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BERLIN: German Chancellor Angela Merkel won acco-
lades for her stunning call on September 4, 2015 to keep
open Germany’s doors to hundreds of thousands of asylum
seekers, many fleeing war-torn Syria or Iraq. Three years
on, scenes of far-right protesters chasing down foreigners
in a German city have shocked the world. All of Europe has
seen a sea-change since the migration crisis erupted.

Britain is now just months away from quitting the
European Union, the far-right is sharing power in both
Italy and Austria, while right-wing extremist group AfD
has become the biggest opposition party in Germany’s
parliament. If there is a common denominator for these
upheavals in European politics, it is the migration crisis
seized upon by pro-Brexiters and far-right forces across
Europe as the public enemy in their campaigns.

Despite her “we can do it” rally cry, Merkel has since
agreed to toughening restrictions to curb new arrivals,
while the EU as a bloc is seeking to stop migrants landing
on its soil. As a result, the influx has slowed considerably.
In Germany, which recorded 745,545 asylum applications
in 2016, just 93,316 were registered for the first half of this
year. Some headway also appears to have been made on
integration. One in four asylum seekers who arrived in
Germany since 2015 have since found work, according to
data released in May by the employment ministry’s think-
tank IAB. Nevertheless, “migration remains the biggest

challenge” for the bloc, noted Stefan Lehne, visiting pro-
fessor at Carnegie Europe. “While the numbers of arrivals
are down, the hysteria is up, as populist movements and a
growing number of mainstream politicians are building
their business model on anti-migration sentiments.”

In the most recent illustration of the deep-seated
resentment against newcomers, hundreds of mostly white
men gathered swiftly in the eastern German city of
Chemnitz, some attacking foreign-looking people, after
news circulated that a German man was stabbed to death
last Sunday, allegedly by an Iraqi and a Syrian. Across the
Atlantic, US President Donald Trump in June also poured
fuel on the burning topic: “Big mistake made all over

Europe in allowing millions of people in who have so
strongly and violently changed their culture!”

‘Fatal solvent of the EU?’ 
Some analysts warn that not only was Europe’s migra-

tion crisis not over, it could yet be the undoing of the EU
itself. Offering a pessimistic reading of the situation, British
historian Niall Ferguson wrote: “Far from leading to a
fusion, Europe’s migration crisis is leading to fission.
Increasingly I believe that the issue of migration will be
seen by future historians as the fatal solvent of the EU,”
the professor at Harvard predicted.

“In their accounts Brexit will appear as merely an early
symptom of the crisis.”  EU member states’ reaction to the
refugee influx has been dramatically different to that of the
financial crisis, which was marked by countries sacrificing
controls over the banking system to save the euro, Lehne
noted. “The response to the recent refugee crisis was just
the opposite,” with countries turning instead to national
measures. “This logic of re-nationalization, combined with
the rise of xenophobia and identity politics in many EU
countries, now hampers the development of robust collec-
tive instruments to deal with migration challenges,” he said.

‘Nationalist international’ 
The migration crisis has also unearthed a key fault-line

between western European nations and the former com-
munist bloc, with Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban
leading the east in flatly refusing to take in refugees. “Ten
years ago, the biggest problem in Europe was that western
Europeans were unhappy about EU expansion as they fear
job losses,” said Bulgarian political scientist Ivan Krastev
in an interview with Die Welt daily. “Today, eastern
Europeans feel they are the biggest losers.“

But he nevertheless voiced support for Merkel’s fateful
decision because leaving frontline nations Italy and Greece
alone to deal with the crisis in 2015 “would have been the
end of the EU”. Italy’s far-right interior minister Matteo
Salvini has repeatedly accused Europe of abandoning his
country.  Ahead of next year’s European parliament elec-
tions, the hardline minister has also aligned himself with the
right-wing “Visegrad” countries of the Czech Republic,
Poland, Austria and Hungary to form an anti-migration camp.

“The appearance of a ‘nationalist international’ will
hopefully trigger a counter-mobilisation of pro-European
political forces,” said Lehne, noting that this could in turn
spark a necessary healthy debate on the future of the EU.
“Such a debate involves risks, as major parts of the pub-
lic remain alienated from the EU, but it also could turn
into a catalyst for positive change. Some storms are nec-
essary to clear the air and provide a better view on what
the future holds.” — AFP 

Migrant crisis continues to haunt EU 
3 years later, Merkel’s decision has left Germany vulnerable 

ISTANBUL: Police in Istanbul on Saturday blocked a
weekly demonstration by Turkish mothers demanding
state accountability over the fate of relatives who disap-
peared in the 1980s and 1990s. The women known as the
“Saturday Mothers” have gathered almost every week
since 1995. But on Saturday police put up barricades
near their regular Galatasaray Square meeting place and
on the famous Istiklal Avenue to stop them assembling
following a ban by the Istanbul governor, an AFP pho-
tographer said.

Istanbul authorities had said the rally was banned
after calls to attend were made through social media
channels linked to the outlawed Kurdistan Workers Party
(PKK). As the mothers held carnations and images of the
disappeared, a press statement was read out describing
the ban as “arbitrary”, the photographer added. Activists
say hundreds disappeared allegedly at the hands of the
state, at a time when Turkey was fighting Kurdish mili-
tants as well as left-wing extremists.

The action by police came after security forces
forcibly dispersed the demonstration last week using
water cannon and fired tear gas. Dozens were detained as

the mothers marked their 700th weekly demonstration.
They were later released. The group is mainly made up of
mothers of victims. Their main demands include access to
documents in state archives to shed light on what hap-
pened to their relatives and for the statue of limitation to
be removed on political murders and forced disappear-
ances. The disappearances happened during political
instability following a 1980 military coup when many were
detained for political activism and also during the 1990s
insurgency by the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) for
self-rule in the Kurdish-dominated southeast. — AFP 

BERLIN: Supporters of the Seebruecke (sea bridge) movement pile up life vests during a demonstration for unhampered sea rescue of refugees in the Mediterranean Sea and for secure escape routes for migrants that was titled
“Seebruecke creates safe harbors” yesterday in front of the Brandenburg Gate. — AFP 

The influx
has slowed

considerably

Long reach of US 
sanctions hits 
Syria reconstruction
BEIRUT: As Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad attempts to
turn military success into postwar reconstruction, Western
sanctions are a major obstacle that could scare off foreign
companies. Syria has suffered immense physical destruc-
tion, while millions of workers have fled, been conscripted or
killed. A UN agency estimates the war has cost $388 billion.

Extensive reconstruction still looks far off. Assad’s allies
Russia and Iran, as well as China, have made some invest-
ments in the country, but they cannot afford the cost of
rebuilding and want other countries to share the burden.
Western countries say they will not approve reconstruc-
tion funding for Syria, or drop sanctions, without a politi-
cal settlement. Meanwhile, sanctions are making it hard for
foreign companies to work there.

Although some have managed to do business in Syria,
the wide scope of the sanctions and broad US powers to
enforce them mean companies risk inadvertent breaches.
Most Western companies are steering clear. One that hopes
for future work in Syria, German pipe manufacturer
Ostendorf Kunststoffe, exhibited at an international trade
fair in Damascus and is building relationships with potential
customers. However, it has not agreed any contracts yet and
its local representative, Nabil Moughrabie, based in Beirut,
said the company was waiting for the political climate to

clear. “We have obstacles. There isn’t any direct shipping
from Germany to Syria. There are Syrian banks that cannot
receive any money from Europe, and European companies
that are afraid to receive any more from Syria,” he said.

US sanctions on Syria predate the crisis, but were
extended after Assad’s crackdown on protests in 2011 and
again as the country slid into war. The sanctions have
frozen the assets of the Syrian state and hundreds of com-
panies and individuals, including government figures, mili-
tary and security personnel and others accused of involve-
ment in making or using chemical weapons. They ban
exports, sales or supply of services, along with any new
investments, into Syria by any US person. They also bar
any dealings by US persons in Syrian oil and hydrocarbon
products, or their import into the United States.

US persons cannot finance or facilitate any transactions
by foreigners that would fall under sanctions if done by
Americans. European Union sanctions were imposed in
May 2011, for Syria’s “brutal repression and violation of
human rights”, and have been updated several times since.
They are not as sweeping as the US sanctions, but are still
extensive and include asset freezes, travel bans, trade
restrictions, financial sanctions and an arms embargo.

They bar trade in items that could be used militarily or
for repression, luxury goods, precious stones and metals
and equipment or technology for some oil and gas sectors
including exploration and production, refining and gas liq-
uefaction. The European sanctions also target Syria’s elec-
tricity network, banning EU companies from building pow-
er plants, supplying turbines or financing such projects. US
and EU sanctions include exceptions for humanitarian
supplies, and for items needed by United Nations missions
in Syria. — Reuters
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ISTANBUL: A woman attends a rally during the World
Peace day yesterday at Bakirkoy district. — AFP 


