
 

 

 

Key decisions on refugee crisis in Europe (presented to the EPSU 
Executive Committee 3-4 November 2015) 

 
The refugee crisis is redefining Europe, but it is unclear what will prevail, solidarity, 
openness and integration or divisions, short-term egotism and xenophobia? 
   
The wave of protests, spontaneous initiatives by civil society and some local authorities to 
support refugees and finally the picture of a dead Syrian child, Alan Kurdi, on the Turkish shores 
after a failed attempt to reach Greece, forced EU leaders to act. After the torpor of the summer, 
the EU held five council meetings on the refugee crisis within the past 6 weeks including with 
leaders of Western Balkans and Turkey. A meeting with African governments is due to take 
place on 11-12 November (Valetta conference on migration). 
 
Governments eventually agreed that EU member states where most refugees first arrive – at 
the moment, Italy, Greece and Hungary – cannot be left alone, which is progress.  But the 
scope of the decisions however is not as far reaching as it seems and remains short-term.   
 
The question of resources in public services to secure decent reception of refugees remains 
central. Some EU financial support has been earmarked and is welcome but the amount pales 
into insignificance compared the € trillions of state aids deployed to save national banks over a 
very short time. Some national budgetary flexibility will be allowed regarding compliance with 
the EU stability and growth pact although the exact details are not yet available. 
 
EU leaders also reconfirmed the shifting of EU responsibilities on asylum processing to third 
countries such as Turkey and did not address the establishment of much needed safe,  legal 
channels for migration and asylum to the EU. There is a considerable risk that more lives will be 
lost as countries intensify their border control measures, forcing refugees and asylum-seekers 
to resort increasingly to irregular means in their search for safety. 
 
The decisions also entail further European integration regarding border guards, administrations 
processing asylum requests, reception centres, with  direct implications for EPSU members. 
 
EPSU and PSI issued two statements before and after the extraordinary Justice and Home 
affairs Council of 14 September calling for a fair sharing of resettlement of refugees across the 
EU supported by sufficiently staffed public services. The statements did not take a position on 
the relevance of “quotas” but did express support for the UNHCR call to relocate up to 200 000 
refugee places in Europe. 
 
The  ETUC Congress emergency motion of 30 September, that took up our concerns regarding 
public services and reiterated the need to overhaul the Dublin rules, welcomed the Council’s 
relocation scheme but called for hosting more refugees from outside the EU. It also reaffirmed 
equal treatment for  refugees in the labour market.  
 
The ETUC will host a conference in Zagreb on the refugee crisis on 18 December which will 
coincide with International Migrants Day. The ETUC Executive Committee of 28 October 
encourages affiliates to use this day as an opportunity to draw attention to the situation of 
refugees in their country. It will also be an opportunity, in line with EPSU 2014 congress 
resolutions, to call upon European governments to ratify the UN 1990 Convention on protection 
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of all migrant workers (only Albania, Azerbaijan; BH; Kirgizstan; Tajikistan and Turkey have 
ratified the Convention). 
 
What EU leaders have decided so far 
 
Relocation within the EU and resettlement from outside the EU 
The EU agreed to relocate across EU member states (except the UK), over two years, 160 000 
refugees from Italy and Greece and other Member States most affected by the refugee crisis 
other than Hungary that refused to be part of the EU-funded relocation scheme. This is welcome 
including late acknowledgement of the Western Balkan asylum route which had been neglected.  
 
Importantly the scheme concerns only nationals of Syria, Iraq and Eritrea (on the basis that they 
have a 75% chance on average in the EU to be granted refugee status according to Eurostat). It  
leaves out other nationals with a legitimate expectation to refugee status. It sits uneasily with the 
UN 1951 refugee Geneva convention on asylum that provides for an individual right to asylum 
and an individual assessment. 
 
The relocation will be carried out according to criteria of  population size, GDP and average 
number of past asylum applications. A total EU budget of €780 M has been earmarked 
(beneficiary countries will get € 6000 per relocated person). Countries benefiting from the 
relocation, i.e. Italy and Greece, will receive €500 per relocated person to cover transport costs 
to the country of relocation.  
 
Asylum seekers will not have the right to move to another Member State than the one they have 
been relocated to. There is no indication that relocation preferences of asylum seekers will be 
taken into account as EPSU/PSI and ETUC called for.  Some authorities are already reported to 
have huge difficulties  identifying  potential beneficiaries among the refugees who have entered 
the EU this year, because most refuse to be registered at the point of entry in Greece or Italy 
and refuse to be “relocated” arbitrarily. 
 
The UK opt out of the scheme was condemned by the ETUC Congress last September. 
Although Denmark and Ireland have a general opt out of EU Home and Justice Affairs, they will 
both opt-in. Norway and Switzerland will participate in the relocation scheme. 
 
The Council agreed to resettle, through multilateral and national schemes only 22 504 
displaced persons from outside the EU in need of international protection. 
 
The welcome but short-lived decision by Germany, early September, to suspend the Dublin 
rules, as we called for, raised hopes for a fairer policy on asylum. However, in the end the 
Dublin rules will remain the baseline system, out of the  fear of  “asylum shopping in the EU”. 
This  in contradiction with the agreed relocation scheme and the  “hotspot” approach ( see 
below) 
 
The  agreed figures both for the relocation and resettlement schemes are higher than initially 
planned, but they remain low compared to the  643 000 people who have arrived on  EU 
borders since the start of the year mainly from Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, Eritrea, Somalia.  

Despite those low numbers, the UNHR warned that the reception conditions must be adequate 
to the task, or else the relocation programme agreed may fail.   

Further, it remains unclear how EU leaders will  anticipate and prepare the arrival of more 
people seeking asylum in Europe as the wars in Syria and Iraq, as well as conflict and instability 
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in Afghanistan, Eritrea, Nigeria or in Ukraine are unlikely to be solved in the near future.  It is 
reminded that the number of people seeking protection in Europe  represents a  small minority 
of the  total displaced population in the world who seek refuge, primarily, in neighbouring 
countries, such  as Turkey, Jordan and Lebanon who currently host over 4 million Syrian 
refugees. 
 
Strengthening external border controls/EU border guards:  
EPSU, PSI and ETUC have long criticized the disproportionate emphasis of EU 
migration/asylum policy on border control and security compared to the  social,  economic and 
political dimension. This remains the case. 
 
Frontex operations have been further expanded with the establishment of a European Border 
and Coast Guard System including further deployment of Rapid Border Intervention Team.  19  
European countries will provide 291 border guards to Frontex to be immediately deployed to 
work in hotspots Greece and Italy (775  recruitments of border guards was initially announced). 
 
The  Frontex mandate has  been enlarged to include the right to organize joint return operation 
(i.e. deportation) on its own initiative and regarding the acquisition of travel documents for 
“returnees”. Member States  also agreed to  create a dedicated “return office” within Frontex in 
order to scale up support to Member States in implementing the EU return directive. 
 
EPSU has been invited by the ETUC to a meeting at Frontex offices in Warsaw, to discuss 
concerns regarding training of border guards, application of international and EU standards on 
asylum, scope of mandate. A date will soon be confirmed. 
 
Hotspots 
This is a central  measure as Berlin and Brussels have insisted that without functioning 
hotspots,  there will be no sharing of refugees.  
 
Hotspots are distribution centres for frontline countries - for now Greece and Italy - where EU 
support will be provided to identify, register, fingerprint and receive applicants for international 
protection or economic migration and at the same time ensure relocation and returns. 
Headquarters have been set up in Catania and Piraeus.  
 
The EU support will be provided mainly via Frontex and EASO, Malta-based European Asylum 
Support Office. According to the Commission the EU agencies will be complementary to one 
another. Those claiming asylum would be channeled into an asylum procedure where EASO 
support teams help process asylum cases. For those not in need of protection Frontex will help 
coordinating return of irregular migrants. Europol will assist the host MS with investigations to 
dismantle smuggling and trafficking networks. The funding of the three EU agencies has been 
increased by €1.3 million ( Frontex is by large the most staffed and resourced agency). 
 
Again, the fact that a minority of people arriving in Greece are being registered there and that 
the country does not have the rudimentary electronic equipment needed to carry out the finger-
printing will clearly be problematic. 
 
Common EU list of safe countries of origin 
A list was proposed by the Commission to fast track asylum procedures for nationals of 
countries that are presumed safe to live in,  based on the Copenhagen criteria for EU 
membership i.e. democracy, the rule of law, and fundamental rights. It should apply to potential 
candidate countries in the Western Balkans, in view of their progress made towards candidate 
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status. Such lists are not  in line with UN Geneva convention that provides for an individual right 
to asylum, not based on the country of origin. 
 
Readmission with third countries 
Interior ministers called for the more forceful pursuit of “readmission” agreements with 
third countries, mainly in Africa, compelling them to take back unwanted migrants and using 
development funding, visa policies and other instruments to coerce them into compliance. The 
EU already has 17 readmission agreements with various countries although they would be only 
partly observed.   
 
A specific  EU-Turkey action plan has been agreed. It  includes a series of measures aimed at 
preventing further arrivals of irregular migrants to Turkey and irregular departures from Turkey 
to the EU through combating smuggling and increased border enforcement cooperation with  
Greece and Bulgaria. The plan also includes assistance to support hosting of Syrian and Iraqi 
refugees and intensify search and rescue operations at sea. In exchange, the Commission 
announced the possible reallocation of up to €1 trillion in the funding for Turkey and that the EU 
accession process would be reenergized. 
 
Whilst it is important to support capacity-building in non-EU countries to fairly process and 
humanely host asylum seekers it should complement EU efforts, not be a substitute for EU 
governments which must uphold their obligations under international and EU law.  EPSU and 
PSI have also raised strong objections to  bilateral deals with countries with  a poor record on 
human rights. 
 
An ETUC/ITUC statement will be sent to EU and African leaders in view of a conference on 
migration  on 11-12 November. 
 
Rights of asylum-seekers 
The EPSU/PSI statement of 11 September reminded of the poor application in Member States 
of EU minimum common standards regarding temporary protection in case of mass arrivals of 
refugees,  asylum procedures, material conditions of reception, access to employment, housing, 
social welfare or means of subsistence,  medical treatment, education for minors, family 
reunification and guarantees for access to asylum procedures.   
 
On asylum-seekers’ right to work, the situation varies tremendously across member states. It is  
reminded that  Member States cannot deny applicants for asylum access to the labour market 
and vocational training six months after they have lodged their application.  Although EC 
president Juncker, recently said he was strongly in favour of allowing asylum seekers to work 
whilst their applications are being processed, this has not been addressed in the various 
Council meetings. 
 
Legal, safe channels for migration/asylum 
To establish safe legal channels for both asylum and economic migration to the EU  has been a 
long standing  demand of EPSU, PSI and ETUC as well as the UNHCR, to  prevent further 
deaths, curb smuggling industry and to simply implement the right to asylum.  
 
This was not addressed by Council which instead reaffirmed its commitment to  fighting irregular 
migration and people smuggling mainly through security or even military means.  
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Juncker in his state of the Union speech,  used  Europe’s  demographic decline as an argument 
that “migration must change from a problem  to  a well-managed resource”. The Commission 
will come forward with a legal migration package in early 2016.  
 
Resources 
On 30 September, the Commission announced the earmarking of  €1.7 billion for the rest of the 
year and 2016 to tackle the refugee crisis ( funds to be matched by member sates). It will cover 
emergency assistance to most affected member states, increased staffing at front line EU 
agencies, and assistance ( including for returning unwanted migrants and for  asylum 
processing) and aid to third countries.  The EU mix of   assistance and development aid with 
security,  control borders and return of unwanted migrants or failed asylum-seekers is a 
concern. It would be worthwhile examining more closely how much money will actually support 
the goals of quality reception and inclusion. The breakdown on the EC website is not 
comprehensive enough to draw any conclusions at this stage, see http://europa.eu/rapid/press-
release_IP-15-5729_en.htm. It is also important to look at the EU agencies budgets, for 
instance the  Frontex budget in 2014 was €97.9 million ( 8 more million than in 2012), compared 
to EASO’s budget of 15 Million. 
 
EPSU work on migration and asylum 
In addition to the abovementioned policy statements, more specific work has been or is being 
carried out  
 
  Trade unions and migrant workers’rights: a research ( 2010)  for EPSU complied 

information on actions taken by affiliates to support, defend, organise via campaign or 
collective bargaining migrant workers and to  oppose racism and xenophobia. It may be 
worth updating the research.  PSI is currently  involved in a project with  ILO-Moscow 
support, to help exchange good union practices and policies on migrant workers. A meeting 
will be held on 25-27 November in Armenia with a focus on health  and LRG.  EPSU also 
took part in the ETUC unionmigantnet project that has established an online European 
Network of Assistance for Integration of Migrant Workers and their Families. The EPSU 
2014 Congress resolution on migrant workers also commits us to promote the ratification of 
the UN Convention on the rights of migrant workers and their families. 
 

 quality of administrations dealing with residency/work permits.  This work started in 
2010 in the framework of a Euromed project with a research and series of meetings in Italy, 
Spain, Romania and France. This was an innovative piece of work as very little research 
was available regarding the quality of service in those administrations dealing with migration 
request, the resources allocated to those services and working conditions. Clearly a good 
administration is a critical first step towards integration. This work has been useful to agree 
common demands. It also helped prepare discussions with the employers in the social 
dialogue committee for central government on services dealing with asylum requests, as 
part of the implementation of the Agreement for a quality administration. More work on this 
with the employers is in the pipeline  
 

 Border guards: at the initiative of the Finnish border guards union, a meeting was held in 
2010 with a number of affiliates, from Nordic, Baltic and the UK, to exchange views on 
working conditions and developments with a common border guard policy in Europe. This 
was followed by a meeting with Frontex in 2012 on the common training programme. A 
meeting with Frontex  is currently being sought by the ETUC to which EPSU will be invited. 
The involvement of Frontex in deportation of migrants is clearly a concern. 

 

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-15-5729_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-15-5729_en.htm
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 Local and regional government: A number of local and regional authorities have taken 
good and bad local initiatives - challenges are mostly linked to reception, housing and local 
integration. The work on migration started with the “Future of the Workplace project- 
providing high quality, modern and sustainable jobs within local government” in October 
2012 in the context of the EU Social Dialogue.  A first report was published in EN, FR, DE, 
ES, CZ about the national context of unions and employers for promoting employment for 
migrants (social dialogue, collective bargaining) @ http://www.epsu.org/a/1075.  A set of 
Joint Guidelines “Migration and Strengthening anti-discrimination in Local and Regional 
Governments” were adopted in September 2014 (http://www.epsu.org/a/9032) by EPSU and 
CEMR. This work continues with a  focus  on implementation of joint guidelines on 
integration of migrants. It is supported by an ongoing research by Jane Lethbridge looking at 
the current EU situation in relation to migration policies, their potential effect on local and 
regional government, effect of austerity policies on migrants,  quality of integration for 
migrant workers into municipal workplaces, identification of  barriers to inter-mobility 
between public sector in different countries. A joint meeting will take place in January in 
Berlin. For more information see the Local Government WorkPlan 
(http://www.epsu.org/a/11165) 

 
 Health services: PSI and EPSU have done extensive advocacy and negotiating  work 

regarding the ethical recruitment of nurses and establishment of global guidelines based on 
those agreed by the EU social dialogue committee for the hospital sector 
(http://www.epsu.org/a/8893). Recent examples are a seminar jointly organised by WEMOS 
and EPHA at the European Parliament on 5 May 2015 (http://www.epsu.org/a/11209) and 
EPSU signing of the Call to Action of the “Health Workers for All Project 
(http://www.epsu.org/a/11569).  
 

http://www.epsu.org/a/1075
http://www.epsu.org/a/8893
http://www.epsu.org/a/11209
http://www.epsu.org/a/11569

