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I n t r o d u c t i o n  
 

ver the last eighteen months, media 

platforms in Europe have been 

characterised by an enormous number 

of front pages, in-depth coverage stories and 

general headlines, dedicated to what is called 

the European “refugee crisis”. According to data 

from the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees (UNHCR), the European Union (EU) 

has received a record number of refugees and 

migrants in the last two years: based on 

estimations from European national police and 

ministries, around one million persons entered 

the EU in 2015, of which around 50% is 

estimated to be from Syria (IOM, n.d.). This 

total of one million is almost five times higher 

than the inflow of refugees and migrants to the 

EU in 2014 (IOM, 2015). 

The current influx of people fleeing the (proxy) 

wars currently raging in Syria and surrounding 

countries, have kept the EU, and the 

governments of its member states, on their toes 

for the last two years. Where different leaders 

of European countries have expressed that 

“we” are in a crisis, it is not always clear who or 

what is implied with this “we” when referring to 

the crisis, and thus a more critical examination 

of the crisis and its players seems in place. One 

could argue that the current crisis is primarily a 

humanitarian one; a crisis for the people fleeing 

the wars and looking for a safe place to settle. 

Additionally though, looking from a European 

viewpoint, the size of the current influx of 

asylum seekers itself could be perceived as a 

crisis for the European Union, in terms of 

capacity and organisation needed to harbour 

those in need, and the growing sentiment 

among some that the non-European refugees 

should threaten the European values (Wodak & 

Boukala, 2015). From that perspective, it seems 

clear that the current crisis is not only a crisis 

for the EU to deal with, but also a crisis of the 

EU. 

The influx of asylum seekers currently 

requesting asylum in Europe has brought to 
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light that the current European asylum system 

struggles with properly handling these requests. 

Due to the European legislation currently in 

place, asylum seekers are not proportionally 

divided over member states, which has resulted 

in a situation where a handful of member states 

have taken in most asylum seekers whereas 

other member states have been reluctant, or 

even defiant, when it comes to taking 

responsibility for a fair share of harbouring 

those in need. This in turn has put national 

immigration and integration systems all over 

Europe under pressure, resulting in not only a 

crisis on the European level, but at crises on the 

national level as well. 

While the European “crisis” at hand affects all 

people seeking asylum in Europe, this report 

focuses on Syrian refugees only. This scope 

seemed most appropriate since the crisis that is 

being discussed in the media and in European 

and member state politics has been focused 

mostly on Syria and Syrian refugees. The aim of 

this report is to critically reflect on the issue of 

objectivity surrounding the current crisis and to 

offer an overview of the crisis and its critical 

areas. In order to be able to offer an overview, 

the crisis is approached from an 

interdisciplinary angle, taking into account 

current European legislation, the way this is 

implemented and understood in member 

states, and the moderating role of the media. As 

one of the aims of the current report is to 

reflect on objectivity, it seems in order to start 

with clearly defining the key concepts and 

players of the debate.  

Why definitions matter 

First of all, a central question is what is meant 

exactly by the term “refugee”, when discussing 

the “refugee crisis”, as this term has been the 

centre of so many headlines over the last few 

months. But also: whom does “refugee”, as 

opposed to “migrant” or “asylum seeker”, refer 

to? The difficulty of objective media coverage 

on the “refugee crisis” arises from the fact that 

journalists do not always make a clear 

distinction between the different legal terms 

(Ethical Journalism Network, 2015). 

 

A refugee is someone who is “unable or 

unwilling to return to their country of origin 

owing to a well-founded fear of being 

persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 

nationality, membership of a particular social 

group, or political opinion; is outside the 

country of his nationality; and is unable to, or 

owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself 

of the protection of that country” (1951 

Refugee Convention, Article 1). In recent years, 

however, a more updated legal document 

based on the Refugee Convention, the 

Qualifications Directive of the EU, was formed. 

This document also includes people who do not 

officially qualify as refugee (that is, in 

accordance with the Refugee Convention), but 

do qualify for subsidiary protection (Article 15). 

This is where victims of “indiscriminate violence 

in situations of international or internal armed 

conflict” are covered, which includes most 

Syrian refugees. However, until someone 

obtains the status “refugee”, this person is 

considered to be an asylum seeker. 

 

A major and recurring problem is calling asylum 

seekers illegal when, according to the Refugee 

Convention, people have a right to seek refuge 

in another country (and therefore, by doing so, 

are not illegal). Furthermore, the terms 

“migrants” and “refugees” are being used 

interchangeably. “Migrants” are considered to 

choose to move not because of a direct threat 

of persecution or death, but mainly to improve 
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their lives by finding work, or in some cases for 

education, family reunion, or other reasons. The 

main difference between migrants and refugees 

is laid in the option to return home safely.  

Although in theory there is a clear distinction 

between the different definitions, in reality it 

seems difficult to separate the one from the 

other. 

Structure of the report 

In order to provide an overview of the European 

refugee ‘crisis’, the current report consists of 

three chapters. The first chapter (see: The 

Syrian War: Causes, Consequences, & Powerful 

Players) of this report is used to give a detailed 

outline of who the important players are in, and 

subsequently what can be seen as the main 

cause, or causes, of the current crisis. This 

chapter focuses on the proxy wars raging in 

Syria, as these events are crucial for explaining  

the cause of the current crisis in Europe. In the 

second chapter (see: The European Context: 

Laws & Limitations, Policy & Practice) the  

European legislation regarding immigration, and 

international treaties that are in place with 

regard to seeking refuge are discussed. In 

addition, a number of European agreements 

between member states that are currently in 

place regarding immigration and asylum are 

outlined and reflected upon. In the third 

chapter (see: The National Scene: Integration & 

Public Support) the question how this 

international and European legislation has an 

impact on national level legislation is zoomed in 

on, while acknowledging the disparities 

between individual nations’ asylum systems. In 

this chapter, the effects of the media are also 

discussed, given a moderating role of the media 

with regards to the “crisis”. 
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T h e  S y r i a n  W a r | Causes, Consequences, and Powerful Players 

 

ince the outbreak of the Syrian civil war in 

2011, it has taken more than 250,000 

lives and left more than 11 million Syrians 

displaced (Rodgers, Gritten, Offer, & Asare, 

2016). As the Syrian civil war has created 

around half of the refugees that came to the EU 

in 2015 (Eurostat, n.d.-a), we deemed it 

necessary to include the war in this report in 

order to understand the causes of the “refugee 

crisis” better. In this chapter, the more direct 

causes of the “crisis” in the Middle East and the 

Syrian civil war will be discussed, by analysing 

the complicated history of the Syrian state and 

how proxy wars have formed a more unstable 

Syria. Finally, this chapter will discuss the Syrian 

civil war in a more global perspective. Central to 

this chapter is to try to find the causes and 

circumstances of the Syrian civil war and the 

“refugee crisis”, and relate them to global 

consequences. 

 

Crisis in the Middle East and the Syrian 

civil war 

“Both Iraq and Syria are a fissile 

mixture of ethnicities and religions 

thrown together after Versailles by 

departing French and British 

imperialists and only kept together by 

Baathist tyranny and violence.” 

– Michael  Ignatieff 

The ongoing civil war in Syria is a consequence 

of the unrest that began in the Middle East in 

the spring of 2011. When a wave of protest hit 

the Middle East and Northern African region 

after a Tunisian fruit seller died after setting 

himself on fire, it came as a surprise. No-one 

had predicted the sudden mass mobilisation 

across the region. The popular uprisings 

managed to remove a series of authoritarian 

leaders – Ben Ali, Mubarak, Qadhafi and Saleh – 

from their figurative throne (Aarts, Van Dijke, 

Kolman, Statema, & Dahhan, 2012). 

Although periods of revolutionary upheaval are 

nearly impossible to predict, a few common 

stress factors can be identified that help explain 

the impending breakdown of authoritarian 

systems throughout the region. Structural 

imbalances, mainly socio-economic, political 

and demographic, had weakened the 

foundations of the authoritarian regimes over 

the course of decades, eventually leading to the 

collapse of the social contract between the 

people and their rulers (Aarts, Van Dijke, 

Kolman, Statema, & Dahhan, 2012). The Arab 

uprisings, however, did not lead to a civil war in 

the majority of the countries. For example, 

Tunisia witnessed a relatively peaceful 

democratic transition, and most Arab 

monarchies seem to have escaped the brunt of 

the upheaval (Barany, 2012). The Syrian uprising 

has been the bloodiest chapter of the Arab 

spring. When the wave of protests hit Syria in 

late March 2011, change seemed inevitable 

(Lynch, 2013). 

S 

Anne van Groningen 

Basti Keil 



8 

 

Revolutionary slogans on school walls 

symbolised the hopes of the young generation 

to change the system they live in. As Western 

journalists suggest, they also sparked the civil 

war that caused the “refugee crisis” the EU 

seems to find itself in today. The brutal 

treatment of those adolescents received by 

their government sparked “pro-democracy” 

uprisings which, in turn, have been turned 

violently by Syrian security forces (Rodgers, 

Gritten, Offer, & Asare, 2016). As the opposition 

began to arm up and the government applied 

its counter insurgency strategy, Syria drifted 

into a vicious cycle. 

Today, Syria resembles a mixture of battlefields 

and besieged areas. According to Siege Watch, 

around one million Syrians live in besieged 

areas by the government or opposition groups. 

Sieges, which are commonly used to isolate 

entire uncontrolled territories for collective 

punishment (through bombing or cutting off 

basic supplies), are only one example of the war 

crimes that have occurred in Syria since the 

outbreak of the war. Others are mass atrocities 

against civilians, torture, the use of chemical 

weapons, and the use of cluster bombs. There 

have also been various reports of schools and 

hospitals that have been bombed (Al Jazeera, 

2016). These tactics have turned the conflict 

into a full scale humanitarian crisis, which 

manifests itself in the large number of refugees. 

They also make it extremely difficult for foreign 

helpers to reach those in need. Expert analysts 

have found that the conflict is likely to last for 

many years, with no government being able to 

rule over a unified Syria in the near future 

(Jenkins, 2014). Given this lack of hope and the 

brutality in which the war is conducted, the only 

chance to live a normal life is to leave the 

country. 

Unlike other governments in the Middle East 

that have lost their connection to the people, 

the Syrian government and its security forces 

are committed to hold on to power with 

whatever means possible. Moreover, stakes for 

Assad’s external allies in the outcome of the 

conflict are generally higher than for those who 

are opposed to the regime (Martini, York, & 

Young, 2013). While Assad is strategically 

important to his external allies1, his enemies 

fear the big unknown that could follow his 

reign. The lack of unified opposition, combined 

with jihadi elements and fights within the 

opposition, has created a certain reluctance for 

foreign states to militarily intervene and fight 

against the regime (Martini, York, & Young, 

2013). 

 

A historical perspective of proxy wars 

Syria is prone to instabilities due to its 

complicated history as a state and its 

geopolitical position, which has always exposed 

it to stronger surrounding countries that seek to 

influence Syria according to their interest 

(Geopolitical Weekly, 2015). The Sykes-Picot 

Agreement of 1916, made in the context of the 

Ottoman empire’s defeat in World War I, 

divided Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, and Palestine into 

areas administered by France and Britain 

(Britannica, n.d.). At the heart of the Syrian 

conflict lies the fact that the borders drawn by 

the colonial powers did not accord with the 

realities on the ground. The division by colonial 

powers replaced the realities of tribes, religions 

and clans with a system of citizenship and 

national identities which was rather alien to the 

region at the time. Moreover, since 1970 the 

Assad family has been ruling over the Syrian 

people from Damascus. Due to geopolitical 

factors, Damascus is in an ideal position to 
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exercise control over the population. The Assad 

family and its most important security forces 

belong to a religious minority, the Alawite 

Shi’ite, who only make up around 10 to 15% of 

the population that rule over a 85% Sunni 

majority (Dagher, 2015). 

 

The tensions resulting from these factors 

manifest themselves in the dynamics that can 

be seen on the ground: an all-against-all war 

with few perspectives of a solution that every 

party can consent to. Power relations are fluid 

on the ground, and the multitude of groups 

involved are fighting on behalf of their own 

interests. Researchers seek to make a clear 

distinction between facts and framing, but at 

this point, truth and history seem no more than 

perspectives. 

According to Assad’s regime, any civilian 

fighting the regime is considered a terrorist. The 

regime is mostly occupied with restoring its 

authority within the borders. Security forces are 

extremely loyal to the regime, because their 

own survival is at stake if it falls. In the 

meantime, however, its institutions are eroding, 

and the regime is losing control over its own 

militias (Jenkins, 2014). Nevertheless, this does 

not remove the conditions for ongoing local 

conflict. For example, the foreign militant group 

Hezbollah is not under direct control of Assad’s 

regime, but still fights on its behalf for the sake 

of Hezbollah’s own ideologies, urged by one of 

the main allies of Assad’s regime, namely Iran 

(Jenkins, 2014). 

The West defines some groups fighting on the 

side of the regime (e.g. Hezbollah) and some 

fighting against the regime (e.g. Islamic State 

(IS) and Al-Nusra) as terrorists. The West, 

however, also leaves space for a “moderate 

opposition”, namely the Free Syrian Army (FSA), 

which is an umbrella term for different militias 

that share the short-term objective of toppling 

Assad. In accordance with this perspective, the 

United States (US) has allegedly provided 

military support for the “moderate opposition” 

(Jenkins, 2014). Moreover, a US-led coalition 

launched air strikes inside Syria in September 

2014, with the aim of “degrading and ultimately 

destroying IS” (Rodgers, Gritten, Offer, & Asare, 

2016). 

However, it can also be argued that the West 

has contributed to the instability in the Middle 

East. For example, it is said that the US has 

intended to destabilise the Assad government 

since 2006 through fuelling of the potential 

conflicts and vulnerabilities recognised by its 

intelligence (WikiLeaks, 2006). Moreover, the 

US-led intervention in Iraq in 2003 ultimately 

resulted in disempowerment of the Sunnis, 

which created massive resentment and 

provided fertile ground for the rise of extremist 

groups (Muir, 2016), which are nowadays 

classified by Western states as “terrorists”. In 

order to understand the unrest in the Middle 

East and its roots, it is key to take the factors 

mentioned above into account. 

 

The Syrian “refugee crisis” in historical 

and global perspective 

There is a common tendency in European media 

and politics to assume that the latest “crisis” is 

unique and unprecedented. The current influx 

of migrants in Europe has been referred to as 

the largest European refugee crisis since World 

War II (DePillis, Saluja, & Lu, 2015), with the 

United Nations (UN) estimating that, globally, 

more people have been displaced than at any 

time during World War II (Edwards, 2014).  
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However, history and data reveal a more 

nuanced picture of the situation. In order to 

fully grasp the scale of the current “crisis”, it is 

important to look at the historical and global 

context and the actual numbers of people 

fleeing their home countries and seeking 

asylum in Europe. 

 

Between 1983 and 1995, nearly four million 

people fled from violence in the former 

Yugoslavia. Most of the victims sought 

sanctuary in the neighbouring Balkan countries, 

whereas over 627,000 people applied for 

asylum in the 15 EU countries in 1992 (Eurostat, 

n.d.-a) – a refugee flow that had been 

unprecedented in Europe since World War II 

(UNHCR, n.d.). At the time, the “crisis” was 

referred to as “Europe’s worst refugee crisis 

since the 1940’s” (Kamm, 1992) and a “global 

refugee crisis” (Loescher, 1993) by both scholars 

and journalists. When comparing this to the 

current numbers – 1.3 million asylum requests 

were registered in the EU in 2015 (Eurostat, 

n.d.-a) – it can indeed be argued from a 

historical perspective that the present “crisis” 

has surpassed the Yugoslavian “crisis” in 

numbers. Nevertheless, it has to be taken into 

account that the EU almost doubled in size in 

the intervening time, going from 15 member 

states in 1992 to 28 member states in 2016. 

When seen from a global perspective, it is clear 

that Europe is not the front line of the “refugee 

crisis”. The overwhelming majority of displaced 

people are living in countries outside of Europe  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

that generally do not have the resources to host 

them (Caryl, 2016). For example, Lebanon, a 

country with a population of around 4.4 million, 

is the neighbouring country that is hardest hit 

by the Syrian refugee crisis, hosting more than 

one million Syrian refugees. This makes 

Lebanon the country with the highest numbers 

of refugees per capita, where one person out of 

four is a refugee (ECHO, 2016). Also the 

Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan has provided 

asylum for a large number of refugees, 

including those from Syria and Iraq. Jordan has 

been ranked second in the world after Lebanon 

for the number of refugees (namely 90) per 

1000 inhabitants (Caryl, 2016). 

 

The fact that the EU’s 28 member states, which 

have a total population of 508 million (Eurostat, 

n.d.-b), struggled in early 2015 to relocate 

40,000 asylum seekers across the continent 

(Traynor, 2015), shows how demographically 

manageable and yet politically unmanageable 

the “crisis” is at the same time. Some people 

fear that refugees could bring terrorism into 

Europe and regard especially Syrians with 

suspicion. Various media reports and the rise of 

right wing parties evidence this concern. 2 

However, according to Europol (2016), “there is 

no concrete evidence that terrorist travellers 

systematically use the flow of refugees to enter 

Europe unnoticed.” Looking at the brutality and 

complexity of the war, only one clear reason for 

people to leave unfolds: unbearable living 

conditions for any human being. If refugees 
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were interested in fighting, they could have 

stayed in Syria. 

Recommendations 

 In order to understand the roots of the 

unrest in the Middle East, and Syria in 

particular, it is key to take into account 

historical and geopolitical factors. The 

Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916 forms the 

background for the proxy wars that are 

fought today, and the resulting large 

number of Syrian refugees. 

 It needs to be discussed whether Syria 

ought to exist as a national state at all, 

perhaps bringing to table the possibility of 

assigning autonomous regions with a 

central government. 

 It is important to view the current “refugee 

crisis” from a historical and global 

perspective. This will help both policy-

makers and citizens to view the “crisis” as 

something that is manageable. 

 A neutral zone should be established to give 

people the possibility to receive 

humanitarian aid. 

 Those committing crimes against humanity 

should be held accountable for their 

actions. 

                                                           

1
 Iran has been noted as one of the main allies of 

Assad’s regime. For Iran, stakes in the outcome of 
the conflict are high, as the fall of the regime would 
result in Iran being deprived of its sole ally among 
the Arab states (Martini, York, & Young, 2013). 

2
 See, amongst others: Crone, 2014, 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
2782625/ISIS-plotting-Trojan-Horse-campaign-
smuggling-militants-western-Europe-disguised-
refugees.html; Akkoc & Hall, 2015, 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/euro
pe/germany/11963672/Germany-investigates-
suspected-terrorists-posing-as-migrants.html; and 
Yuhas, 2016, 
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/mar/01/r
efugees-isis-nato-commander-terrorists. 
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T h e  E u r o p e a n  C o n t e x t | Laws & Limitations, Policy & Practice 

 

 

aving explored the broader 

circumstances and causes of the Syrian 

“refugee crisis” in the previous chapter, 

we will now turn to analyse the European 

response to the influx of refugees. We begin by 

outlining the legal framework which EU 

member states must (in theory) abide by, in 

order to understand their responsibilities 

according to the law. Following from this, 

tension fields regarding the external border 

policies (including the EU-Turkey deal), as well 

as the internal asylum policies of the EU, will be 

highlighted. Particular attention shall be paid to 

the principles of burden sharing and solidarity 

and the challenges faced in aligning the EU’s 28 

member states’ practice. 

Legal framework 

“The refugee issue must be put to all 

governments and peoples as a test of 

their commitment to human rights.” 

– Sadako Ogata, United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees 

In order to get a comprehensive picture of the 

current refugee issue within the EU, it is 

important to briefly examine crucial elements of 

the legal framework and discover how certain 

issues are linked together. While doing so, a 

special focus will be placed on the central role 

of human rights in the situation, thereby 

facilitating reflection on the EU’s common 

asylum system and border policy, and pointing 

out some of the major flaws through a “human 

rights lens”. 

The two fields of international law providing 

protection for refugees are international 

refugee law and international human rights law. 

The cornerstone of the international framework 

is the UN 1951 Refugee Convention1 and its 

1967 Refugee Protocol 2 , which are to be 

consulted regarding main issues in relation to 

the treatment of asylum seekers. Besides 

formulating the definition of a refugee (Article 

1), the Convention codifies the principle of non-

refoulement, prohibiting the return of asylum 

seekers to territories where their lives or 
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freedom would be threatened (Article 33). 

Furthermore, the 1948 Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights sets out the right to seek asylum 

(Article 14). In light of these provisions, state 

parties have a duty to process applications for 

refugee status before taking the action to reject 

or accept an asylum seeker’s claim. 

This international framework is complemented 

with regional regulations in terms of both 

asylum law and human rights law (Guild & 

Moreno-Lax, 2013). As outlined in Article 78 of 

the Treaty on the Functioning of the European 

Union (TFEU), the EU asylum law must abide by 

and be implemented in accordance with the 

1951 Refugee Convention. The two most 

significant tools in terms of human rights in 

Europe are: 

● The European Convention of Human Rights, 

which has been ratified by all members of 

the Council of Europe. This Convention 

regulates non-refoulement by outlining 

fundamental protection, such as the rights 

to life and the prohibition of torture. 

● The Charter of Fundamental Rights of the 

European Union, which codifies the right to 

seek asylum, and prohibits the return to a 

country where there is a serious risk of 

torture, inhumane or degrading treatment, 

death penalty or punishment. The Charter is 

binding on EU institutions and member 

states. 

 

On this account, it can be observed that human 

rights are at the heart of the contemporary 

refugee situation. Human rights legislation 

forms a site of interdependence within the 

international community as a whole, which is 

also translated to the European level. The 

legislation highlights how the problems that 

individual countries may face, have instant 

consequences for other states. Besides this, it 

also points out how key issues are closely 

related to one another, such as the “refugee 

crisis” and the abuse of human rights in origin 

countries, which has led to mass exodus. At the 

same time, not paying due respect to the 

minimum rights granted for asylum seekers in 

host countries under the international legal 

framework is another aspect of how the two 

issues are connected. For instance, while 

seeking asylum, more and more people recently 

have been restricted in their access to safe 

territory, through being detained in refugee 

camps or transferred back to places where their 

lives are under serious threat, subjecting them 

to further risk. The interconnectedness of 

human rights and the “refugee crisis” suggests 

that ensuring respect for human rights is 

essential in order to stop the current flow of 

refugees and also to prevent it in the future 

(OHCHR, 1993). 

The upcoming sections address the EU external 

border policy in terms of dealing with the influx 

of refugees, highlighting the recent deal with 

Turkey, and the sense in which the legal 

framework on human rights is upheld in theory 

and practice. 

 

External border policy 

The 1985 Schengen Agreement started the 

process of abolishing internal borders in what is 

now the Schengen Zone. As a result, a need for 

a stricter system of external border control 

arose. The most important article in establishing 

policies for external border control is Article 77 

of the TFEU. It entails that checks should be 

carried out on people crossing the EU’s external 

borders, and that the borders should be 

monitored. Moreover, it calls for working 
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towards an integrated system for external 

border management. This system of external 

border control, as it has developed over the 

years, has had widespread consequences for 

the way in which refugees enter the EU. 

So far, each country has been responsible for 

the management of their own borders, with 

Frontex, established in 2004, helping member 

states to coordinate their external border 

management. Along with this, the external 

border policy of the EU has been characterised 

by a couple of trends. Firstly, there has been a 

degree of externalising external border policies 

by integrating migration issues into the EU’s 

relationships with third countries. This means 

that the EU is taking action to promote third 

countries and transit countries to do more to 

stop people from entering the EU (e.g. border 

controls, anti-trafficking measures), and to 

invest in third countries so that the incentive to 

move to the EU is curbed (Boswell, 2003). An 

example of this policy can be seen in the control 

of the West African migration route: to control 

this inflow of immigrants, the EU has 

cooperated with countries such as Morocco, 

Senegal, and Burkina Faso (Casas, Cobarrubias, 

& Pickles, 2011). 

Besides externalisation, there has been a 

process of privatisation, whereby carriers such 

as airplanes and ferries, transporting people 

across external borders, have been assigned 

responsibility for border checks (Marin, 2011; 

Boswell, 2003). When carriers fail to carry out 

such checks and transport people who do not 

have the required visa to travel to the EU, they 

may face fines. As a consequence, transport 

companies no longer provide services to those 

without the required documents, making it 

impossible for refugees to travel to the EU by 

plane or legal ferry service. According to an 

analysis of the effects of these sanctions, 

“penalties for carriers, who assume some of the 

control duties of the European police services, 

either lock asylum-seekers far from Europe’s 

borders or force them to pay more and take 

greater risks to travel illegally” (Rodier, 2006). 

On top of privatisation and externalisation of 

border policies, a tendency towards 

securitisation, or policing of migration, has also 

been noted (Marin, 2011; Andersson, 2012). 

Migration has become an easy target onto 

which fears about both economic issues (e.g. 

welfare state reform, job security) and crime 

and internal security are focused (Boswell, 

2003). This allows political parties to present 

anti-immigration policies as targeted solutions 

to widespread, complex issues. This in turn has 

contributed to the externalisation and 

privatisation of immigration in the search for 

more effective immigration and asylum control 

policies. 

Through portraying irregular migration as a risk, 

both to the borders and to the migrants 

themselves, agencies such as Frontex have 

expanded their mandate, for instance to 

policing waters outside of EU territory in order 

to intercept migrant boats (Andersson, 2012). 

The language of “risk” justifies action to 

mitigate the risk and depoliticises the decision 

to take action by basing policies and decisions 

on quantified risk estimates. This process 

obscures the question of whether there is 

actually a substantial threat. Moreover, the 

events of policing waters shows an interesting 

tension in terms of human rights. While Frontex 

operates outside of EU territory, the EU does 

not provide protection to refugees who are in 

the process of fleeing to the EU, but have not 

yet reached the borders. People arriving on 

waters are the main victims of this practice  
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(Balogh, 2015). In this sense, the externalisation 

and securitisation of the external border policy 

allows for human rights legislation to be 

undermined. 

The EU-Turkey deal 

A highly-discussed measure taken in order to 

prevent unchecked arrivals into the EU, is the 

EU-Turkey deal. On 18 March 2016, the EU and 

Turkey agreed that irregular migrants could be 

shipped back from Greece to Turkey (European 

Council, 2016). In order to make this plan legal, 

there can be no “collective expulsion”, meaning 

that every refugee still has to be registered and 

any asylum application has to be individually 

processed by the Greek government. In this, 

refugees must not be treated on the basis of 

belonging to a certain group, coming from a 

specific country, but as individual persons 

having their own distinct cases. This is indicated 

by Article 1 of the 1951 Refugee Convention, 

asserting that refugee status shall be greatly 

dependent on one’s circumstances (Balogh, 

2015). Only those who do not apply for asylum 

and those whose asylum application is denied 

based on the standards of international law, 

should therefore be returned to Turkey. For 

every Syrian refugee returned to Turkey, one 

Syrian refugee in Turkey would be resettled in 

the EU. In return, Turkish nationals will receive 

visa-free access to the Schengen Zone by June 

2016, the EU will speed up the allocation of 

financial aid to Turkey to help migrants, and 

Turkey’s case for joining the EU will be treated 

with renewed effort (European Council, 2016). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The EU-Turkey deal has been heavily criticised 

on multiple accounts and by multiple 

organisations, including the UNHCR (2016) and 

the Council of Europe’s Committee on 

Migration, Refugees and Displaced Persons 

(2016). The main issues with the deal are the 

following: 

● Turkey’s status as a safe country to return 

refugees to is questionable. In order for a 

country to be considered safe, it must be 

safe for refugees to be returned there 

without them facing a serious threat of 

persecution. This presumes that the rule of 

law, democracy and economic and political 

stability are well-functioning, and that 

torture and inhuman treatment are non-

existent (Balogh, 2015). Therefore a critical 

approach should be taken when assessing 

whether a specific country is safe enough to 

be returned to. In Turkey, neither the 

general human rights situation, nor the 

asylum procedure are in conformity with 

international law (ICJ, 2016). Turkey 

therefore lacks the basic safeguards that 

may grant a country the status of “safe third 

country”. 

● A second issue is that it is currently 

logistically impossible for Greece to register 

refugees and process their individual 

asylum claims in a way that complies with 

international law and prevent mass 

expulsion (Council of Europe, 2016). 

Because of this failure to process applicants 

individually, the procedures do not comply 

with the principles of non-refoulement 
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(Balogh, 2015). Even if a country is referred 

to as being safe, all applications should be 

processed without instant refoulement. 

● Finally, making it less attractive to travel to 

Europe via Greece may simply lead refugees 

to try another route. Where one route into 

the EU is closed off, another, possibly even 

more dangerous route, will open. In the 

end, this means the problem is not solved, 

only relocated. 

 

CEAS and Dublin system 

Next to its external border policy, the EU has 

institutionalised its internal asylum policy. Since 

1999 the EU has been working towards building 

a Common European Asylum System (CEAS), a 

legislative framework that sets out minimum 

standards and procedures for processing and 

assessing asylum applications, and for the 

treatment of both asylum seekers and refugees 

(European Commission, 2014). 

Given that 23 of the 28 EU member states are 

within the border-free Schengen Zone 

(European Commission, n.d.-b) in which people 

and thus asylum seekers can, in theory, move 

freely between states, harmonisation with 

respect to asylum policy was deemed a 

necessity (Fratzke, 2015). With this, the CEAS 

also aims to increase financial solidarity 

between member states through the creation of 

the Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund 

(AMIF), which supports individual member 

states’ efforts to implement fair asylum 

procedures and receive and integrate refugees. 

Apart from the harmonisation with respect to 

asylum policy, another cornerstone of the CEAS 

is the so-called Dublin system. This regulation 

was adopted shortly after the implementation 

of the Schengen Zone, in order to ensure quick 

access to protection for those in need and to 

prevent refugees from “asylum shopping” for 

the member state with the most favourable 

asylum procedure or reception conditions 

(Fratzke, 2015). The Dublin system contains a 

mechanism to quickly assign responsibility for 

processing an individual asylum application to a 

single member state, with the responsibility 

lying with the first EU member state a refugee 

arrives in. Crucial to facilitating this is the 

Eurodac fingerprint database, which requires all 

EU member states to fingerprint refugees upon 

arrival. All in all, the deployment of the 

legislative instruments of the CEAS should attain 

the goal of setting out “common high standards 

and stronger cooperation to ensure that asylum 

seekers are treated equally in an open and fair 

system – wherever they apply” (European 

Commission, 2014). 

 

Issues with burden sharing and solidarity 
As can be read in the former section, deepening 

European integration in terms of refugee policy 

cannot be understood without taking into 

account the concepts of burden sharing and 

solidarity. The underlying thought is that, when 

EU member states collaborate and share the 

burdens in dealing with (the acceptance of) 

refugees, this leads to a better total outcome.3 

Hence, some scholars speak of a moral duty for 

burden sharing (Kritzman-Amir, 2009). The 

concept of internal (among EU member states) 

and external (towards refugees) solidarity is 

integrated in Article 80 of the Treaty on the 

Functioning of the European Union (TFEU). It 

entails a “fair sharing of responsibility, including 

its financial implications, between the member 

states”, and calls upon the EU legislature to 

“adopt all measures necessary to ensure that 

the responsibilities are fairly shared between 

the member states”. The ultimate question is: 
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to what extent is the principle of solidarity 

upheld in current refugee policy? 

When analysing the foundations of the EU 

refugee policy (the Dublin system, the CEAS, 

and strict external border controls), it becomes 

clear that the interplay of these foundations 

leads to an asymmetric allocation of refugees, 

as it is the frontline EU member states that bear 

a disproportionate responsibility for receiving 

refugees (Banulescu-Bogdan & Fratzke, 2015). 

To start, due to the externalisation, 

privatisation and securitisation of the EU 

external border policy, the only way for 

refugees to enter the EU is to cross land or sea. 

This necessarily means that the first EU member 

state refugees enter is one which sits on the 

external borders of the EU. As a consequence, 

Greece and Italy have been the main countries 

receiving refugees who set foot on European 

soil for the first time. Now, in accordance with 

the Dublin system, it is these countries that 

would need to deal which have responsibility 

for processing their asylum applications and 

granting or denying their refugee status. 

This asymmetric allocation of refugees has 

allegedly affected the extent to which the 

Common European Asylum System is 

implemented in practice. As the interplay of 

strict external border controls and the Dublin 

system leads to an overload on the frontline EU 

member states, these countries usually lack the 

capacity or the incentive to deal with the arrival 

of large numbers of refugees and the processing 

of individual asylum applications. This could 

explain the fact that a number of member 

states, such as Greece, Croatia, and Italy, have 

not been adhering to the Dublin system, by 

failing to fingerprint refugees when they arrive. 

As a result, the European Commission (2015) 

began escalating infringement proceedings 

against these three countries in December 

2015. However, the current infringement 

procedure, applied when a member state is 

thought to be breaking EU law, is very lengthy 

and rarely ends in penalties (European 

Commission, n.d.-a). This could indeed be a 

factor in why many states are not meeting the 

CEAS standards. 

In addition, the Dublin system itself has been 

the subject of much political debate, criticised 

for being inefficient, leading to unnecessary 

transfers (as states often transfer similar 

number of applicants) and for causing harmful 

delays to processing refugees’ claims (Fratzke, 

2015). In reality, effective Dublin transfer rates 

of refugees back to their first country of arrival 

have been low, and courts have been led to 

block many transfers due to the failures of 

asylum systems in Greece, Italy, and Hungary 

(Open Society Foundations, 2015). 

Furthermore, in August 2015 Germany 

suspended the Dublin system for Syrian 

refugees, halting deportations of Syrians to 

other EU countries back where they may have 

been previously fingerprinted (Dernbach, 2015). 

As a result, Germany hosts a record number of 

refugees, followed by Hungary, Sweden, 

Austria, Italy, France, and the Netherlands. 

There are great disparities among the EU 

member states in the numbers of refugees they 

have adopted (Eurostat, n.d.-a). In addition, five 

EU countries (Austria, Germany, France, 

Sweden, and Denmark) have reintroduced 

border checks, going against the Schengen 

system of free movement (Cook, 2016). This 

brief summary of some of the disparities 

between EU member states’ practices highlights 

crucial weaknesses in the current European 

response to the “refugee crisis”. 
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Besides these failures in meeting the minimum 

standards and procedures regarding their 

asylum systems, there have been great 

disparities between the separate national 

asylum systems, despite the common 

obligations outlined in EU legislation. Disparities 

are evident with respect to member states’ 

reception conditions, the provision of financial 

help, housing support, the right to family 

reunification, and the likelihood of asylum 

seekers being granted refugee status in 

different countries (EurActiv, 2015). In 2014, for 

example, positive decision rates for Eritrean 

nationals varied from 26% in France to 100% in 

Sweden, while rates for Iraqi nationals ranged 

from 14% in Greece to 94% in France (AIDA, 

n.d.). The reasons for these disparities are 

varied and country specific, relating to 

differences in countries resources, different 

pressures faced as a result of their geographical 

location in the EU, as well as internal pressures 

from national populations to place stricter 

controls on migration, evidenced by rising 

support for far right wing political parties in 

many EU member states (McLaren, 2015). 

 

Recommendations 

 There needs to be explicit 

acknowledgement of extraterritorial 

applicability of fundamental human rights 

standards and duties arising from 

international refugee law, in both policy and 

legal documentation. 

 Core values of the EU, like solidarity, 

tolerance, respect for human rights, and 

advancement of the EU’s preventive 

diplomacy and early warning system, need 

to be enhanced in order to be able to 

respond efficiently at early stages of critical 

situations. 

 In light of the issues the Dublin system 

creates for the application of CEAS, and the 

unwillingness for burden sharing among EU 

member states, a way forward could 

include a revision of this Dublin system, 

which currently place the burden on 

frontier member states. 

 In order to ensure that the EU acts 

responsibly towards refugees, i.e. in 

accordance with international law, 

cooperation with third countries should 

involve both investments to facilitate the 

correct carrying-out of the border policies 

and control measures. 

 It can be explored whether adequate 

financial incentives could be configured so 

as to make receiving greater numbers of 

refugees, rather than excluding them, more 

financially viable and appealing to all 

member states. 

 A more effective and efficient infringement 

procedure system may incentivise EU 

member states to meet common standards.  

                                                           

1
 Officially known as the Convention relating to the 

Status of Refugees.  

2
 Officially known as the Protocol relating to the 

Status of Refugees. 

3
 In dealing with the acceptance of refugees, costs 

are incurred in terms of social welfare and the use of 
administrative resources. Since a shared 
responsibility helps states better plan their asylum 
and integration policies, refugees can rely on a more 
organised and substantial system of protection, 
which is beneficial in terms of the well-being of 
refugees, and hence for the host countries as well 
(Kritzman-Amir, 2009). 
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 T h e  N a t i o n a l  S c a l e | Integration & Public Support

 

he integration laws and procedures vary 

per country within the EU. Therefore, 

when looking at how the “crisis” has 

been laid out on national scale, we deemed it 

necessary to zoom in on one country. The focus 

of this chapter is on the tensions between 

national policies and the realities of refugees’ 

integration by taking the Netherlands as a case 

study. The crises on Syrian and EU level have led 

to a large number of new refugees in the 

Netherlands which made these tensions in the 

Dutch system of policy making and integration 

more apparent. These tensions in the 

integration system can in and of itself also be 

called a crisis. Additionally, the large numbers of 

refugees has also influenced the integration 

policy. Where the Netherlands was first a 

country with a fast asylum process, the waiting 

period is now longer to discourage people to 

seek asylum in the Netherlands. Which could be 

harmful to the integration of the asylum seeker. 

So first we begin this chapter by defining 

integration, followed by a brief history of 

integration laws in the Netherlands. 1  In 

addition, we explore various points of tension 

relating to integration, which have become 

more visible since the crisis. Furthermore, the 

Syrian refugees’ personal experiences of 

integration in the Netherlands will be described 

by drawing on data gathered via interviews. 

Definition and brief history of Dutch 

integration law 

Integration is not a straightforward term, both 

in theory and in practice. According to the 

German sociologist Hartmut Esser, immigrants’ 

adaptation to the host society consists of 

integration in four interrelated domains: the 

structural, cultural, social, and psychological 

domain. Most researchers agree that these 

domains do not necessarily represent stages 

that follow each other in a fixed order.2 For 

example, speaking the language of the host 

country contributes to finding a  job, but having 

a job also contributes to learning the language. 

The structural and cultural domains are mainly 

formed by more practical aspects, such as 

housing, employment, and becoming 

acquainted with new customs, while the social 

and psychosocial domains refer to feeling at 

home and the development of social contacts 

(Joppke, 2007). 

 

The Netherlands was the first European country 

to introduce a Law Integration Newcomers (in 

Dutch: “Wet inburgering nieuwkomers” 3 ) in 
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1998, and hence introduced a legal ground for 

the integration of newcomers. Since then it has 

changed several times. Without exception, 

Dutch immigration and integration policies have 

been made stricter (Focus Migration, 2007). 

Between 1998 and 2007, new immigrants were 

obligated to follow an integration course that 

contained implemented standards on a national 

level. The courses were financed by the national 

government and organised by local 

municipalities. There was, however, no 

compulsory test. That changed in 2007; in the 

context of perceived failed integration of 

different groups in Dutch society, civic 

integration tests became an obligation for every 

newcomer in the Netherlands in 2007. New 

immigrants have to pass an exam that evaluates 

various aspects of integration within three and 

a half years (five years for illiterates). In 2013 

the law changed again. In a society whereby the 

classic welfare state must transform into a so-

called “participation society” (Uitermark, 2015), 

citizens and newcomers have to become “active 

citizens”. This ideal puts even more 

responsibility on the shoulders of the 

newcomers. This means that newcomers are 

themselves responsible for their integration. 

However, the Dutch government offers 

integration support for refugees in the form of 

funding for Dutch municipalities who have 

accepted refugees. These municipalities then 

offer services to refugees, for instance, via 

VluchtelingenWerk. 

 

Tensions arising integration as a two-way 

process  

When thinking about successful integration, 

eyes are allegedly fixed on the newcomer, 

whether migrant or refugee. As briefly indicated 

above, the Dutch law places much responsibility 

on those entering the country in regards to 

adapting to life in the Netherlands. However, as 

scholars like Maurice Crul and Jens Schneider 

(2010) have pointed out, the receiving society 

plays an important role in regards to how 

quickly and in what way newcomers integrate 

into the host society. It can be said that 

inclusiveness is usually formulated in the 

metaphor of two-way integration. Accordingly, 

the first of the EU’s “common basic principles” 

of immigrant integration policy reads: 

“Integration is a dynamic, two-way process of 

mutual accommodation by all immigrants and 

residents of the Member States” (Council of the 

European Union, 2004). This means that not just 

migrants, but also the receiving society, has to 

adapt, the latter being mandated to create “the 

opportunities for the immigrants’ full economic, 

social, cultural, and political participation”. 

Various tensions arise from the two-way nature 

of integration. Refugees, for instance, may be 

officially welcome according to law and policy 

but unwelcome according to citizens. However, 

opinions about migration and asylum vary both 

across and within European countries. In the 

Netherlands, opinions regarding the economic 

and cultural benefits of migrants have 

decreased since 2012 (The Netherlands Institute 

for Social Research, 2016). Research has shown 

that 58% of the Dutch citizens believe that the 

Netherlands should not take on more refugees 

than they do now.4 When asked why things are 

going badly in the Netherlands, many people 

often blame refugees, claiming that they 

require too much money while cuts are being 

made to other social services, or that they fear 

the social unrest resulting from cultural 

differences (Continu Onderzoek 

Burgerperspectieven, 2016). The fear also 
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persists, especially in the media, that the high 

influx of refugees could facilitate terrorism in 

Europe5, even though, as has been mentioned 

previously in this report, “there is no concrete 

evidence that terrorist travellers systematically 

use the flow of refugees to enter Europe 

unnoticed” (Europol, 2016). Fear of cultural 

distance also highlights the fine line between 

demands for integration and assimilation, the 

latter being a more complete adoption of the 

host society’s culture and way of life by means 

of negating or giving up one’s cultural identity 

(Berry, Poortinga, Segall, & Dasen, 1992). Some 

desire that newcomers have or acquire cultural 

affinity with the host society, but to what extent 

should the host society demand or influence 

changes in behaviour or thought to have 

cultural origins?  

Certainly not all Dutch citizens hold negative 

opinions of refugees. A prominent concern 

among Dutch citizens is the perceived division 

in society when it comes to opinions on 

migration and integration; a division which, 

according to some, is fed by biased politics and 

media (Continu Onderzoek 

Burgerperspectieven, 2016). While the reality of 

a more intensely divided public in response to 

the “refugee crisis” can be debated, there does 

appear to be a rift between the lower and 

higher educated, whereby lower educated 

people are more likely to perceive migrants as 

an economic threat (The Netherlands Institute 

for Social Research, 2016). Scholars like Geertje 

Lucassen and Marcel Lubbers (2012) cite this 

division when explaining the recent success of 

the far-right wing in Europe. A divided public 

might have a twofold effect on refugees’ 

integration. As opinions may affect interactions 

between host society members and refugees, 

government officials may struggle to balance 

both the public’s diverse opinions and EU 

mandates or directives in regards to asylum. 

Moderating role of the media 

The divide between people that hold negative 

opinions towards immigrants, and those who 

are impartial or hold a positive opinion, is 

amplified on the national level by biased media 

coverage. Media biases towards extreme 

opinions, sensationalism, and a general lack of 

definitional precision (as discussed in the 

introduction of this report) could be pointed out 

as possible reasons for this biased coverage 

(Galender, 2012). Whereas in theory there is a 

clear distinction between the different 

definitions of people seeking asylum, in reality 

this distinction seems sometimes non-existent 

in (commercial) media coverage. 

The use of different labels for asylum seekers in 

the media has influenced the way people 

perceive them. This so called “framing” has 

proven to impact attitudes and perceptions of 

the media users (Entman, 1993). There is a clear 

difference in connotation between asylum 

seekers that are portrait as a negatively 

connoted “illegal immigrant”, or ones that are 

portrait as “the refugee”, which has less of a 

negative connotation. The “illegal immigrant” 

can be perceived as a threat, whereas the 

refugee can be perceived as someone that 

needs help. 

Where framing is but one of the mechanisms 

that play a role in developing and changing 

opinions of media users towards immigrants, it 

serves as an example of the role the media 

plays with regard to the “crisis”. Framing, but 

also sensationalism and the focus on extreme 

opinions, amplify certain sentiments and make 

them salient among media users. In other 

words, the media moderate the salience of 
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certain opinions in the debate, even if they 

might not reflect the overall opinion of the 

general public. 

Tensions between policy and practice 

Since the 1980s, European states have been 

enacting more restrictive asylum legislation. 

This trend reflects competition between 

European states to deter refugees, whereby 

adopting more restrictive policies would 

encourage refugees to apply for asylum 

elsewhere (Des Places & Deffains, 2003). This 

means the integration procedure becomes an 

avenue for the government to influence 

migration flows. While relaxing these laws and 

allowing for all newcomers to begin integrating 

either more quickly or more easily may 

encourage a larger influx of refugees, not 

allowing or delaying integration of newcomers 

can consequently lead to a lack of feeling at 

home and lack of participation in a new society 

(Crul & Schneider, 2010). One important lesson 

identified by scholars and policy makers is that, 

regardless of being “pro” or “against” refugees, 

it is important to keep people active. If people 

are prohibited from working and other 

voluntary work, they become passive and lose 

their joie-de-vivre. As a consequence, it 

becomes very difficult to engage people in 

society after they have gained a residence 

permit, as well as to motivate them to go back 

to their country of origin in case they do not get 

a permit (ACVZ, 2013; WRR-Policy Brief 4, 

2015). This lesson becomes particularly relevant 

in the crisis at hand, during which systems for 

processing asylum have experienced an 

increase in the number of applications. The 

Netherlands, for instance, has extended the 

length of the procedure from 6 months to a 

possible 18 months during which applicants are 

not allowed to work or follow education.6 Both 

in their own interest and in the interest of 

asylum seekers themselves, national 

governments have to strike a balance between 

limiting flows and allowing integration. 

A tension also arises between the national and 

local government regarding the departure of 

people who have been denied asylum (and who 

do not begin an appeal). In line with the asylum 

procedure that is organised on a national level, 

foreign nationals who have been denied 

residency, must leave of their own accord 

(Government of the Netherlands, n.d.). In 

practice, however, those who refuse to leave 

become the responsibility of local 

municipalities, that often provide food and 

shelter. In April 2015, the national government 

attempted to limit food and shelter to those 

who could provide proof of their plan to leave 

the country. Many municipalities, however, saw 

practical flaws in the new policy, and some have 

even blatantly ignored it (The Economist, 2015). 

Refugees talk about integration 

Those involved in the compilation of this report 

felt it vital to include the perspectives of Syrian 

refugees themselves in regards to integrating in 

the Netherlands. Publishing a report on the 

“refugee crisis” without giving voice to the 

refugees themselves would only contribute to 

the marginalisation of an already vulnerable 

group. In this section, we relate prominent 

themes that arose during individual interviews 

with Syrian refugees in the last months to the 

points previously mentioned in this chapter.7 

First of all, refugees in the Netherlands 

experience that integration is a two-way 

process. According to Ammar, both Dutch 

people and yourself are crucial in learning about 

a new society. Therefore he participates in an 

initiative that facilitates meetings between 
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Syrian and Dutch people: “We just start talking 

about the Dutch and Syrian language, the 

culture, the differences between both. By doing 

this we want to decrease the gap between the 

two. We say in Arabic: one hand cannot clap, 

you know, to integrate you need two hands. We 

really think that is important.” 

Ammar further explained how it can be difficult 

to meet new Dutch people, even though you 

try. “I was already interested in the Dutch 

students. Are they cool or are they nerds? Do 

they go out a lot? I got to know a lot of people 

when I started going to a Dutch school. In the 

AZC you meet nobody Dutch. Only the people 

working there and they don’t have time to hang 

out and chill.” Abdullah experienced the same 

when we asked him whether he has a lot of 

contact with Dutch people. He responded that 

“only my language coach and the people I am 

involved with in voluntary work are the real 

connections I have with Dutch people.” 

According to Mohammed, these difficulties 

have to do with emotions: “The Dutch are very 

well organized. But they do not really show 

emotions. It is hard for me to connect with 

people without emotions.” Another respondent 

stressed the importance of language in meeting 

Dutch people. “In the beginning I had difficulties 

with making contact, but it was just the 

language. But if you learn the language, 50% of 

the integration is done.” 

Abdullah said about this practical issue of 

learning the language that “the Dutch expect 

you that you master the language, that [this 

way] you show respect. You do that by 

“inburgering” (the Dutch translation for 

“integration”, ed.); the language, culture and 

the history of the country. You have to be well 

informed about that all.” However, language 

stays a big struggle, as also Mohammed 

explained: “The language takes a big part [of 

my struggle] of it. Even if you’re good in the 

language, you still cannot fully express yourself. 

I don’t have the feeling for the language yet.” 

Moreover, because most Dutch people speak 

English, it is even harder to practice Dutch for 

the people who already speak English: “In the 

beginning it was very difficult to learn Dutch. I 

was trying hard to talk Dutch instead of English, 

but people in the Netherlands automatically 

switch to English when they hear your Dutch is 

not good enough. To break this pattern, I just 

kept talking back in Dutch.” 

Khalil experiences some tensions between 

integration policy and practice: “We have 

almost seven different nationalities at the same 

place, so we have seven different cultures and 

seven different languages, and with Dutch we 

have almost eight. So with this we cannot 

organise and do things. These people, at least 

one hundred of them are going to take the 

Dutch nationality after five years. So if they are 

now not doing well together, after five years 

they will not talk to each other. You need to 

prepare a program from them to let them feel 

from the first day that they are in Holland, that 

they are not in their countries.” 

Another issue respondents touched upon is 

that, as a refugee, you are basically an 

ambassador of all refugees, which can be 

illustrated by Ammar: “People in the AZC follow 

the Telegraaf and Powned. On Facebook people 

say that the Dutch hate us. Therefore the 

Syrians blame themselves. They have to 

integrate better. You are taken care of by a 

country, so you have to repay your debt. When 

you read these newspapers, you really get a 

wrong image of what is going on in the 

Netherlands. However, as many people do this, 

people feel the pressure to behave well. As a 
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refugee, you represent the whole refugee 

society. If you make a mistake, the whole 

refugee community is blamed. You have to think 

twice about your decisions, always. Being an 

ambassador of all refugees also has to do with 

giving back: With a group of people, we decided 

to set up an NGO: Syrian refugees in the 

Netherlands. This is our way of giving back.” 

Also Mohammed talked of giving back: “We get 

a lot of help from this society. I want to give 

something back. You hear a lot of people who 

say this. […] Because if you have the people who 

stood next to you in your worst situation, you 

should give or do something back. At least in my 

study I can continue and give something back. 

Not being the person that took the money but to 

make yourself useful, to fit. I can help with that, 

doing volunteering work. And paying taxes.” 

However, the fact that the residence permit is 

temporary puts worries to people. As 

Mohammed told: “I don’t expect much because 

when you come from a war, you don’t recover 

that easily. Because you feel what you built can 

be broken down again, you have that fear. But I 

have the patience that it will be fine in the 

future. I am not originally from Damascus, but 

from Golan. Because my grandfathers are from 

Golan, from Israel. And they started again in 

Damascus and built that. They started from zero 

to a good situation in Damascus. And we lost 

everything again, our homes and our country. 

And I should start again. It is also from the top 

to the high and the high to the top. So that’s 

why I don’t trust the future. Maybe after I 

studied here and I got my diploma, and after I 

learned the language, they will send me back. 

Then I can start again in Syria. That’s one of the 

worries actually. I do not always have trust in 

that.” 

Besides these tensions, there is a long waiting 

time in the emergency shelters before you get 

your temporary residence permit. This, and 

other practical issues, gives people the feeling 

of being put on hold: they cannot work, study or 

apply for family reunification. Mohammed 

explained this: “From the camp I can say that it 

wasn’t that perfect. I can’t blame it all on COA, 

but you have to understand the AZC was very 

big, from all over the world, not only from Syria. 

So it was a multicultural AZC, difficult to handle. 

But I do blame COA actually that there was no 

initiation to start learning Dutch.” That the COA 

plays a role in this, was also stressed by another 

respondent: “I asked them (COA, ed.) if I could 

volunteer with any organisation around and 

they told me that I’m not insured, so no.” 

According to Khalil, the COA makes “sure not 

one gets connected to the Netherlands, because 

you don’t learn Dutch.” 

All of the respondents experience cultural 

differences between the Netherlands and Syria. 

Ammar told us about this: “In the Middle East, 

you stand up for a girl, for example in the bus. In 

Holland this is not normal, if you do that you get 

weird reactions. Another funny thing is that in 

Syria, if you have guests, you always have to 

offer food and drinks several times. You offer 

more food, they will answer no thank you, and 

you still give them more. In the Netherlands, no 

means no. […] It is different, but you have to get 

used to it.” In addition, Fadi stated that what 

strikes him most in Dutch society is that “you 

talk about sex as easily as about the weather.” 

Abdullah explained that language courses touch 

upon cultural differences, but he is “not sure if 

that really helps, because you still miss the 

language so you do not really get it.” 

Mohammed supported this: “in the language 

course we learn small parts through the course, 
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one hour every day. […] About rules, about 

culture, about economy, and about the weather. 

You talk about the weather a lot.” In order to 

deal with these differences, some try to 

combine the culture from their home country 

and the Dutch culture: “I cannot act I’m totally 

Dutch, because a big part of me is still Syrian.” 

Many respondents see education and having a 

job as important in participating in Dutch 

society. According to Ammar, “if you want to 

change your life in Europe in general, you need 

two things: high education, or a lot of money. 

And since I don’t have a lot of money, I go for 

the other option: education. This is the way to 

improve you standard of living, there is no other 

way.” However, respondents struggle with the 

fact that diplomas are not always valued or 

simply differently in the Netherlands: “this is 

the biggest problem for refugees, there is no 

purpose of life. If you studied three years for 

engineering, you can start over again. […] It is 

years of your life that you lost.” 

 

Recommendations 

 The awareness present in the literature that 

successful integration is a two-way process 

should be skillfully (and perhaps delicately) 

promoted within host societies, perhaps via 

NGOs dedicated to helping refugees. 

 Differences in opinions and concerns 

regarding immigration indicate a gap 

between low- and high-educated classes. 

Researchers should continue to investigate 

the causes behind this division in order to 

support government officials in crafting 

policy that can best support all parties 

affected by said policy. 

 Media outlets should be careful when 

reporting opinions in regards to the influx of 

refugees, so as not to overemphasise 

differences in opinion, possibly creating the 

perception of extreme or sudden polarity 

where it does not exist. More attention, for 

instance, could be given to moderate or 

neutral opinions. 

 European states with restrictive integration 

policies (e.g. by slow asylum procedures) 

should consider ways in which to engage 

asylum seekers in work they themselves 

deem meaningful, in order to enable them 

to engage in society better once they have 

been granted asylum. 

 Policy-makers should be aware of the 

potential for tensions arising out of 

mismatching national and local policies or 

the difficulty of practical implementation. 

When possible, national and local officials 

should work together to craft feasible 

policies in regards refugees’ integration. 

                                                           

1
 Throughout this chapter, we refer to the official 

Dutch asylum seeking and integration procedure. For 
an outline of this procedure, we would like to refer 
to the appendix of this report. It is important to note 
that, at the time this chapter was written, the 
procedure was changing. This report reflects on the 
procedure at the time of writing. Where possible, we 
considered ongoing changes. 

2
 See, amongst others: Alba & Nee, 1997; Brubacker, 

2001; and Joppke, 2007. 

3
 This law expired at the end of 2006; in 2007, it was 

replaced by the Law Integration (in Dutch: “Wet 
inburgering”). 

4
 Moreover, 11% of the Dutch citizens believe that 

the Netherlands should take on more refugees, and 
31%  of the Dutch citizens are neutral or do not 
know (Continu Onderzoek Burgerperspectieven, 
2016). 

5
 See, amongst others: RTL Nieuws, 2016, 

http://www.rtlnieuws.nl/nieuws/binnenland/nctv-
waarschuwt-terroristen-vluchtelingenstroom; and 
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Kouwenhoven, 2015, 
http://www.nrc.nl/next/2015/11/07/zijn-dit-
terroristen-of-vluchtelingen-1556792. 

6
 See also the appendix of this report. 

7
 In order to write latter section, our aim was to 

organise focus groups with Syrian refugees. 
However, due to time limitations we were not able 
to arrange this on the short term. We only spoke 
with one respondent. In order to write the chapter, 
we therefore spoke with Rozemarijn Weyers, 

                                                                                       

student at UvA and currently writing her thesis on 
the topic of Syrian refugees. She conducted 12 
interviews with Syrians, 10 men and 2 women, 
currently in the Netherlands. Also Maartje Smeets 
conducted 10 in-depth interviews with Syrians (all of 
them are men currently living in Amsterdam) for her 
thesis. All together we worked with data from 23 
interviews to write this section. Most of the 
interviews are conducted in English, and some of 
them in Dutch. This required a certain level of 
education back home in Syria. 
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C o n c l u s i o n 

 

 

n the beginning of this report, we gave a 

short summary of the complex and difficult 

situation in Syria and the causes of the war. 

First of all, the Sykes-Picot Agreement caused 

many tensions that are still showing today in 

Syria and other Arabic countries. Besides that, 

there are a lot of conflicting interests, even 

within the opposing parties that fight against 

Assad. These influences have created an 

unstable Syria, which led to the “refugee crisis” 

in Europe. If we look at the “refugee crisis” from 

a historical perspective, this crisis is big in total 

numbers, but relatively speaking it is smaller. 

From a European perspective, however, the 

“refugee crisis” is more a political crisis, instead 

of a humanitarian one.  

 

This led us to look into the tensions with respect 

to the way in which the EU deals with refugees 

from Syria and other countries. Firstly, the EU’s 

external border policy, characterised by 

externalisation and securitisation, is in bad 

terms with the EU’s formal adherence to an 

internationally accepted legal framework which  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

is founded on the importance of human rights. 

The implementation of (inter alia) carrier  

and policing borders endangers the lives of 

people who are trying to set foot on EU 

territory. Moreover, issues of illegal 

refoulement of refugees have entered the 

discussion with the EU-Turkey deal, as there are 

doubts regarding the extent to which Turkey 

can be regarded a safe third country, and it is 

questionable to what extent the applications of 

refugees have been processed on compliance 

with international law. Secondly, whilst the 

CEAS legislation is in place to ensure the fair 

treatment of refugees, the disparities between, 

and inadequacies of, member states’ national 

asylum policies undermine the legitimacy of this 

legislation. The fact that asylum applications 

still take place on a national level, instead of a 

European level, harms the internal solidarity 

within the EU, as policies and practices which 

may be in the best interests of the EU as a 

whole, often conflict with member states’ own 

national interests. This poses a significant 

challenge to the creation of a functioning  

I 
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Common European Asylum System in which 

uniform standards can be met across the 

borders. 

 

Lastly, we took the Netherlands as a case study 

in order to zoom in on the possible tensions 

either arising from or highlighted by the current 

“crisis” with regards to the national scale. In 

particular, we focused on difficulties in relation 

to refugees’ integration. After providing a 

definition of integration and a brief overview of 

the integration law in the Netherlands, we 

indicated that difficulties arise out of the two-

way nature of integration. This is not only true 

in that members of a host society may hold 

negative opinions of refugees, but also in host 

society, which may be divided in their opinions. 

The media also has a great influence on these 

divided opinions, not only with members of the 

host society but also with the refugees 

themselves. Such division can possibly create 

challenges for the officials responsible for 

answering simultaneously to their public and 

the EU. Furthermore, there were some tensions 

indicated within the current asylum seeking 

procedure affecting refugees as well as the host 

society. This brings challenges for the national 

governments, who have to strike a balance 

between limiting flows and allowing integration. 

Additionally, we also shared some experiences 

Syrian refugees have had while integrating in 

the Netherlands. Which shows that integration 

is a two-way street with a lot of barriers and 

insecure moments. 

Where there are no indications that the war in 

Syria will come to an end any time soon, or the 

amount of people seeking asylum will decline 

substantively, it seems paramount for the EU to 

find a long term solution. The EU has sufficient 

capacity and resources to deal with the current, 

and possibly future, influxes of asylum seekers; 

however, member states will have to work 

together and take responsibility in order to 

make things work. The European “refugee 

crisis” is, first off, a crisis of the European Union; 

however, it also has shown a noticeable impact 

on the national level. If the EU were to improve 

their asylum system, for example by 

reconsidering current legislation or by inducing 

solidarity among member states, it might just 

be able to relieve the national immigration and 

integration systems, which in turn would aid 

integration and maybe even increase public 

support. For it seems that this crisis cannot be 

solved by just a handful of member states, but 

rather by EU wide solidarity among all.  
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 A p p e n d i x | Overview of the asylum procedure in the Netherlands

 

Step 1: beginning the asylum procedure1 

Asylum seekers arrive in the Netherlands. They have to report to a specific asylum seekers center (AZC) 

in Ter Apel where they are registered by the Immigration and Naturalisation Service (IND). Due to the 

high influx of refugees in the Netherlands since 2014, asylum seekers first stay at emergency shelters 

(e.g. converted empty offices into group housing or former prisons). Here they have to wait for the start 

of their procedure. Since these people are not in an official procedure, they are not allowed to work or 

follow education, and have no right to family reunification. The Central Organ reception Asylum seekers 

(COA) provides basic needs, known in the Netherlands as bed, bath, bread. In this case, asylum seekers 

share living facilities and cannot cook for themselves. As of 11 February 2016, the law extended this 

procedure from a maximum of 6 months to 15 months. When after this period the asylum procedure 

begins, the person may remain in Ter Apel or be brought to another AZC. Within six work days, the IND 

decides whether an asylum seeker receives a residency permit. The permit can take one of two forms: a 

temporary residency permit requiring the refugee to return to their country of origin (e.g. after war is 

over), or a temporary residency permit requiring the asylum seeker to begin a longer asylum procedure. 

If the asylum seeker is not considered to be a refugee, he or she should return to their country of origin. 

In the case of Syrians, all Syrian nationals are considered to be refugees. 

Step 2: granted residency 

The refugee is housed in a municipality in the Netherlands. The location of settlement is not a choice. 

The housing happens through the Dutch social renting system. Other Dutch nationals who do not have 

money to pay for a house completely, are also allocated a house through this system. 

VluchtelingenWerk assists the refugee with their initial settlement, by assisting with arranging 

insurances, finding a school and a job. The duration of the settlement period varies per province. 

Step 3: official integration 

The refugee needs to integrate within the period of three and half years. To integrate means in this 

context: “to pass the Dutch integration exam”. The Law Integration (in Dutch: “Wet inburgering”) 

obliges most non-EU newcomers to participate in a 12-month integration course, which consists of 600 

hours of Dutch language instruction, civic education, and preparation for the labour market. The 

integration exam consists of three parts: one practical part, in which the examinee needs to engage in a 

day-to-day conversation; one part in which Dutch proficiency is tested; and a last part where knowledge 

on the Dutch culture and labour market is tested. Most refugees take integration courses and pass the 

test within two years. They are now officially integrated. 

                                                           

1
 This overview is based on information from the following sources: Joppke, 2007; Government of the Netherlands, 

2016; and VluchtelingenWerk, n.d. 


