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P O L I T I C S

TOTAL ARRIVALS IN 2018

82,201

SEA ARRIVALS

Includes refugees and migrants arriving by sea to Italy, 
Greece, Spain and Cyprus.

77,422

LAND ARRIVALS

Includes refugees and migrants arriving by land to Spain.

4,779

DEAD OR MISSING (ESTIMATE)

1,719

Previous years Sea arrivals Dead or missing

2017 172,301 3,139

2016 362,753 5,096

2015 1,015,078 3,771

2014 216,054 3,538

DEMOGRAPHY OF MEDITERRANEAN SEA ARRIVALS 
FROM JANUARY 2018

      Men       Women       Children

MOST COMMON NATIONALITIES OF MEDITERRANEAN SEA AND LAND ARRIVALS FROM JANUARY 2018

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN NUMBER OF REFUGEES

SYRIA 13.4 % 7,567

IRAQ 9.1 % 5,125

GUINEA 6.9 % 3,890

TUNISIA 6.6 % 3,729

AFGHANISTAN 6,5 % 3,665

MALI 5.5 % 3,116

ERITREA 5.4 % 3,027

MOROCCO 5.2 % 2,916

OTHER (SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA) 4.5 % 2,569

OTHERS 10.9 % 6,145

TURKEY

ITALY
20,210

MOROCCO

ALGERIA

TUNISIA

LIBYA EGYPT

GREECE
22,348
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38,911

WHERE THE REFUGEES ARE COMING FROM AND HOW THEY REACH EUROPE

A culture of welcome  
vanishing into thin air 

Three years after Germany took in nearly a million refugees,  
migration has polarized the country
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BY MARKUS BICKEL

More that 745,000 people applied for asylum in Germany in 2016; 
222,000 the next year.

Of the 110,000 applicants in the first half of this year, almost three 
quarters were younger than 30, while 57 percent were male.
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Karl Hilsenbek is worried. 
“No one knows what 
will happen tomorrow, 

or where migrant numbers go 
from here,” says the mayor of 
Ellwangen, a flourishing town 
in Germany’s prosperous south-
western state of Baden-Würt-
temberg. Unemployment there is 
under 2 percent. Large billboards 
advertise companies searching 
for new trainees. Little cause for 
worry, one would think. 

But on the outskirts of town, 
on the grounds of an old army 
barracks, lies a large refugee 
camp known to locals as the 
Landeserstaufnahmeeinrichtung 
(LEA, or Initial Reception Facil-
ity). At times, conditions there 
have seriously affected the “sub-
jective sense of security” among 
Ellwangen residents, Hilsenbek 
says. “At the moment every-
thing’s quiet,” says the 60-year-
old marathon runner, “but that 
could all change tomorrow.” 

Hilsenbek speaks from experi-
ence. By September 2015, within 
months of the LEA’s establish-
ment, 4,500 people were living 
there. The facility was designed 
to accommodate 1,000 at most. 
The pedestrian shopping area 
in Ellwangen’s old quarter was 
soon full of migrants. To keep a 
lid on the public’s growing anger, 
authorities decided to switch off 
the town’s free public WiFi ser-
vice. 

That quieted the situation until 
early 2016, when the alleged 
rape of a German-Russian girl 
in faraway Berlin caused tem-
pers to flare again. In protests 
against the supposed assault by 
“southern-looking migrants,” 
hundreds of ethnic German-
Russians assembled at the gates 
of the LEA, among them opera-
tives of the extreme right-wing 
National Democratic Party of 
Germany (NPD). Demonstrators 
chanted “Protect our children!” 
and “Merkel must go!”             

There would be more. In April 
2018, dozens of inhabitants of 
the LEA freed a young Togo-

lese man from police detention, 
thereby preventing his deporta-
tion. A storm of protest erupted 
and spread far beyond Ellwan-
gen. Across Germany, people 
wondered whether to expect 
more cases of resistance in refu-
gee centers. “A slap in the face 
of the law-abiding populace” is 
how German Interior Minister 
Horst Seehofer characterized the 
incident, which even made it to 
the pages of The Washington 
Post.       

Regional lawmakers of the far-
right Alternative for Germany 
(AfD) party, which took 15 per-
cent of the vote in Baden-Würt-
temberg in 2016, also lamented 
a loss of state control. Incidents 
like the ones in Ellwangen are 
grist to the mill for the party, 
which, ever since hundreds of 
thousands of Iraqis and Syrians 
fled to Germany 
in 2015, has tire-
lessly warned of 
the erosion of 
law and order. 
When a Cuban-
German died fol-
lowing a dispute 
with a Syrian and 
an Iraqi in Chem-
nitz in August, 
thousands of AfD 
supporters joined 
members of the 
far-right Pegida 
movement in 
weeks of protests 
in the Saxon city. 
Thousands also 
marched through 
the streets of 

Köthen in Saxony-Anhalt in 
September, after a 22-year-old 
man died there from a heart 
attack following a street fight. 
Two Afghans were arrested. 

The AfD is also polling about 
14 percent in Bavaria, where 
voters elect a new state legisla-
ture in October. After a decades-
long monopoly in government, 
the conservative Christian Social 
Union (CSU) now faces the pros-
pect of needing to form a coali-
tion. In Saxony, the AfD already 
received the highest number of 
votes in the 2017 federal elec-
tion. It cannot be ruled out that 
the far right will share state 
power in Dresden, the capital 
of Saxony, after state elections 
next year.

While criticizing the far right’s 
populist agitation, Ellwangen’s 
Mayor Hilsenbek also points out 

the mood among his constituents 
that, he warns, politicians disre-
gard at their own peril. “We’ve 
had moments in Ellwangen when 
parents said they will no longer 
send their kids to the bus stop 
and instead drive them to and 
from school.”    

The worries of Ellwangen’s 
mayor reflect the dilemmas many 
municipal leaders throughout 
Germany are facing. From 
the Baltic coast in the north 
to the Alps in the south, from 
the western Rhineland to the 
banks of the Oder River border-
ing Poland, mayors and council 
members across Germany report 
a sense among their constituents 
that Chancellor Angela Merkel 
and her refugee policy have left 
the country’s towns and cities 
to fend for themselves. “Shel-
ters, especially, are very hard 

to organize at the moment,” 
Hilsenbek says.       

Following the events of New 
Year’s Eve 2015–16, when 
numerous women in Cologne 
reported incidents of sexual 
harassment by northern Afri-
cans, conditions in and around 
places like the LEA have become 
a second yardstick for everything 
that has allegedly gone wrong 
in Germany’s experience as a 
country of asylum – irrespective 
of the fact that the volunteer 
spirit of helping refugees after 
their arrival in Germany remains 
prodigious.  

Still, one thousand days after 
Merkel’s iconic utterance – “we 
can do it” – hopes of a lasting and 
pervasive Willkommenskultur in 
Germany have been dashed. All 
her attempts to respond with 
factual arguments merely draw 

fresh criticism. 
Despite all the 
success stories, 
Merkel’s Cul-
ture of Welcome 
has vanished into 
thin air. 

First and fore-
most, it has been 
Interior Minister 
Seehofer fan-
ning the flames. 
The Bavarian 
CSU chairman 
first attacked 
the chancellor 
and her refugee 
policy in the fall 
of 2015. This 
summer, See-
hofer jeopar-

dized the federal government’s 
very existence in a dispute over 
deporting rejected asylum seek-
ers. Fearing an AfD surge in 
October’s Bavarian election, 
Seehofer has lashed out repeat-
edly at Merkel: “The migration 
issue is the mother of all political 
problems in this country!” 

To resolve this “mother of all 
problems,” Seehofer demands 
fast deportations. “Anyone 
who has applied for asylum and 
received a rejection is compelled 
to leave this country,” he says. 
Yet experts on asylum have grave 
reservations with this approach: 
Numerical evidence does not 
suggest that deportations will 
lead to more refugees integrat-
ing successfully. In 2015, when 
a record 890,000 people sought 
asylum in Germany, 20,000 were 
sent back. In 2017, according to 
the government, the latter figure 
was nearly 24,000. 

“Are we too dumb to deport?” 
the tabloid newspaper Bild asked 
in a headline this summer. It is 
a question that, following inci-
dents such as those in Ellwangen, 
repeatedly enflames public senti-
ment. It also cannot be answered 
as simply as the far-right populists 
would have voters believe, says 
mayor Hilsenbek. He vehemently 
rejects the so-called “anchor cen-
ters” that, following Bavaria’s 
example, Seehofer would set up 
around the country to facilitate 
deportations of unwanted refu-
gees. “If we in Ellwangen had to 
shelter people with no prospect 
of work, that is, people who are 
simply waiting to be deported, 
social peace here would be seri-
ously threatened.”

Alternatively, he believes citizen 
activism is the way forward. “I 
think that in all of Germany, Ell-
wangen is unparalleled. A town 
of 24,000 inhabitants sheltering 
4,500 refugees. That is truly a 
brilliant achievement.”

MARKUS BICKEL
is editor in chief of  
the German-language 
Amnesty Journal.


