European
Union

Institute for
Security Studies

11

Yezid Sayigh

N European Union
N Global Strategy

EU GLOBAL STRATEGY
EXPERT OPINION

The response of EU member states to the arrival of
over one million refugees, asylum seekers, and mi-
grants in 2015 helped stabilise the immediate cri-
sis. But while expedient, the measures they took are
mostly palliative, temporary fixes that leave the EU
largely in a reactive mode. More needs to be done.
The refugee crisis is likely to continue or worsen, but
even if it does not its scope and scale already mean
that its consequences will take many more years to be
overcome.

This issue needs to feature prominently in the EU%s
Global Strategy on Foreign and Security Policy (EUGS)
if it is to meet the challenge. But for this, it must stop
thinking of each refugee crisis as a short-term ‘emer-
gency’, and replace its narrow focus on providing hu-
manitarian assistance with policy responses based on
a better understanding of the long-term drivers and
trends of those crises and focused on sustainable de-
velopment rather than emergency relief.

A distorted picture

The scale of the challenge is evident. In 2015, the
number of forcibly displaced persons worldwide ex-

ceeded 60 million, prompting UN High Commissioner
for Refugees Antonio Guterres to call for “a paradigm
change” in response to a challenge that “is now clear-
ly dwarfing anything seen before.” To effect such a
change, the EU must correct two distortions skewing
its policy responses.

First, conceptualising refugee crises as emergencies
enables national governments to justify contributions
as necessary and finite to their domestic publics, but
obscures understanding of what generates and sus-
tains refugee flows. This discourages long-term plan-
ning and preparation, and precludes more effective
responses. Armed conflict is certainly the immediate
driver of displacement, but focusing on it too nar-
rowly as the primary event overlooks the long-term
trends that have already accentuated vulnerabilities
and undermined resilience in local communities, re-
sulting in greater levels of displacement once conflict
starts.

Second, EU policy responses are also skewed by the
restriction of interventions in refugee crises to hu-
manitarian assistance, especially delivery of food aid,
followed by water, sanitation, and shelter. Certainly
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these are critical to physical survival, but single-mind-
ed adherence to an emergency framework for inter-
vention restricts the development of new approaches
that may better meet the needs of an unprecedented
global refugee crisis. In order to offer better prospects
of developing long-term sustainability and resilience,
this means, most obviously, facilitating the engage-
ment of forcibly displaced
persons in host econo-
mies — assisting them to
assist themselves and to
contribute to their hosts,
for example through
training, funding, and le-
galising work as a grow-
ing number of experts in the region urge. It also
means helping to build and fund coping mechanisms
for host governments and communities to relieve the
strain and mitigate anti-refugee sentiment.

A new paradigm

Clearly, the cooperation of local governments or de
facto authorities is necessary for such an approach to
succeed. It cannot be implemented everywhere. But
even the complex case of Syria suggests what can be
done. Already, a significant number of Syrian refu-
gees undertake informal, low-paid work in Lebanon,
Jordan, and Turkey, generate consumer demand, and
inject rental money into the housing market. This has
distorted local wages and rents, straining relations
with host communities, but also provides income
streams for many, and has frankly alleviated an oth-
erwise disastrous situation. The UNHCR and other
agencies have also helped by providing refugees with
vouchers and rent subsidies to be spent locally, while
helping select central and municipal authorities to
cope with expanding demand on public services so as
to minimise negative impacts on nationals.

But the UNHCR - as the primary implementing agen-
cy for the EU and other major donors — and most
humanitarians remain locked within an emergency
framework when it comes to planning and prepara-
tion for the future. They collect extensive data, but do

‘...the EU must develop a new paradigm
capable of changing the conditions and
cost-benefit calculations of millions of
refugees wherever they are...”

not engage in data analysis that might lead to alterna-
tive approaches. This risks being a self-defeating ap-
proach as aid fatigue sets in and per capita assistance
to refugees drops, at the same time as their depend-
ency on aid deepens. Paradoxically, it is the EU that
is already testing the merit of a different approach,
by seeking Turkey’s agreement to issue work permits
to Syrian refugees in
order to regulate their
employment while dis-
couraging them from
migrating to Europe.

The EU’s purpose is self-
serving, but could pave
the way to rethinking its general approach more radi-
cally. Three factors should compel it to do so. First,
the return of refugees to their countries is always very
slow even after peace is restored: in 2014, a mere
126,800 of some 60 million refugees worldwide were
able to go back home.

Second, conflict trends and the scale of dislocation
and physical destruction in the Middle East and
North Africa region, which alone accounts for half the
worlds total of forcibly displaced persons, show the
potential for more flows — and parts of sub-Saharan
Africa and Central and South Asia are no different.

And third, aid fatigue, the eurozone’s continuing tra-
vails, global geo-political rivalries, and the rapidly
shrinking revenue of OPEC oil producers who might
have contributed a greater share of humanitarian as-
sistance all make maintaining the emergency frame-
work non-viable.

Not providing humanitarian assistance is not an op-
tion. But neither is it a sufficient response. To make
a difference, the EU must develop a new paradigm
capable of changing the conditions and cost-benefit
calculations of millions of refugees wherever they are,
not only those landing on its shores.
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