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IMMIGRATION:
DON'T FALL
INTO THE TRAP

By Jean-Louis De Brouwer,
President of the Egmont Institute

A divisive subject if ever there was one,
immigration, is generally considered to be
one ofthe defining issues of any election. This
postulate seems to apply universally, what-
everthe geographical context or polling level
concerned.

At first glance, this is no different when it
comes to the European elections on June 9.
Both the findings of various surveys on voting
intentions and the results of recent elections
in certain member states supportthe hypoth-
esis of a shift in the center of gravity of the
European political system. And the perception
of an unsatisfactory response to the chal-
lenges posed by immigration is no small part
of the reason.

The absolute necessity of preventing such
adevelopmentwas, moreover, one of the main
arguments of the political and institutional
players determined to reach an agreement,
whatever the cost, on the Asylum and Migra-
tion Pact. This has now been achieved, and
the European Union, in the decisive moments
of a legislature that is undoubtedly historic in
many aspects, has atleastequipped itselfwith
a political framework capable of reassuring
public opinion, worried by the apparent in-
ability to manage a phenomenon that is in-
creasingly perceived as uncontrollable.
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Nothing is less certain. We will not go into
the many uncertainties surrounding this com-
plexlegislative package. Unclear, itleaves many
grey areas as to the conformity of its measures
with fundamental rights. Its implementation
will take along time (two years) and will require
considerable resources, particularly budgetary.
It will rely on cooperation between institutions
and Member States, which inthe past has often
been haphazard, and above all it presupposes
the restoration of a particularly damaged sense
of trust and solidarity between them.

The Commission has understandably
welcomed a system that secures external bor-
ders by organizing rapid procedures for pro-
cessingapplicationsforinternational protection,
and by providing for forms of solidarity be-
tween Member States”. Nevertheless, thereis
a strong feeling that this is a technocratic re-
sponsetoasocietal need, and even an excellent
communication campaigninthe run-upto June
9 will be difficult to remedy.

More worryingly, certain political forces,
includingthose who supported the agreement,
already seem to be calling into question the
validity of this hard-won accord. Beyond the
outright refusal to apply the agreement, they
are pointing to its inadequacies and the need
to "go further”.



But to go where and to do what? Under-
taking a new legislative effort atthe end of an
exhausting journey would be nonsense. The
aim, then, could be to consolidate the Pact’s
effectiveness through political initiatives de-
signed to complement it. In addition to
strengthening border controls and combating
criminal networks of smugglers, mostofthese
concern relations with third countries. These
may take the form of vague "agreements”
aimed, under the guise of a multi-sector part-
nership fueled by massive financial transfers,
atsecuringthe cooperation of these countries
both in controlling mi-
gration in transit on
their territory and in
implementing a return
policy, with more than
disappointing results.

Other avenues would

Thefacts bear outthis analysis: the major-
ity of migrants are part of legal schemes (work
permits or family reunification), and those
detected as staying illegally have not, for the
most part, fraudulently crossed the European
Union’s external borders. Whatis more, tight-
ening border controls has no direct effect on
reducing migratory pressure®. And let us not
forget that the European Union takes in only
a very limited proportion, on a global scale,
of populations fleeing persecution or natural
disasters, and thatfew lessons have so farbeen
learned from the formidable capacity to

welcome, overnight,
Ukrainians fleeing
Russian aggression.
This could be a
trap that political par-
ties advocating better
migration manage-

involve exploring the "_ TH e maJOR |TY mentshould avoid fall-

possibility of outsourc-
ing responsibility for
receiving and process-
ing applications for
international protec-
tion. Added to this
would be greater
openness to “chosen”
migration, more essen-
tial to meet the needs
of an economy with a
skills shortage, oreven
to cope with the con-
sequences of an inevitable demographic
transition.

What if we are debating the wrong issue?
An opinion survey conducted in January 2024
in twelve member states (including France)
by the European Council on Foreign Relations
is revealing in this regard®. On the one hand,
it shows that immigration is only secondary
to economic uncertainties, past and future
pandemics, climate change and the war in
Ukraine in people’s perception of the crucial
issues of the day. On the other hand, it would
appearthatthe “centrality” of the immigration
debate is above all an effect of the effective
political “marketing” of nationalist and popu-
list parties, who have made it one of their
main selling points.
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ing into, otherwise, as
the saying goes, voters
will prefer the original
to the copy. At a time
when democracy is at
" its peak when elec-
tions are being held,
every player must fo-
cus on the real priori-
ties - often influenced
by the national context
- of those called upon
to vote (and hope that
many of them turn out to vote). Being clear
and educational about immigration is part of
this approach, without making it the focus of
the debate. But this is a difficult exercise,
given the “toxic” nature of the subjectand the
raw sensitivities involved. And we dare not
even mention the impact that the slightest
incident linked to migration could have in
certain member states just a few minutes
before the vote.
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