
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there are legally binding rules such as the Istanbul Con-
vention – the Council of Europe Convention on prevent-
ing and combating violence against women and domestic 
violence – along with provisions of the European Union’s 
Reception Conditions Directive. 

Germany has seen few legal efforts to meet the special 
needs of female refugees. An exception was the Immigra-
tion Law of 2004, which recognizes female-specific rea-
sons for flight. In 2015, the German Institute for Human 
Rights warned that women’s needs for protection were 
scarcely considered in refugee accommodation, although 
violence against women had been a major international 
issue for more than 20 years. Basic essentials were lack-
ing – and still are: clean, separate washrooms, protection 
from conflict with men, and access to information spe-
cially for women. Plans to protect the residents of refugee 
accommodation that take women’s needs into account 
have been made since 2016. But these new projects often 
have a very narrow focus on especially vulnerable peo-
ple, such as women travelling alone with their children. 
They offer very little in the way of dealing with the wider 
problems of refugee life.

The one-sided focus on protection and vulnerability 

rather than on the strengths of refugee women supports 
the idea that they need to be rescued. They could do 
without being portrayed as victims. What women need is 
not just effective protection, but the same rights as every-
one else. 

In the Middle East, domestic workers and nannies 
make life comfortable for many in the middle and 

upper classes. But too many are paid miserly wages

In many sectors, it is mainly 
female migrants who are forced into 
work by tra�ckers and their clients

MIGRANT WOMEN WORK MORE
Employment of migrant and locally born women by region, aged 15 years and above, 
and equivalent global figures for women and men, 2017, in percent
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MODERN SLAVERY
Share of women among the victims of trafficking 
by economic sector, 2005–15, in percent
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I mmigration laws are national rules that try to control 
migration. They specify who may reside in a country, 
under what conditions, and for how long. Germany, 

for example, adopted a residence law in 2005 with the full 
title “Act on the Residence, Employment and Integration 
of Foreigners in Germany”, which is supposed to regulate 
and limit immigration. The entry of citizens from Member 
States of the European Union is governed by a separate 
law, the Freedom of Movement Act. In the debate over 
migration control, the phrase “immigration law” has be-
come established as a collective term for ideas that entail 
more legal migration.

Canada’s system is often seen as a model; its immi-
gration legislation is regarded as liberal. Canada has set 

itself the goal of significantly increasing its immigrant 
numbers. It uses a points system that purports to measure 
the apparent usefulness of potential migrants for the Ca-
nadian economy. Would-be migrants get points for their 
education, professional experience, language skills and 
age. Australia, Austria, New Zealand and the United King-
dom also have similar points systems.

With a population of around 37 million, Canada at-
tracted 286,000 immigrants in 2017. Some 160,000 used 
the points system as their entry ticket. For Germany with 
its larger population, this would correspond to 358,000 im-
migrants per year. In reality, the German authorities issued 
just 130,000 residency permits, of which only 50,000 went 
to people who had moved to Germany in that year. For-
eigners often find it difficult to come to Germany to work, 
even though, according to the Ministry of the Interior, it is 
among the countries with “the fewest restrictions on the 
immigration of skilled and highly qualified workers”.

The term “immigration law” results from liberal posi-
tions in Germany’s migration law. This prioritizes quali-
fied workers. Despite their many differences, Canada’s 
“economic classes” approach, Germany’s residence law 
and many other immigration laws around the world all 
have something in common: they are primarily concerned 
with labour migration. When countries realize that they 
have a shortage of skilled labour they loosen entry restric-
tions for “useful” workers.

Just who is considered useful depends on how valua-
ble his or her skills are deemed for the country’s economy, 
and, as a result, for its society. If the applicant’s skills are 
valuable enough, any presumed disadvantages associat-
ed with his or her arrival are regarded as acceptable. As a 
rule, immigration laws do not exist to grant rights to new 
residents, but to separate attractive from unattractive 
immigrants. Germany, for example, maintains a list of 
around 50 occupations where there is a shortage of work-
ers: in skilled trades, manufacturing and the care profes-
sions. Workers with the right training can come into the 
country, and young people can get the vocational training 
they need there.

After years of discussion, the German government 
adopted a draft “Immigration Act for Skilled Workers”, 

IMMIGRATION LAWS

DOCUMENTS FOR 
THE UNDOCUMENTED

Economists and liberal market politicians 
tend to see migration from an economic point 
of view. Migrants’ rights take second place

Immigration laws focus mainly on attracting 
skilled workers and keeping everyone  
else out. But they lag far behind the real 
world: millions of workers live and work in 
destination countries without any o�cial 
papers. That puts them at risk of exploitation.

300
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 retirement at 65 years
 entry at 20 years
 annual additional labour shortages 

 at 80 percent employment rate

A GROWING NEED FOR NEW HANDS
Effects of demographic change on the German labour 
market, 1,000 people, 2012–19, forecast after 2020*
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which drops the list of desired occupations and instead 
merely requires applicants have vocational training. 
But as its name implies, this proposed law aims to at-
tract economically useful people to Germany. The law 
will probably still not open up the frequently demanded 
window that allows people whose asylum applications 
have been rejected to reside in Germany legally if they 
have a job.

Around the world, labour migration does not occur 
only with the right papers and stamps. Many migrant 
workers arrive in other ways, unofficially and uncon-
trolled, with a student visa or without an entry permit. 
They work nonetheless, often in poor conditions. The 
construction, catering and farming industries in many 
countries rely on migrant workers in precarious official 
circumstances.

In the United States, around 11 million people live and 
work without a residence permit. To reduce the competi-
tion for wages and to push up the tax take, some coun-
tries have repeatedly carried out legalization campaigns. 
In Spain, undocumented migrants can get a work permit 
if they are employed in a job that is subject to social secu-
rity contributions. Within a space of 15 years, Italy pushed 
through five legalization measures to combat the shadow 
economy. In 2002 alone, 650,000 immigrants were grant-
ed the right to stay.

Legalization attempts are not confined to the devel-
oped world. In 2012, Morocco set itself a migration agen-
da, launching its first legalization campaign in 2013. This 
gave 14,000 unofficial migrants a residence permit. An-
other campaign followed in 2016. But fewer people were 
legalized than the government had expected: Morocco 
cannot compete with Europe, the powerful magnet just 
across the Mediterranean. 

Right-wing governments around the 
world reject even the tiniest steps towards 
recognizing the human rights of migrants

In construction, gastronomy and farming – illegal 
migrants can �nd work in such jobs but at miserable 

wages… until the authorities hunt them down

THE UN MIGRATION PACT
Votes on the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration, 
UN General Assembly, 19 December 2018
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IN DEMAND AND IN DANGER
Persons staying illegally in the European Union, 
by country of origin, 2018
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T he external boundaries of the European Union 
have expanded beyond its own territory. The EU is 
pushing its border guards further and further away 

from Europe itself. Today, countries deep in the Sahara or 
the Middle East are cooperation partners in Europe’s “mi-
gration management”. Just a few years ago, the EU only 
monitored its own external border; now it is increasing-
ly targeting the transit and origin countries of migrants. 
People who don’t have an entry permit are deterred from 
even trying to reach Europe.

While it wants to keep freedom of movement within 
the Schengen area, Europe is making sure that the same 
freedom is restricted in Africa. It is turning its neighbours, 
near and far, into auxiliary policemen. With detention 
camps, deterrence campaigns, forgery-proof passports for 
Africa and military aid, the long arm of Europe’s border 
service stands in the way of migrants thousands of kilo-
metres away from Europe’s shores.

One method of payment is to fork out generous dollops 
of classical development assistance, tied to the condition 
that refugees are stopped or taken back. Between 2000 
and 2015, European states and the EU itself have paid or 
approved some 3 billion euros to African governments to 
combat migration. As the Balkans became established as 
the main route for Syrian refugees between Turkey and 
Germany, the EU tried to conclude a major multilateral 
agreement with Africa to control migration.

It was not successful at first, but the EU persevered. 
It set up a 4.1-billion-euro Emergency Trust Fund for Af-
rica and paid up to 6 billion euros to Turkey. Another 4.1 
billion went to an External Investment Plan for econom-
ic development in Africa. Here too, addressing “the root 
causes of irregular migration” is one of the goals. In total, 
in the past 19 years the EU has approved at least 15 billion 
euros to ensure that refugees and irregular migrants stay 
where they are. In November 2017, European Parliament 
president Antonio Tajani called for an incredible 40 to 50 
billion euros to be pumped into Africa between 2020 and 
2026 – in part to stem the flow of migrants.

BORDER CONTROL

OUT OF BOUNDS

New programmes have been created to give development 
projects an additional purpose – prevention of migration. 

For instance, the Emergency Trust Fund for Africa

In its attempts to control migration, the EU 
bribes or coerces African countries to stop 
and detain people before they can even get 
to the southern shore of the Mediterranean. 
Development aid is being diverted to stop 
migrants rather than �ght poverty.

 migration routes
 Ceuta and Melilla 

 (Spanish exclaves)
 port cities important 

 for migration

 support programmes 
 in millions of euros

CASH TO GO, CASH TO STOP
Regional distribution of the EU Emergency Trust Fund for Africa
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The EU is currently paying African governments for 
the extra costs that they incur to control migration. It 
covers the costs of food and tents for refugees detained in 
Sudan or Libya. It pays for jeeps or ships for the border po-
lice in Niger and the repatriation of deportees. EU money 
also goes to detention camps. But it gives even more, as a 
kind of bonus: an extra chunk of development aid.

For refugees, it is becoming ever harder to find a safe 
place to stay. And for migrant workers, it is becoming ever 
more dangerous to reach a place where they can start 
looking for a job. But those are not the only consequences. 
The more Europe tries to control migration, the harder it 
is for many Africans to move within their own continent, 
and even within their own country.

Some African states, including Tunisia, have made it 
a punishable offence to emigrate with the aim of apply-
ing for asylum in Europe. Libya does not even bother with 
such a law: it simply locks migrants up. Burkina Faso has 
set up checkpoints where none existed before. The Dem-
ocratic Republic of Congo has introduced biometric pass-
ports that many of its citizens cannot afford. Morocco has 
agreed to take back deportees from Europe – even if they 
are not its own citizens. In Sudan, soldiers block migra-
tion routes, while Senegal even permits European officials 
to do this themselves. Algeria has closed its borders not 
just for migrants in transit, but also for its own citizens if 
they want to leave irregularly.

The money paid in return for controlling migration is 
increasingly being counted as development assistance. 
This constitutes the misappropriation of funds that are 
intended to alleviate poverty and need. It also contradicts 
the purpose of development assistance, because remit-
tances that migrant workers send back home are a bless-

ing for poor countries. Civil society in Africa hardly realiz-
es that development assistance and migration control are 
increasingly intertwined. On the whole, the negotiations 
take place in secret.

In its new Partnership Framework of 2016, the EU 
has made cooperation in border controls a condition 
for assistance. It offers “a mix of positive and negative 
incentives” to encourage countries to cooperate with 
the EU and to ensure consequences for those that refuse  
to do so. Development aid has become a means of ex-
erting pressure on some of the poorest countries in the 
world. 

Between January 2016 and April 2018, 
329,000 people were rescued in the central 

Mediterranean; 7,800 deaths were reported

Whether the governments the EU works 
with are democratic or not is of little importance 

when it comes to stopping migration

SURVIVED AND ARRIVED
People in distress rescued from the central Mediterranean, 
by ownership of rescue vessel, persons per month

 A
TL

A
S 

O
F 

M
IG

R
AT

IO
N

/I
O

M
 

 EU
 Africa-Frontex Intelligence   

 Community (AFIC)
 border guard/

 police training
 training, 

 in Albania: border 
 protection

TASK-ORIENTED
Political activities of the European Border and Coast 
Guard Agency, Frontex, outside the EU, selected, 2018

 A
TL

A
S 

O
F 

M
IG

R
AT

IO
N

/F
R

O
N

TE
X 

Jan
2016

0

14.000

12.000

10.000

8.000

6.000

4.000

2.000

 memorandum of under-
 standing on cooperation

 working agreement
   in preparation

 liaison offices

Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan
2017

Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan
2018

Feb Mar Apr

Between January 2016 and 
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E urope’s migration and border policies go back 
to the 1980s. At their core are two treaties, both 
signed in 1990. The first, the Schengen Conven-

tion, abolished internal border controls within the EU. 
The second, the Dublin Regulation, came into force in 
1997; it determines which country is responsible for pro-
cessing asylum applications. “Dublin” became the heart 
of the Common European Asylum System, established in 
2003, which aimed to harmonize asylum laws within the 
EU.

The idea behind the Dublin Regulation is to avoid mul-
tiple asylum applications in various EU member states. 
Various criteria were set to determine which member is 
responsible for a particular application, such as the coun-

try where the applicant first set foot in the EU, or family 
ties in a member state. A decision is then taken. Refugees 
cannot simply choose in which country they would prefer 
to apply for asylum.

It quickly emerged that in the overwhelming majority 
of cases, the country-of-entry criterion was applied – es-
pecially after 2005, when the fingerprints of all individ-
uals apprehended during an irregular border crossing 
or persons who had applied for asylum were recorded in 
the EURODAC database. This makes it possible to quickly 
identify which country is responsible for processing the 
persons and the individuals concerned can then be de-
ported to that country.

As a result, because the main escape routes to Europe 
– across the Aegean and the central Mediterranean – lead 
to Greece and Italy, these two countries found themselves 
responsible for the vast majority of asylum procedures 
in the first decade of the millennium. Instead of a har-
monized European asylum system that offered asylum 
seekers similar conditions, the asylum standards in the 
EU began to diverge. The southern countries were over-
whelmed, and asylum seekers there often had to survive 
on the streets, while the number of asylum procedures in 
the northern countries fell sharply. In Germany, the num-
ber of asylum applications fell from just under 140,000 in 
1999 – 95,000 initial and 43,000 subsequent applications 
– to less than 20,000 in 2007. The bureaucracy-heavy Dub-
lin system did not work well even then, although relative-
ly few asylum seekers were arriving.

Things changed in 2011. The European border author-
ities had increasingly relied on cooperation with North 
African governments. The revolutions of the Arab Spring 
largely put an end to this cooperation, and the border 
controls in the Mediterranean temporarily collapsed. At 
the same time, the number of violent conflicts around 
the world increased, pushing more refugees towards Eu-
rope. And courts began to enforce the human rights of 
refugees. Immediate deportations back across the Medi-
terranean without due procedure were banned, as were 
Dublin-based deportations to Greece, where the people 
involved were being ill-treated.

The effectiveness of Dublin system worsened. South-

SCHENGEN AND DUBLIN

UNPREPARED AND 
UNCOORDINATED

The wars in Yugoslavia, the 
Persian Gulf and Syria produced peaks 
in the numbers of asylum seekers

Europe’s approach to the refugee question  
has been chaotic. Di erent countries  
have di erent interests, and refuse to 
compromise or show a sense of solidarity.  
But they all agree on policies making it  
harder for refugees to get asylum in the EU.

IN TIMES OF NEED
Asylum applications in the European Union, 
member states at the time, in thousands

 A
TL

A
S 

O
F 

M
IG

R
AT

IO
N

 / C
E,

 E
U

R
O

ST
AT

 

300

600

900

1,200

1,500

1990 1995
0

2000 2005 2010 2015 2018

672,385

EU-12 EU-15 EU-25 EU-27 EU-28

227,805
197,410

424,180

1,322,845

645,725



ATLAS OF MIGRATION 31

ern member states avoided taking the fingerprints of new 
arrivals. They knew that most asylum seekers would make 
their way north anyway. Increasing numbers of refugees 
resisted being deported or successfully filed complaints 
in the courts.

In 2015, in the “summer of migration”, the system col-
lapsed. Hundreds of thousands of people, mainly from 
Syria, sought a route from Turkey into Greece. From there 
they came via the so-called “Balkan route” into the heart 
of the EU. The Union was unprepared and reacted in an 
uncoordinated way. The longstanding contradictions be-
tween its member states and institutions were laid bare. 
In September 2015, an increasing number of EU members 
reintroduced border controls. In February 2016, Austria 
enforced the closure of the Balkan route at all EU border 
crossings. The controls were still in force in 2019. The 
Schengen freedom of movement, which does away with 
systematic identity checks at the border, has since been 
on standby mode in many locations.

The lowest common denominator in the EU has since 
been to shift migration controls back into Turkey and 
Africa. In “hotspot centres” along the Greek and Italian 

coasts, Frontex (the European Border and Coast Guard 
Agency) and the European Asylum Support Office sort the 
arrivals, denying many access to the asylum system, and 
sending them back.

In the argument about the reforms needed in Eu-
ropean asylum law, unity exists on just one issue: that 
conditions for asylum seekers should be made more 
difficult. The main point of dispute is how to distribute 
asylum seekers in a more equitable way across the EU. 
Some states, including Hungary and Poland, refuse in 
principle to accept asylum seekers, while Italy demands 
solidarity from other EU members and at the same time 
torpedoes efforts to rescue people from the Mediterrane-
an. The points of contention give rise to the impression of 
a clash between the different approaches to dealing with 
the international flow of refugees. But the various sides 
differ only in their wishes as to how repressive migration 
policies should be. 

Defending Europe against people �eeing poverty 
and war: free movement within the EU goes hand in 
hand with beefed-up security at its external borders

AL: Albania, AT: Austria, BA: Bosnia and Herzegovina, BE: Belgium, BG: Bulgaria, CH: Switzerland, CY: Cyprus, CZ: Czech Republic, DE: Germany, DK: Denmark, 
EE: Estonia, ES: Spain, FI: Finland, FR: France, GR: Greece, HR: Croatia, HU: Hungary, IE: Ireland, IT: Italy, LI: Liechtenstein, LT: Lithuania, LU: Luxembourg, LV: Latvia, 
ME: Montenegro, MK: North Macedonia, MT: Malta, NL: Netherlands, NO: Norway, PL: Poland, PT: Portugal, RO: Romania, RS: Serbia, SE: Sweden, SI: Slovenia, 
SK: Slovakia, UK: United Kingdom, XK: Kosovo

THE GREAT EXCLUSION
The Schengen Area 
and its neighbours, 2019

 Boundary of the Schengen Area 
 (no checks at internal borders, 
 with temporary exceptions)

In Schengen Area:
 EU member states 
 Non-EU members

Outside Schengen Area:
 EU member states
 West Balkans (no visa required 

 with biometric passport, 
 Kosovo: visa required)

 Eastern Europe and 
 non-European countries 
 (visa required for entry)
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T he United Nations Migration Organization IOM be-
gan keeping track of how many people die while 
fleeing or at international borders in 2014. By no 

means are all deaths counted: the number of unreported 
cases is likely to be high. According to various counts, an 
estimated 4,685 to 4,736 people died in 2018. The deaths 
were unevenly distributed across regions. 

In all of Asia, home to two-thirds of the world’s pop-
ulation, the IOM noted just 186 deaths. In the Ameri-
cas it was 589, including those on the border between 
Mexico and the USA, where brutal, criminal gangs op-
erate the trafficking business. But 2,299 cases were reg-
istered in and around the Mediterranean. No border in 
the world is more deadly than Europe’s border. At the 
same time, no sea is more closely monitored than the 
Mediterranean.

Legal regulations such as Germany’s Residence Act 
are also responsible for making Europe’s borders so dan-
gerous. Section 63 of this law states “that a carrier may 

only transport foreigners into Germany if they are in pos-
session of a required passport and a required residence 
title”. All other EU member states have similar require-
ments. As a result, bus and coach companies, ferry oper-
ators and airlines check passengers’ passports and visas 
before they are allowed on board. If the companies fail 
to do this, they may face hefty fines and risk losing their 
licences. 

Refugees are automatically turned away. They cannot 
simply board a ferry or plane to cross the Mediterranean. 
So instead of booking a crossing with the ferry from Tunis 
to Palermo for 35 euros, they pay a four-figure sum to peo-
ple smugglers’ so that they can clamber aboard a rubber 
dinghy on the Libyan coast. In 2018, more than 5 percent 
of those who attempted such a journey across the central 
Mediterranean drowned before they reached their desti-
nation.

In 2014, at the instigation of the EU, the Italian search 
and rescue mission “Mare Nostrum” was suspended after 
just one year of operation. In the following years, Euro-
pean civil society groups put together a fleet of private 
vessels that rescued tens of thousands of people from the 
sea and brought them to Italy. But because the EU and its 
member states still refused to accept some of these refu-
gees, the Italian justice system and then the government 
of Malta took action against the rescue workers. They 
were charged, most of their ships were put out of opera-
tion, and their permits were withdrawn. By 2019, hardly 
any rescuers remained.

The number of unreported deaths is rising, because 
many accidents go undocumented. The criminalization 
of private rescue missions has unsettled commercial ship-
ping. Merchant vessels are required to sail to the locations 
of accidents and save people in need. But cases are being 
reported of commercial vessels choosing other routes to 
avoid having to comply with this obligation. Many cap-
tains fear that with castaways on board they will be re-
fused permission to dock at any European port, and their 
owners will have to pay contractual penalties for delays 
in the voyage.

Migration controls have had deadly consequences 
in the Sahara. In 2015, Italy and the EU tried to set up 
EUNAVFOR MED, an anti-trafficking military mission, 
in Libya. But Libya’s rulers refused to allow the EU  
to operate on its territory. As a result, its southern 

THE MEDITERRANEAN AND THE SAHARA

DEATHS IN THE DESERT
Europe’s southern border is the deadliest  
in the world. Thousands of people  
have drowned trying to reach the northern 
shore of the Mediterranean. They  
are now dying of thirst in the Sahara.

Without the “Mare Nostrum” rescue operation and 
privately funded rescue missions, many more people 
would have drowned. Italy ended “Mare Nostrum” in 2014

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

HOW MANY REMAIN UNCOUNTED?
Deaths registered by the UN International Organization 
for Migration since 2014, by region
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neighbour, Niger, became a focus of Europe’s migration 
controls.

Niger’s government saw an opportunity to receive fi -
nancial aid from Brussels. It passed a law in 2015, pro-
hibiting the transport and accommodation of migrants 
in the northern part of the country. Violations would be 
subject to fi nes and up to 30 years in prison. The Nigerian 
government put the law into eff ect after a visit by Germa-
ny’s Chancellor, Angela Merkel, in the autumn of 2016. 
President Mahamadou Issoufou demanded a billion eu-
ros in return for cooperation: he received the money a 
year later.

By the end of 2018, the army and the police had arrest-
ed 213 drivers and confi scated 52 vehicles north of Agadez, 
a desert city in northern Niger. As a result, many people 
who relied on the transport industry lost their livelihoods. 
At fi rst, the EU agreed to pay compensation. But by the 
end of 2018, only one in 20 of the once over 6,500 drivers 
and hostel operators had received a sum of around 1,500 
euros so they could start a new life.

According to the EU, Niger’s migration policies have 
cut the number of migrants in transit by a massive 95 per-

cent. But exactly how many people still cross the Sahara 
is unclear. To avoid the military checkpoints, the smug-
glers choose longer, more dangerous routes away from the 
main trails. The risk of accidents has increased. No one 
knows how high the death toll is. According to IOM esti-
mates, around 30,000 migrants have met their deaths in 
the Sahara, including thousands who were forced to walk 
through the desert from Algeria to the border with Niger 
since 2014. The public prosecutor’s offi  ce in the central-
ly located city of Agadez claims to have counted just 84 
deaths in 2016 and 2017.

The Sahara is too vast to ever track down all the 
deaths. And even if corpses are found, they are often bur-
ied without their identity being clarifi ed or their relatives 
informed. In December 2017, Vincent Cochetel, a leading 
diplomat with the UN Refugee Agency, said that more 
people now die in the Sahara than in the Mediterranean. 
But nobody is even counting them. 

The stricter the checks at sea get, the 
riskier the methods people use to get 

into the EU – with fatal consequences

ROADS TO GO DOWN
Phases in the EU’s migration policies, and deaths of migrants registered by the network United for Intercultural Action 

Since start of Frontex operation 
“Triton” and afterwards
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Canaries much less important as a destination as a result of economic 
crisis and the withdrawal of medical services for illegal migrants
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I f an asylum application is rejected, the applicant is
given a short amount of time to leave the country. Af-
ter that, the authorities can resort to measures such as 

deportation. This is one of the harshest actions a state can 
take against the wishes of an individual. The person may 
be interned before he or she is deported. Under some cir-
cumstances, individuals can be deprived of their liberty 
for up to 18 months in the EU.

Between 2000 and 2017, Germany deported 314,000 
people. In 2018, it was just under 24,000, or an average 
of 65 people a day. The largest number of people affect-
ed came from southeastern Europe: from Albania (3,400 
people), Kosovo (2,700) and Serbia (2,400). Within the EU, 
asylum seekers are often deported to the country they first 
set foot in, and where they are required to process their 
asylum claim. In 2017, Germany deported or transferred 
around 4,400 individuals to Italy, 1,200 to Poland, and 

540 to France. Some of these people were then immedi-
ately further deported, either to their country of origin or 
to another country they had transited through.

A deportation is not just a harmless administrative 
exercise. Deaths occur repeatedly – though governments 
do not keep a central record of these. The Dutch nongov-
ernment organization United for Intercultural Action at-
tempts to document such cases across Europe. Between 
1994 and 2018, it counted 139 deaths directly linked to 
deportations. These included suicides committed in de-
tention centres while awaiting deportation. The number 
of unreported cases is thought to be much higher.

Frequently carried out at night and without warning, 
deportations can generate a great deal of anxiety. Those 
affected are torn away from their familiar environment – 
even if they are at school or in hospital. The deportations 
are often met with resistance. Classmates, colleagues, 
friends, doctors, neighbours and other refugees in the 
same accommodation protest loudly, and sometimes suc-
cessfully.

A deportation cannot always be carried out. For in-
stance, if the person’s passport is missing, if the person 
has an illness that would be aggravated by the deporta-
tion or that cannot be treated in his or her home coun-
try. Pregnant women are in principle protected, but cases 
often occur where police turn a blind eye and deport the 
expectant mother and unborn child, exposing both to ma-
jor health risks.If rejected applicants cannot be deported, 
they often are granted a “tolerated” status. In mid-2018, 
around 181,000 people living in Germany had this status. 
Over 33,000 had been in this situation for more than six 
years. They live in constant fear of being picked up and 
taken to the airport.

Some families have children who were born and are 
growing up in the host country. They have little or no 
connection to the country they are being sent to. Be-
tween 1999 and 2008, nearly 22,000 people, most of them 
Roma, were deported from Germany to Kosovo. Another 
15,000 people followed between 2009 and 2013, accord-
ing to the Roma Center, a nongovernment organization. 
These people had found refuge in Germany in the 1990s 
during the Balkan wars. Many had children in their new 
homes. The Roma Centre assumes that 60 to 70 percent 
of the people deported were children for whom Kosovo 
was completely new.

DEPORTATIONS

GOODBYE AND DON’T COME BACK

Around one-third of appeals against rejected 
asylum applications are granted. This 
shows the unreliability of initial court decisions

Faced with deportation, a distressing 
number of asylum applicants kill 
themselves in their desperation. Deporting 
someone is a lot more expensive than 
allowing them to stay, earn a living and pay 
taxes in their host country.

initial application
 rejected
 approved

appeal
 rejected
 approved

LESS THAN HALF MAKE IT THROUGH
Approved and rejected asylum applications in the EU, 
2009 to 2018, and results of appeal proceedings 2018, 
in thousands
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There are often demands for tougher deportation laws 
against people who commit crimes in their host country. 
Since 2016, the German government has deported such 
individuals to Afghanistan, a country where they face se-
rious dangers. But a constitutional state has criminal law 
to deal with offenders. Deporting offenders subjects them 
to a double punishment. 

Despite everyone’s right to have state-imposed meas-
ures reviewed by an independent court with the help of 
a lawyer, complaints against deportation orders are of-
ten denigrated or impeded through legal means, such 
as through the EU Return Directive of 2008. One German 
government minister even coined the derogatory term 
“anti-deportation industry” – a phrase that was named 
the German “non-word of 2018”.

EU member states deported a total of 214,000 people 
in 2017. These figures have remained more or less con-
stant since 2010. Today, deportations are more rigorous-
ly enforced than they were in the past. In the autumn of 
2016, Angela Merkel, the German Chancellor, announced 

a “national effort” to this end. The deportation of mental-
ly ill individuals had already been simplified. Since 2015, 
authorities are no longer allowed to inform the people in-
volved when their “tolerated” status has expired.

In 2017, the so-called return rate in the EU (the num-
ber of voluntary or forced departures compared to the 
number of people instructed to leave) was 36 percent. 
The European Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex) 
aims to increase this percentage. It has been granted 
new powers to pay for and carry out deportations inde-
pendently. It can already draw on a pool of 690 “return 
experts”: officials who specialize in deportations. EU 
member states can get Frontex funds to finance depor-
tations. Depending on the destination and the number 
of police accompanying the deportee, a deportation may 
cost tens of thousands of euros. 

A snapshot from early 2018 shows the 
main places that migrants are sent to if they 

do not leave of their own accord

The EU statistical office Eurostat rounds number of cases to the nearest five. 
Deportations to other EU members: estimated * European Free Trade Association
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GERMANY: NUMBER ONE IN EUROPE
Persons required to leave Germany in first quarter of 2018 by nationality, 
total 10,720 people, and 2,400 readmission requests to other EU members
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J obs are the key to integration.” This has been fre-
quently heard since the peak of migrant arrivals in 
Europe in 2015. Employment services, many politi-

cal parties and many trade unions agree. But the recent 
history of migration shows that there is no correlation be-
tween migrants having jobs and their political and social 
rights.

Take Germany as an example. During the 1950s and 
60s, the West German government promoted the immi-
gration of “guest workers” from southern Europe and 
Turkey. In 1961, 700,000 foreigners lived and worked in 
Germany; by 1974 it was four million. Many West Ger-
man factories would have stood idle if had it not been 
for these workers. At the time, most of the workers held 
a foreign passport. Two-thirds of them lived in dormito-
ries and were treated as second-class citizens. As unem-
ployment rose, the government imposed a recruitment 
freeze in 1973 and tried to entice workers to return home. 
But many chose to stay, and brought their families and 
friends to Germany.

Today, there are over 10 million people living in Ger-
many who do not hold a German passport. Their contri-
butions to Germany’s “economic miracle” after the Sec-
ond World War and today’s prosperity go unrecognized. 
Many are deprived social and political rights, such as 
the right to vote. Instead, they are judged according to 
how well or badly they have integrated themselves into 
German society. The idea of integration is being used for 
political ends: it implies that migrants somehow bring a 
deficit with them, and it is up to them to compensate for 
this by complying with the norms of the dominant cul-
ture, by acknowledging particular values, by learning the 
German language, and much more. 

Other voices say that integration is a task for both 
sides. And the government’s integration policies may 
open up new opportunities for migrants. But the central 
idea of integration is to justify discrimination against 
migrants by pointing to their apparent differences, and 

to reinterpret “equality” as a question of adaptation. It 
is clear who must shoulder the blame: those who are 
discriminated against are responsible for the discrimina-
tion, and it is up to them to reduce it.

This opinion is reflected in the labour market in Ger-
many. In 2015, around 36 percent of full-time workers 
who did not hold German citizenship worked in the low-
wage sector, earning less than 10 euros an hour. For Ger-
man citizens, it was just half as many. Germans earned 
an average of 21.5 percent more than foreigners. Between 
150,000 and 300,000 Eastern European and Middle East-
ern women have undocumented jobs as live-in domestic 
workers in private households: they care for family mem-
bers, clean, cook and live with the families that employ 
them.

A statement by Horst Seehofer, Germany’s current 
Minister of the Interior, shows how racist the prevail-
ing understanding of integration is. In 2011, he said his 
Christian Social Union would “resist until the last bul-
let”, in order to stop immigration into the welfare sys-
tem. But immigration always includes the social system. 
Liberal economists know this: they calculate that the 
German economy needs an annual intake of 146,000 im-
migrants from outside the EU – every year until 2060. 
Pretty much every one of these people will pay taxes and 
social security.

In 2017, the employment rate of German citizens was 
over 70 percent; among immigrants from other EU coun-
tries it was four percentage points higher. Labour market 
researchers forecast that after five years, half of all cur-
rent refugees in Germany will have found work. Fifteen 
years after their arrival, 75 percent will have done so.

That means, though, that many of the hundreds of 
thousands of people who arrived in Germany in 2015 
will have to survive on social security for a long time to 
come – as opponents of migrants like to point out. But 
this presents a skewed picture of the economic role of 
migration.

For statutory health insurance providers, immigrants 
relieve and stabilize their balance sheets. Most of the  
migrants are young. They tend to incur lower health 
costs than the average client, and they slow down the 
rise in the average age of the insured. Pension funds say 
that foreign workers from EU countries contribute the 
same amount as German citizens, and positively influ-
ence the income situation of state-run pension funds. 
Foreigners are thought to have contributed around one-

INTEGRATION

ARRIVED AND SETTLED, 
BUT STILL NOT HOME
Well-integrated migrants are the ideal and 
many in the host society welcome them. 
However, migrants that are not integrated 
are perceived as a threat. But focusing 
on “integration” means ignoring the real 
issue, which is granting migrants social and 
political rights.
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tenth of the 2.2 percent economic growth experienced 
in 2017: without them, many job vacancies would have 
remained unfilled.

In other words, economists say that migrants contrib-
ute to both public health services and overall prosperity. 
Their significance to the German economy is undisputed. 
But claims of “poor integration” and slogans like “until 
the last bullet” mean this: racism and right-wing political 
rhetoric are not necessarily aimed at cutting migration. 

Rather, they aim to deprive migrants of their rights and 
to render their work and their achievements invisible: ex-
ploitation is OK, recognition is out. The response to this 
is not integration policy, but the granting of social and 
political rights. Those are the real keys to integration. 

Getting migrants into the labour market is not 
enough. Their quali�cations have to be recognized 

and they need further education and training

A NEW SOURCE OF CHEAP LABOUR
Foreigners on the German labour market and the danger of a job downgrade

 from EU
 from rest of the world
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Proportion of foreigners among 15- to 75-year-olds, by nationality, in percent

Employees paying social insurance contributions in the top seven job categories, by nationality
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Job levels of refugees before and after arrival, 18 to 65-year-olds, by gender, percent, 2017
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before arrival13 6 66 16

in Germany3 2 50 46
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I t matters not a jot whether people are fleeing war and 
misery, are looking for work, want to settle permanent-
ly, or are members of a minority that has been in the 

country for ages: nationalist movements constantly drum 
up fears that their “homeland is being threatened” or “al-
ienated” by outsiders. They portray flight and migration 
as threats to existence. 

This account is one of the basic narratives of racism. 
It serves to close the ranks of an allegedly old-established 

society against intrusion by people who do not belong, 
thus preserving the health and purity of a homogenous 
people and its culture. That such a pure, isolated pop-
ulation or nation no longer exists in the modern world, 
and perhaps never existed, does not bother the right-wing 
demagogues.

They also spread the myth of the impending invasion 
of “millions of people who might set off at any moment”, 
and in doing so would spread dangerous, infectious dis-
eases. This kind of stigmatization helps populists push 
for a turnaround, a system change, a final blow, against 
the “establishment parties”, the “corrupt system” and the 
“decadent elite”.

RIGHT-WING NATIONALISM

MISPLACED FEARS, 
FALSE PROMISES

In several countries, right-wing 
populists have created majorities that 
promote a policy of national isolation

Right-wing politics is on the rise across 
the globe. Rabble-rousers blame outsiders 
and minorities for the shortcomings  
of their own societies. Even if they  
do not win power, the noise they make  
still in�uences the political agenda of 
more moderate parties.

EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT ELECTION 2019
Results of Eurosceptic, right-wing populist and 
right-wing extremist parties, total share in member states, 
and changes from 2014 election, in percent
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Such nonsense is part of the canon of similar move-
ments across the globe – in the rich post-industrial world, 
in middle-income countries, and in the developing world. 
US President Trump labels a migrant caravan of a few 
thousand people from the poor countries of Central Amer-
ica towards the United States as a national security threat. 
The right-wing president of Brazil, Jair Bolsonaro, made a 
big deal of rejecting the United Nations migration pact. 
Propaganda against the Rohingya minority in Myanmar, 
already deprived of their basic rights, led to the expul-
sion of hundreds of thousands of them into neighbouring 
Bangladesh.

In Europe, authoritarian populist movements de-
monize migrants and other minorities as “invaders” 
out to destroy the culture of the nations where they live. 
An antisemitic notion of exploitative, traitorous elites 
comes into play here. The government wants to replace 
the native population and their high welfare standards 
with a cheap mass of workers, says the new-right author 
Renaud Camus in his book, “The Great Replacement”. 
These alleged plans for a repopulation are invoked by 
groups such as the right-wing Identitarian Movement, 
along with terrorists such as the attacker who massacred 
Muslim immigrants in Christchurch, New Zealand, in 
2019. Right-wing populist campaigns against the adop-
tion of the UN’s migration pact at the end of 2018 fo-
cused on the alleged plans by nefarious powers against 
the Western World.

Political utterances continue to roll back the bounda-
ries of what is acceptable to say. The Italian Interior Minis-
ter, Matteo Salvini, describes refugees as “human meat”. 
A newspaper run by the right-wing populist Freedom Par-
ty of Austria, then part of the government, published a 
poem that compared migrants to rats and warned against 
a mixing of cultures. In 2018, the German Interior Minis-
ter, Horst Seehofer, declared migration to be the “mother 
of all problems”. After several serious crimes committed 
by immigrants, the Alternative für Deutschland, a right-
wing authoritarian party, spoke of “knife immigration” 
and “barbaric, Muslim, gang-raping hordes of men”. Vi-
olence against women is painted as an imported problem 
brought into Germany by non-white males. Stirring up 
fears of immigration is cheap propaganda that has deadly 
consequences: the number of racially motivated attacks 
on refugees in Germany rose sharply after 2015.

Whether the rightist narratives gain traction and 
populists win political support depends also on the 
number of migrants who actually live in a country. But 
committed welcome initiatives also play a big role in 
countering such tendencies, as does a democratic po-
litical culture that rejects agitation against minorities. 
That can be seen in German states with a high propor-
tion of migrants, such as Hamburg, Bremen and North 
Rhine-Westphalia. People there are much less likely to 
vote for right-wing parties than in states with fewer mi-
grants – a phenomenon that can also be observed at a 

national level. Right-wing parties have been successful 
in the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Poland and the Baltic 
states in recent years, although relatively few refugees 
have made their way to these countries. Hungary’s an-
ti-refugee premier, Viktor Orbán, started restricting hu-
man rights after he was elected in 2010 – but initially 
those of native Hungarians. 

What is true for whole countries is true 
within countries: in areas where many migrants live, 

right-wing populist slogans do not catch on well

IMAGINARY ENEMY
Proportion of foreigners in population, 2015, 
and results of Alternative für Deutschland (right-wing 
party) in federal elections, by district, in percent
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R acially motivated violence runs through German 
history, even after the Second World War, in both 
western and eastern parts of the country. It has 

hit Jews, Roma and Sinti, Afro-Germans, and immigrants 
from southern Europe and the developing world. Back in 
the 1960s there were attacks on the fi rst “guest workers” 
from southern Europe. In 1973, Willy Brandt’s social-dem-
ocratic government halted the recruitment of such work-
ers because of concerns over high unemployment. Pres-
sure rose on migrant communities to return home. But 
many of the migrants decided to stay; they started fami-
lies and businesses, and became immigrants.

In 1982, Helmut Kohl’s newly elected conservative 
government planned to halve the number of Turkish cit-
izens in Germany. Racist attacks occurred in the wake of 
the strong “Turks Out” mood that marked the 1980s. New 
right-wing extremist parties emerged, and rapidly growing 
skinhead and hooligan groups carried out the violence.

After the reunifi cation of Germany in 1990, the vio-
lence increased further. By 2017, nearly 200 people had 
been killed in right-wing attacks – many of which were 

classifi ed by the authorities as non-political crimes. Most 
of the murders occurred in the 1990s: in 1992 alone, at 
least 24 people were killed. Without the resistance with-
in the migrant communities and the strengthening of the 
antifascist movement, the numbers would probably have 
been higher.

Racist violence after 1989 was motivated by national-
ism and was given a strong boost by German reunifi cation. 
A period of pogroms began. In 1991, neo-Nazis and for-
mer workmates in Hoyerswerda, a town in Saxony in East 
Germany, attacked former contract workers from Mozam-
bique, and then asylum seekers. Local residents greeted 
the attackers with applause. Instead of protecting the vic-
tims, the government of Saxony evacuated 240 of them, 
helping the racists achieve their goal of a “foreigner-free” 
town. The local district government announced that “the 
vast majority” of the residents had expressed their strong 
support for the violent acts. In 1992, right-wing youths 
in the Lichtenhagen district of Rostock in Mecklenburg–
Western Pomerania tried to set fi re to a building where 
over 100 former contract workers from Vietnam lived – to 
the applause of up to 3,000 onlookers. Only four of the 
hundreds of perpetrators were actually imprisoned – they 
served sentences of between two and three years.

In the eyes of many, media headlines such as “The 
boat is full” legitimized the use of violence. In 1993, the 
mainstream political parties – conservatives, social dem-
ocrats and liberals – severely curtailed the right to asy-
lum, pointing explicitly to racist violence. The youth-work 
approaches used at the time accepted young people as 
they were, in an attempt to wean them away from the far 
right. But in smaller towns, especially in the east, these 
approaches merely gave neo-Nazis control over youth 
clubs. This has allowed a climate of impunity to become 
entrenched among the radical right that is still present to-
day. A wave of racist violence also hit former West Germa-
ny: a total of 18 people died in arson attacks in the towns 
of Mölln in 1992, Solingen in 1993 and Lübeck in 1996. 
Many more were injured.

At the end of the 1990s, a new generation of right-
wing terrorists emerged, organized into networks such as 
“Blood & Honour”, which was, and still is, active through-
out Germany and Europe. In Thuringia, in the east, a ter-
rorist cell developed out of a Nazi group, “Thüringer Hei-
matschutz” (Thuringia Home Defence) which had been 

RIGHT-WING VIOLENCE IN GERMANY

WHERE RIGHT IS WRONG

The number of attacks may be falling, 
but they still occur all over the country, 
and they may increase again at any time

Racism has a long and tragic history in Europe 
– and nowhere more so than in Germany. 
Alas, racism is alive and well 80 years a� er 
Nazism and the Holocaust, and is now directed 
at migrants as well as Jews. But resistance 
in broader society is growing.
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ATTACKS ON ASYLUM-SEEKERS
Compilation by Pro Asyl and the Amadeu Antonio 
Foundation by type of incident
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led and financed by liaison officers of the government’s 
domestic intelligence service. Between 2000 and 2007, 
members of this cell, the National Socialist Underground, 
murdered nine migrants and a policewoman, attempted 
another 43 murders, and committed a string of other at-
tacks and assaults. 

Until the cell revealed itself in 2011, the police and ju-
diciary had suspected only the victims’ relatives or survi-
vors as possible perpetrators. These innocent people were 
monitored by the authorities, interrogated, unsettled by 
false information, and socially isolated. The relatives 
called the investigations an “attack after the attack” and 
saw themselves as victims of renewed violence. The press 
supported the switch in roles from victims to perpetrators: 
in their opinion the crimes issued from an integration-re-
sistant, criminal, foreign subculture. The combination of 
neo-Nazis, politics, secret service, police, judiciary and 
media pitched racist interpretations of events right into 
the centre of society.

After the “migration summer” of 2015, racist violence 
reached new heights. In 2016, the Federal Police regis-
tered nearly 1,000 attacks on refugee accommodation 

and more than 2,500 crimes against asylum seekers and 
refugees. In 2018, the situation escalated, as in Chem-
nitz, a city in Saxony, where migrants were hunted down. 
While the pogroms in Rostock and Hoyerswerda mainly 
involved young people, the middle-aged were now out on 
the streets. Yesterday’s youth movement has given rise to 
a militant scene in Germany that can look back on almost 
30 years of racist violence.

The pogroms of 1992 were met with demonstrations and 
candle-light vigils, and effective resistance came mainly 
from antifascists and the migrants themselves. A change 
in recent years, brought about by the arrival of thousands 
of refugees in 2015, led to the so-called “welcome culture” 
and demonstrations in 2018 with tens of thousands of par-
ticipants, organized by groups including the nationwide 
alliance #unteilbar (“inseparable”), #ausgehetzt in Bavar-
ia, and Welcome United. These movements are also the 
fruit of the struggles and debates in the 1990s. 

Faded memories, super�cial 
investigations, �les destroyed long ago – 

many murders remain unresolved

A CULTURE OF VIOLENCE AND MURDER
Victims killed by right-wing violence since 1990 in Germany

cases per year

cases in each state
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It is unclear how many people have 
been killed in Germany by right-wing 
violence since 1990. The Amadeu 
Antonio Foundation counts 188 cases 
and 12 suspected cases up to 2017. A 
team from the “Tagesspiegel” and “Zeit 
Online” newspapers has compiled a 
total of 169 cases from investigations 
by the Foundation and several other 
initiatives; in another 61 cases, there 
were indications that the perpetrators 
had a right-wing motivation. The Fed-
eral Criminal Agency counted only 75 
cases up to 2015; the figures are rising 
slowly as old files are checked, but 
the definition of “politically motivated 
crime” is still far too narrow to reflect 
the right-wing culture of violence.
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W hen you arrive in a new country, you need 
someone to show you the ropes. You can usual-
ly get help from compatriots who have arrived 

before you. They provide accommodation, orientation, 
protection and sometimes work for those that follow 
them. This is true both for migrant workers as well as for 
political refugees: someone is almost always there. So-
cial, economic and political structures and networks ex-
ist between countries of origin and destination that assist 
those who travel.

How migrants organize and support each other gen-
erally depends on the relationships and circumstances 
in their home countries. The traditional diaspora organ-
izations helped each other out and advocated for new ar-
rivals to be granted residence permits. Examples are the 
Kurds and the opponents of the Chilean dictator Augusto 
Pinochet who fled to Western Europe to escape violence 
or imprisonment.

A new refugee movement started in Germany in the 
1990s. These refugees did not abandon their links to their 
home countries, but nor did they divide up by ethnici-

ty. They regarded their broader solidarity and the criti-
cism of Germany’s responsibility for the situation in their 
home countries as a means of continuing their oppo-
sition while in exile. The slogan of the Caravan for the 
Rights of Refugees, one of the groups founded during this 
period, was “We are here because you have destroyed our 
countries”.

This changed again in 2012, with yet another new gen-
eration of the refugee movement. The refugees continued 
to address the causes of flight and spoke about the theft 
of raw materials, wars and climate injustice. But they did 
so with a view to the developing world as a whole, rather 
than their individual countries of origin: the right to stay 
should be correspondingly broad, they said.

Refugees in Germany achieved a string of improve-
ments between 1994 and 2012, by organizing themselves 
and striking alliances with other civil society groups. 
Bans on employment were loosened and levels of social 
support were raised. Irregular migrant workers in Spain 
achieved similar gains. Irregular migration usually entails 
irregular work: risky and subject to wage fraud, repres-
sion and the use of force, as in the agricultural sector in 
southern Spain. Since the 1990s, the often-undocument-
ed workers in the vegetable plantations of Andalusia have 
come together in the trade union SOC-SAT, and have been 
able to make considerable improvements in their situa-
tion, prevent termination of their employment, and se-
cure higher wages.

Collective political action is often the most impor-
tant goal of migrants’ organizations. In the US, millions 

MIGRANT ORGANIZATIONS

LEARNING THE ROPES

Contract workers in East 
Germany stayed for just 
a few years. They were 
segregated, had little 
contact with Germans and 
were not permitted to form 
organizations 

Migrants are o�en portrayed as helpless 
and in need of protection – or hopelessly 
divided along national, ethnic,  
linguistic and religious lines. That is far 
from the truth. In reality, they help  
each other when in need, and help those 
who come a�er them.

ISOLATED AND UNDER CONTROL
Foreigners in East Germany by nationality, 1989
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downed their tools on 1 May 2006 to protest the tightening 
of immigration laws. Many restaurants and businesses 
run by immigrants stayed closed. The same happened on 
1 March 2010 in Europe, when thousands of migrants in 
Italy and France went on strike under the motto “24 hours 
without us”.

The conflicts in the US and Europe are the same. West-
ern societies are sealing off their social systems. But they 
still need cheap labour and employ migrants as cleaners, 
carers, construction workers and farmhands, all of whom 
are largely denied any social and political rights.

Forms of collective solidarity are to be found every-
where along migration routes, and where migrant flows 
pause. Informal networks of people who help each oth-
er in everyday life have formed in places like the woods 
of Nador in Morocco, where many Africans wait for the 
chance to get into the Spanish exclave of Melilla. Net-
works also form in places where people are forced to 
return. For instance, refugees from central African coun-
tries, deported from Spain to Mali in West Africa who 
are too deeply in debt to go back to their home villages, 
where they fear being branded as failures. In Bamako, the 
capital of Mali, they founded ARACEM, an association to 
improve their situation, which is extremely precarious in 
terms of accommodation, food and medical and psycho-
social support.

Togolese migrants had similar problems after they 
were deported from Europe when a particularly repressive 
phase of the ruling Eyedéma clan ended in the late 1990s. 
They founded the Association of Deportees from Togo, or 
ATE, to find practical ways to deal with the failure of their 
migration project. Today they advise young Togolese who 
have been flown back from Libyan internment camps in 
chartered planes without their ever having set foot in Eu-
rope or having had a chance to earn money there.

Sometimes relatives form alliances because this is 
the last chance they have to find out what has happened 
to their lost children. In Tunisia it is the mothers of the 
“Harraga”, the young North Africans who wanted to cross 
the Mediterranean and have not been heard from since. 
In Mexico, on 14 May 2018, the “Caravan of Mothers of 
Missing Migrants” went along part of the Mexican migra-
tion route, searching for news of their children in twelve 
states. At a summit in Mexico City at the end of 2018, the 
mothers and other relatives from Latin America and Af-
rica discussed how to obtain information and the right 
to search for their sons and daughters who have disap-
peared. 

The “caravans” of migrants from Central America 
began getting a lot of attention only a�er the Mexican 

border became a major political issue in the USA

WAYS OF HOPE
Main routes of migrant “caravans” from northern Central America through Mexico to the US border
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Migrant “caravans” have attracted attention 
for several years. Hunger and malnutrition, 
forced recruitment into drugs gangs and 
very high murder rates spur hundreds, and 
then thousands, of people to set off. The 
routes themselves are dangerous, especially 
those in the east. The western route to 
Tijuana is significantly longer but safer. 
Most “caravans” disband before they reach 
the US border. Poverty in the highly unequal 
societies of Central America is a consequence 
of US “backyard politics” that combines 
political interference, military force and close 
cooperation with the region’s conservatives.
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I n the early summer of 2018, the new right-wing pop-
ulist government of Italy ordered the country’s ports 
to be closed to rescue ships belonging to nongovern-

ment organizations. By doing so, it has put a stop to the 
civilian rescue missions in the central Mediterranean. In 
response, numerous leaders of European cities, includ-
ing Barcelona, Berlin, Palermo and Naples, declared 
their jurisdictions to be cities of refuge. Naples has a 
deeply rooted tradition of solidarity, said the mayor, Lui-
gi de Magistris.

Various networks of “solidarity cities” have been 
formed in Europe since 2015. The first such place in mod-
ern times was in fact a village. On 1 July 1998, a boat with 
200 refugees landed near Riace, on the coast of Calabria 
in the “toe” of southern Italy. The refugees came from 
the Kurdish areas of Iraq, Syria and Turkey. At the time, 
Riace, a small commune with around 2,000 inhabitants, 
was in danger of turning into a ghost town, because ever 
more residents were moving away to bigger cities in Italy 
or abroad. The mayor, Domenico Lucano, welcomed the 

refugees into his village and began to revitalize Riace. But 
in October 2018, the Italian authorities arrested him, ac-
cusing him of “facilitating illegal immigration”. Though 
he has since been released from custody, he was barred 
from entering Riace for several months. His trial began in 
April 2019.

A model for the European networks may be the 500-
plus North American “Sanctuary Cities”. This movement, 
which includes Toronto, Los Angeles, New York as well 
as many other cities and rural districts, developed in the 
1980s. Spurred by the protests of refugees from the wars 
in Central America, a number of mayors and city gov-
ernments forbade their local authorities and police from 
cooperating with federal immigration officials in Wash-
ington. This made, and continues to make, deportations 
considerably more difficult.

Some local authorities are concerned about much 
more than merely protecting people from being deport-
ed. Cities such as New York and San Francisco issue their 
own municipal identify papers, so-called “city IDs”. They 
make it easier for people without regularized residence 
status to deal with the local authorities, for example to 
register their children at a public school or sign a rental 
contract. But since President Trump took office in 2016, 
these cities have been under political pressure. The 
Trump Administration repeatedly threatens to cut off 
their funding if they refuse to cooperate with the author-
ities in pursuing and deporting undocumented individ-
uals.

In Europe, the cities that offer solidarity and refuge are 
mainly in the United Kingdom, Germany, Switzerland and 
around the Mediterranean. Some of them are members of 
“Solidarity Cities”, a network of European municipal gov-
ernments. The network is not an activist initiative, it is a 
political forum. The members are mainly port cities such 
as Barcelona, Naples, Palermo, Thessaloniki and Athens. 
The alliance demands that the European Commission 
increase funding for social infrastructure in those cities 
where, because of their geographic location, most refu-
gees arrive or already live.

Grassroots activists are also doing all they can to sup-
port the solidarity cities. In 2017, refugee councils, migrant 

SOLIDARITY CITIES

A COUNTERWEIGHT 
TO XENOPHOBIA

Solidarity Cities are an informal network 
in which European cities exchange views on 
local responses to the situation of refugees

Refugees not only have rights; they also 
enrich the society and economy of the 
places where they settle. Enlightened 
local politicians recognize this. They 
provide a much-needed counterweight to 
the shrill tones of populists that call  
for yet more deportations.

SOLIDARITY CITIES
Association of city governments 
in Europe, 2019
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organizations, left-wing movements, urban NGOs, church 
groups and scientists in numerous German and Swiss 
cities called an alternative network into being. Its name, 
“Solidarity City” is almost identical. The various marine 
rescue missions provide international connections. The 
aims include the direct acceptance of refugees and a stop 
to deportations, as well as the wider democratization of 
urban life. 

What initially appear to be two separate topics – EU 
border policies and social rights in cities – are in fact 
closely connected. Solidarity cities are experimenting 
with innovative ideas such as municipal IDs. They want to 
decouple the exercise of rights from citizenship. In doing 
so, they at least implicitly strengthen the right to inter-
national freedom of movement and seek to apply global 
social rights in the local political sphere. Not least, the 
solidarity cities create a democratic counterweight to the 
growing strength of right-wing populist parties in nation-
al governments in the EU.

This is especially clear in the Charter of Palermo, for-
mulated by its mayor, Leoluca Orlando, in 2015. This char-
ter has since been referred to by many solidarity cities in 
Europe. The Charter calls for the abolition of residence 

permits, and for civil and social rights to be linked to the 
place of residence instead of depending on a person’s of-
ficial status. People should have an unconditional right 
to international mobility: “Everyone should instead be 
recognized as having the right to choose where to live, the 
right to live better and not to die”. 

Half of the US population lives 
in “Sanctuary Cities” or in 

participating counties and states

More and more cities, towns and districts 
are turning against Europe’s isolationist policies 

and want to provide safe havens for migrants

SANCTUARY CITIES
North American cities, states and counties, selected, 2019

 Canadian cities with over 500,000 inhabitants 
 US states
 US cities with over 1 million inhabitants
 US counties with over 1 million inhabitants
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In the US, well over 500 cities, 
counties and states refuse 
to cooperate with the federal 
government’s Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement agency. 
They – and their counterparts 
in Canada – offer services to 
undocumented migrants
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S ome called it the “refugee crisis”. Others were
more positive, calling it the “long summer of mi-
gration”, a period that began when more than a 

million people crossed the borders of the European Union 
in 2015/16. Many of these new arrivals pushed on to reach 
the heart of the continent. They were met by a myriad of 
initiatives to support them. In Germany, the readiness to 
help was dubbed the “Willkommenskultur”, the “wel-
come culture”. The German migration researcher, Werner 
Schiffauer, estimates that by mid-2016, some 15,000 pro-
jects had been set up in Germany in connection with refu-
gees, drawing in over five million people. Similar projects 
appeared in other countries in Europe.

The project members organized themselves in an at-
tempt to provide the new arrivals with access to infor-
mation, education, accommodation, health care, work 
and community life. According to a study by the Berlin 
Institute for Integration and Migration Research, or BIM, 

their goal was to help others and smooth their way into 
a new life. Because of the situation in Syria, locals had 
a different attitude towards the new wave of refugees as 
compared with migrants in previous years. Volunteers 
over the age of fifty, in particular, had a greater-than-av-
erage understanding of war as a cause of flight, the study 
found.

Through their practical work and personal connec-
tions, many volunteers realized that asylum procedures 
could be very difficult, and what it meant for someone to 
leave their homeland and experience racism. Such real-
izations also transformed their feelings of solidarity and 
compassion for individual fates into critical opinions to-
wards government migration and border-control policies. 
Many volunteers saw their commitment as an expression 
of their opposition to xenophobia: 90 percent of the vol-
unteers questioned by BIM said they wanted to send a sig-
nal against racial discrimination.

A problem with the “welcome culture” was that the 
government withdrew from its responsibilities. Activist 
jumped in to fill the gaps – as in Berlin, the German capi-
tal, where assistance for the new arrivals was inadequate. 

CIVIL SOCIETY

FROM SYMPATHY 
TO SOLIDARITY

For more than one-third of the volunteers in the many 
initiatives to help refugees, this was the �rst time they 

had ever become involved in civil society actions

Activists throughout Europe have long 
agitated for the rights of migrants and 
refugees. But their numbers were small – 
until the summer of 2015, when the  
in�ux of people across Europe’s borders 
stimulated an outpouring of sympathy, 
practical help, and political engagement.

MAJOR MOBILIZATION
Share of helpers in Germany who were 
not active elsewhere before their voluntary 
work with refugees
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This was clearly recognizable to many of the helpers who 
accused the state of deliberate failure.

Politically motivated movements of solidarity with mi-
grants had long existed on the left of the political spec-
trum. These activists expressed their fundamental criti-
cism of global injustice via slogans and networks such as 
“No one is illegal”. They did not see migrants as passive 
victims, but as active political players who were ready to 
resist oppression. Many of the new activists found the al-
lies they needed to hinder deportations in this anti-racist 
European scene. Back in 1999, the campaign “Deporta-
tion Class” had protested against deportation flights by 
Lufthansa, the German flag carrier.

The older generation of solidarity groupings was of-
ten at the forefront along the Balkan route during the long 
summer of migration. They organized accommodation, 
food and medical care, documented the force used by 
the police, and offered direct help for people to escape, 
for example during the “march of hope” from Hungary to 
Austria and Germany in September 2015. The march itself, 
however, was initiated and carried out mainly by the mi-
grants themselves.

Since then, a close degree of cooperation has devel-
oped between the older and younger generations who 
show solidarity with the migrants. Since the refugee 
strikes and marches that began in 2012, and especial-
ly since the summer of migration in 2015, an increasing 
number of civil society groups have become involved. 
These are groups that were not necessarily on the left of 
the political spectrum, or were not regarded as being part 
of the “migrant-solidarity” scene. These included many 
churches, trade unions, schools and even companies that 
have taken political action to prevent deportations. They 
have been able to take advantage of strategies developed 
by political activists over several decades.

New forms of solidarity with migrants are also appear-
ing around the Mediterranean. Since 2014, ships belong-
ing to several nongovernmental organizations have man-
aged to save tens of thousands of people from drowning. 
Governments have criminalized them for their actions. A 
big Europe-wide movement has formed in protest; surely, 
it insists, saving lives cannot be a crime. Together with the 
nongovernment organizations, emergency phone opera-
tors from Europe and Africa staff a hotline that people can 
call at any time of the day or night if they are in distress at 
sea. That makes it impossible for state actors such as the 
coastguard to ignore the refugees’ emergency calls.

Such direct interventions are expressions of a new, 
more radical form of solidarity. They transcend national 
boundaries and go beyond both humanitarian motives 
and aid for integration. 

When Italy ended its rescue mission “Mare Nostrum” 
at the end of 2014, private rescue ships took over. Many 

were �nanced from Germany and Spain

 Aquarius, 77 m
(since August 2018 Aquarius 2), 2016–2018 
chartered by SOS Méditerranée, over 10,000 people 
rescued

 Bourbon Argos, 69 m     Phoenix, 40 m
Bourbon Argos: operated from 2015 to 2017 by MSF 
and Migrant Offshore Aid Station (MOAS, Malta); 
Phoenix: since 2014 for MOAS in the Mediterranean, 
since 2017 in the Bay of Bengal

 VOS Hestia, 59 m
from 2016 to 2018 in action as rescue ship of the NGO 
Save the Children, Berlin

 Iuventa, 33 m
2016/17 in action for “Jugend rettet”, Berlin

 Minden, 23 m
2016/17 in action for the nonprofit LifeBoat gGmbh, 
Hamburg

 Open Arms, 37 m
2017 to 2018 in action for the Spanish NGO Proactiva 
Open Arms

 Aita Mari, 32 m
since 2018 in operation in the Aegean for SMH, Spain

 VOS Prudence, 75 m
2017 deployed for Doctors Without Borders, Belgium

 Mare Jonio, 37 m
Observation vessel of Mediterranea Saving Humans, 
also rescue at sea

 Sea-Eye, 26 m     Alan Kurdi, 39 m
Sea-Eye: 2015 to 2018 in service for the Sea-Eye 
Association, Regensburg; Alan Kurdi: since 2018 in 
service for Sea-Eye in cooperation with Proem-Aid, 
Spain, first as Professor Albrecht Penck

 Seefuchs, 27 m     Sea-Watch 3, 50 m
Seefuchs: purchased 2017 by Sea-Eye, in service 
until 2018; Sea-Watch 3: purchased 2015 by Doctors 
Without Borders, Spain, and in service as Dignity I, 
taken over 2017 by Sea-Watch

 Mare Liberum, 21 m
2015 purchased as Sea-Watch by the Sea-Watch 
Association, Berlin, and used in the Mediterranean; 
handed over as Mare Liberum to the Mare 
Liberum Association, Berlin to observe coastguards 
in the Aegean

 Lifeline, 32 m
Purchased 2015 by the Sea-Watch Association, 
Berlin, and operated as Sea-Watch 2; sold 2016 to the 
NGO Mission Lifeline, Dresden, and used until 2018

Since summer 2018, political pressure has led to 
confiscations, flag withdrawals, port bans and threats 
of punishment against those responsible for ships; 
as a result, several operators have had to suspend 
or stop their rescue missions.
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SURVIVING ON DONATIONS
Ships of nongovernment organizations 
used for rescues at sea, with vessel length
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No modern society, no current nation-state, 
and no major city would exist without migration.

from: CROSSING BORDERS, BREAKING BOUNDARIES, page 11

What women need is not just e ective protection, 
but the same rights as everyone else.

 from: I AM STRONG, I AM WOMAN, page 31

Western societies need cheap labour and employ migrants 
as cleaners, carers, construction workers and farmhands. 

from: LEARNING THE ROPES, page 43

The positions of the various EU governments di er only in their 
wishes as to how repressive the migration policies should be.

From: UNPREPARED AND UNCOORDINATED, page 31
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