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Policy Brief

In the election campaign, the topic of migration has been conspicuous 
mainly by its absence. However, this should not obscure the fact that the 
new federal government has difficult questions to answer: What model of 
responsibility-sharing is it seeking at the EU level to advance the stalled 
asylum reform? What about the EU-Turkey agreement? And what options 
are there to expand legal escape routes? In this policy brief, Lucas Rasche 
writes that an answer to these questions first needs a credible narrative of 
what a „European solution“ in migration policy can look like.

Introduction 

Negotiations to reform the common European asylum policy have been going 
on since 2016. So far without success. Even the Migration Pact presented by 
the Commission in September 2020 has done  little to change this. Despite the 
proposed model of ‚flexible solidarity‘, member states have yet to go beyond the 
lowest common denominator of a restrictive border policy. The next German 
government will hence continue having to deal with this complicated dossier. The 
current crises in Afghanistan and Belarus, as well as the upcoming negotiations 
on a continuation of the EU-Turkey statement, make clear how urgent the need 
for a clear way forward is. The development of a humane and orderly migration 
policy thus remains one of the main challenges for the new federal government. 

Nevertheless, migration has been mostly absent as a topic in the election 
campaign. A look back at the past election in 2017 and the success of the AfD 
suggests that concerns about a debate dominated by right-wing resentment 
prevented many parties from putting their preferences on migration at the 
forefront of the campaign. In addition, the number of asylum applications is now 
well below the levels of 2015 and 2016 (see Table 1). In fact, at no point in the 
past four years has it exceeded the immigration ceiling of 180,000 to 220,000 per 
year set out in the last coalition agreement. Even including those admitted via 
resettlement and family reunification, the coalition agreement’s objective that 

„a situation like 2015 will not be repeated“ was achieved. 

#btw21
#MigrationEU 
#Asylumreform 
#Resettlement 

https://www.spd.de/fileadmin/Dokumente/Koalitionsvertrag/Koalitionsvertrag_2018-2021_Bund_final.pdf
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Table 1: Number of asylum applications in Germany

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021
126.705 202.645 476.649 745.545 222.683 185.853 165.938 122.170 111.788

Sources: Eurostat; data for 2021 from BAMF including August. 

Now would therefore be a good time for the new coalition government to lead German - and 
thus also European - migration policy out of crisis mode, which has dominated the policy area 
since 2015, and to adapt it to new challenges. However, the new government faces a dilemma: 
On the one hand, citizens want a European solution. The vast majority of Germans are in favour 
of a system in which refugees are distributed equally among all 27 EU member states (64%). On 
the other hand, in a survey conducted by Diakonie, 62.5% of respondents are against accepting 
more refugees. 

The new German government must confront this dilemma with clear ideas on how a well-
structured refugee admission can be organised at the European level. In doing so, it will not 
convince the electorate with warnings of a repeat of 2015. Instead, it should develop a common 
narrative that outlines how a formative asylum and migration policy can succeed whilst respecting 
the rule of law. This task, however, raises difficult questions: Which model of responsibility sharing 
does the new government advocate to move negotiations on reforming the EU’s asylum system 
forward? What is being offered to third countries like Turkey in return for their cooperation with 
the EU? And is Germany prepared to expand its own humanitarian admission capacities and take 
on a leading role in refugee protection?

1. A „European solution“ requires political leadership

In the effort to reform the European asylum system, Germany has so far missed the opportunity 
to take on a credible leadership or mediating role. After taking in more than one million asylum 
seekers in the summer of 2015, the German government was a major player in the dispute over 
how to deal with the sudden increase in asylum applications. However, the subsequent shift 
towards a more restrictive asylum policy exemplified Germany‘s meandering strategy in EU 
migration policy. Germany’s approach has traditionally been geared more towards keeping the 
country’s share of asylum seekers low in comparison to other member states, rather than pushing 
towards a specific model of responsibility-sharing. A look at the asylum statistics in 2020 shows 
that Germany still registered most applications in absolute terms (see Table 2). However, this 
translates to merely 1.5 asylum applications per 1000 inhabitants. In relative terms, Germany 
was thus far behind the countries of first entry, such as Cyprus, Malta and Greece.  

Table 2: Top 5 EU countries by asylum applications (2020)

Total asylum applications Applications per 1000 inhabitants
Germany 121.955 Cyprus 5,8
France 93.200 Malta 4,6
Spain 88.530 Greece 3,5
Greece 40.560 Luxembourg 1,9
Italy 26.535 Spain 1,8

Source: Eurostat; Mediendienst Integration

In a letter to the Commission, Germany and France, together with four other EU countries, recently 
criticised the unsatisfactory enforcement of asylum responsibility in countries of first entry, such 

https://hertieschool-f4e6.kxcdn.com/fileadmin/2_Research/1_About_our_research/2_Research_centres/6_Jacques_Delors_Centre/Publications/20210901_euidea_public_opinion_Stahl.pdf
https://www.diakonie.de/pressemeldungen/diakonie-zieht-bilanz-zur-fluechtlingspolitik-integration-und-sozialpolitik-zusammen-denken-entweder-oder-logik-fuehrt-in-die-sackgasse
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/07036337.2021.1877692
https://www.politico.eu/article/eu-greece-migration-leaked-letter/
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as Greece. According to the letter, a lack of enforcement was the main reason for the high number 
of asylum applications lodged in countries like Germany or France. However, the so-called Med-5 
group (Greece, Cyprus, Italy, Malta, Spain) do not perceive the Commission’s „flexible solidarity“ 
proposal as a sufficient guarantee that asylum seekers will actually be redistributed after being 
registered in the country of first arrival. Instead, they fear that the idea of a mandatory border 
procedure contained in the migration pact will become an additional burden for them. In addition 
to the ongoing blockade of the Visegrád+ states, this conflict is a major stumbling block in the 
current negotiations. 

The new government must hence realise which model of responsibility sharing it is striving for 
at the European level: Will it continue to rely on a compromise among all 27 member states - 
even if the migration pact has hardly been able to change existing dividing lines so far? And will 
they do so even if a compromise can only be reached by continuing the current deterrence policy 
and the concurring disrespect for fundamental rights at the EU‘s external borders? Or will the 
new government try to advance contentious issues, such as the relocation of asylum seekers, in 
smaller formats of willing member states?

To answer these questions, the German government first needs a credible narrative of what a 
„European solution“ in migration policy should look like. So far, the lack of a „European solution“ 
has mainly been referred to as a reason for not participating in a distribution of asylum seekers 

- for example, in the discussion on taking in people rescued in the central Mediterranean in the 
summer of 2019. However, a credible narrative should admit that the Commission’s „flexible 
solidarity“ proposal ultimately implies the need for coalitions of member states willing to relocate 
asylum seekers. According to the proposals put forward under the Migration Pact, member states 
would be free to choose whether to contribute through financial support, through so-called 

„repatriation sponsorships“, or through participation in relocation. 

The new government should therefore not hide behind a „European solution” but rather lead 
the way together with other willing EU countries. This would relieve the burden on first-entry 
member states, which register the most asylum applications per inhabitant. One year after the 
fire in the Moria refugee camp, Germany, together with twelve other EU countries, has taken 
in almost 4,200 people in need of protection. The new German government must now decide 
whether it wants to take the lead in making such formats more permanent or continue to rely on 
ad hoc solutions. At best, a credible promise to regularly relocate refugees from countries at the 
EU’s external border could also encourage these to enforce international and European law at the 
borders instead of tolerating illegal pushbacks.

2. Access to protection as a yardstick for a new EU-Turkey cooperation

In addition to the reform of the common European asylum system, the EU-Turkey statement from 
2016 is another cornerstone of European migration policy that is under scrutiny. In the wake of 
the 2015 “migration crisis”, the German government spearheaded the European negotiations 
with Turkey. Talks on an extension of the agreement are now on the agenda for autumn. The 
next German government will hence be expected to play a leading role this time as well. Based 
on the mixed record of the last five years, it must help decide which priorities will be set in the 
negotiations and which European concessions are sensible and necessary.

https://www.euractiv.com/section/justice-home-affairs/news/club-med-countries-show-united-front-on-migration/
https://hertieschool-f4e6.kxcdn.com/fileadmin/2_Research/1_About_our_research/2_Research_centres/6_Jacques_Delors_Centre/Publications/20201201_Asylum_pact_Rasche_Walter_Franke.pdf
https://hertieschool-f4e6.kxcdn.com/fileadmin/2_Research/1_About_our_research/2_Research_centres/6_Jacques_Delors_Centre/Publications/20201201_Asylum_pact_Rasche_Walter_Franke.pdf
https://www.tagesschau.de/ausland/seenotrettung-123.html
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Graph 1: Arrivals on the Greek islands by nationality  

Source: UNHCR

The 2016 agreement provided for a total payment of 6 billion euros over five years. In addition to 
increased border controls, it also provided the financial support that helped to open up prospects 
for many of the 3.6 million Syrian refugees to stay in Turkey and reduced irregular crossings to 
Greece. For example, the number of irregular arrivals to the Greek islands has decreased from 
173,450 since 2016 to 2,309 so far this year. Since 2018, the majority of arrivals no longer come 
from Syria, but from Afghanistan (see chart 1). 

According to official figures, 120,000 Afghan refugees live in Turkey. However, in view of concerns 
about a larger flight from Afghanistan, domestic resistance to a new agreement with the EU is 
growing. This increases the risk that the Turkish government might again use migrants as a means 
to assert pressure on the EU to demand political and financial concessions. This has already been 
the case in March 2020, when Turkey unilaterally suspended the agreement with the EU.

Together with the other member states, the next German government will have to decide which 
offers it can and wants to make the Turkish side. This concerns the amount and flexibility of 
financial support as well as other possible concessions (e.g. trade or visa facilitation). The EU 
heads of state already spoke out in favour of expanding the agreement in June 2021, and held out 
the prospect of a further 3.5 billion euros for Turkey. In view of Turkey‘s growing resentment of 
the agreement, it can nevertheless be expected that the Turkish government will demand higher 
sums. Will the next federal government be prepared to increase the financial commitment? 
And if so, under what conditions? The question requiring an answer is whether the promised 
funds should be paid out to international organisations, as has been the case up to now - or, as 
demanded by the Turkish side, flow directly into the Turkish budget. 

The former would have the advantage that the distribution of the funds would remain both 
comprehensible and controllable for the EU. This would be particularly important because a 
renewed agreement with Turkey should also guarantee Afghan refugees adequate access to 
protection in Turkey. Currently, Afghans rarely ever receive the temporary protection status that 
Syrian refugees are eligible for under the EU-Turkey statement.

https://www.tagesschau.de/ausland/griechenland-fluechtlinge-tuerkei-erdogan-101.html
https://www.dw.com/en/eu-eyes-billions-in-extra-funds-for-turkey-migration-deal/a-58019261
https://www.dw.com/en/eu-eyes-billions-in-extra-funds-for-turkey-migration-deal/a-58019261
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/25/european-council-conclusions-on-external-relations-24-june-2021/
https://www.institut-fuer-menschenrechte.de/fileadmin/user_upload/Publikationen/Stellungnahmen/DIMR_Stellungnahme_Menschenrechtliche_Bewertung_EU-Tuerkei-Vereinbarung_in_ihrer_Umsetzung_20_06_2016.pdf
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3. Pathways to protection: without conditionality but with local actors

Whether the new government will succeed in claiming a credible leadership role at the European 
level will also depend on decisions taken at the national level. The creation of safe and legal 
pathways to protection is thereby essential for a well-structured refugee admission policy. Despite 
negotiations on common standards in the EU Resettlement Framework, admission remains a 
competence of the member states. The new government must answer three questions in this 
regard.

First, the new government must decide whether it wants to take a lead in European and 
international refugee protection and significantly expand its own admission quotas.

• According to the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR), about 1.4 million refugees were 
eligible for resettlement last year. However, only 22,800 of these were actually resettled. In 
addition to the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic, Germany has also contributed a growing 
protection gap. Since 2016, the German government has taken in barely more than 15,000 
refugees via resettlement (see Table 2). This puts it ahead of the rest of the EU. However, after 
the Taliban seized power in Afghanistan, countries such as Canada and the UK alone promised 
20,000 resettlement places for Afghan refugees.  

In view of these figures, the new government must first decide to what extent it is willing to 
expand its own humanitarian admission and resettlement quotas. A respective proposal is already 
on the table. The independent Commission on the root causes of displacement recommends an 
annual quota corresponding to 0.05% of the population. For Germany, this would mean resettling 
40,000 refugees annually. Such an increase might seem difficult to justify at first. However, the 
resettlement procedure provides a frequently demanded clarity about who will be admitted - 
particularly vulnerable refugees. Clearly defined admission quotas also ensure more predictability 
and would be in line with the ambition to better manage migratory movements. Despite these 
advantages, however, it should be clear to the new federal government that humanitarian 
admission can only exist in addition to the territorial right to asylum and cannot replace it.

Table 3: Humanitarian admission to Germany
2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Accepted 1.600 10.200 5.500 6.800
Entered 1.239 2.988 3.205 4.844 1.679 1.467
Thereof 
from 
Turkey

1.054 2.733 2.835 2.430 1.180 1.453

Sources: BMI; Caritas; UNHCR; Mediendienst Integration. 

Linked to this is the second question: should humanitarian admission continue to be conditional 
upon EU agreements with third countries?

• Both in the negotiations with Turkey and in the discussion about a response to the crisis in 
Afghanistan, there is a question as to whether humanitarian admission should be linked 
to the cooperation of third countries in migration management. Since 2016, Germany has 
predominantly taken in Syrian refugees from Turkey (see Table 3). This makes sense insofar 
as the vast majority of Syrians living there have a legitimate claim to resettlement. However, 
within the framework of the EU-Turkey statement, the admission of people in need of 
protection is linked to cooperation in the area of border protection and the readmission of 

https://mediendienst-integration.de/artikel/ein-aufnahmeprogramm-fuer-afghanische-fluechtlinge.html
https://www.bmz.de/de/entwicklungspolitik/fachkommission-fluchtursachen
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asylum seekers who entered Greece irregularly. Such a practice undermines the principle that 
resettlement should benefit the most vulnerable and risks rendering humanitarian admission 
a bargaining chip for cooperation in migration management.

Thirdly, the new government should answer the question of which role cities and municipalities 
ought to play in refugee admission. 

• Within the framework of the migration pact, the EU Commission has put forward the idea of 
creating a European model of community sponsorship. However, success of the Commission‘s 
initiative depends on the commitment of the member states to establish sponsorship 
programmes, as well as on the legal arrangements underpinning such programmes. In Germany, 
there were already state reception programmes in 2013 and 2014 for family members of Syrian 
refugees as well as for persons in need of special protection from northern Iraq. With the pilot 
project NesT (Neustart im Team), a public-private admission programme was launched in 2019, 
in which private actors support the integration process as mentors for a total of 500 refugees. 
When it comes to involving local and private actors in the future, the new government faces the 
question of whether to uphold the federal uniformity clause (Bundeseinheitlichkeit) according 
to §23(1) AufenthG. Should the new government be more flexible in applying the clause and 
allow local actors to take in refugees without explicit consent of the Ministry of the Interior, 
then this could also be an impetus for implementing the European community sponsorship 
model.

Conclusion

The crisis in Afghanistan has made clear that German - and ultimately European - migration policy 
is in need of a new narrative. The intention to better control borders remains a legitimate claim. 
However, the new German government must ask itself what ends this should serve. In any case, 
reducing the number of irregular arrivals to a minimum cannot be the sole goal of an EU migration 
policy supported by Germany. Instead, the premise must be to shape asylum and migration policy 
at the national and European level in such a way that access to protection and compliance with 
fundamental rights is guaranteed. Therein lies the great challenge of the new government. 

A first step in this direction would be to reinvent the idea of a „European solution“. The main 
objective here should be to focus on what is possible at European level, even in smaller formats - not 
to focus on what is undermined by a lack of consensus among all 27 member states. One possibility, 
for example, would be to set up a comprehensive humanitarian admission programme for Afghan 
refugees from the neighbouring states during the first 100 days of the new government. Other 
EU states could join such an initiative. Quotas could include both federal admission programmes 
and community sponsorship programmes. In this way, the new government would not only show 
that an orderly admission of refugees is possible. It would also lend more weight to the High-Level 
Resettlement Forum initiated by the EU Commission for 7 October and give new impetus to the 
deadlocked debate on European refugee admission.  

https://theloop.ecpr.eu/why-europe-could-be-denying-the-most-vulnerable-refugees-safe-legal-routes-to-protection/
https://hertieschool-f4e6.kxcdn.com/fileadmin/2_Research/1_About_our_research/2_Research_centres/6_Jacques_Delors_Centre/Publications/202010331_Duken_Rasche_Community_sponsors.pdf
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