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HOME AFFAIRS

In a speech to the European Parliament containing no new policy proposals, Dimitris Avramopoulos, the
European commissioner for home affairs, pleaded with EU members to work together and allocate more
funds.
by James Panichi on 14.01.2015 / 11:33 CET

The European Commission’s widely expected policy announcement to tackle the refugee crisis in the Mediterranean failed to
materialise late on Tuesday (January 13), with Dimitris Avramopoulos, the European commissioner for home affairs, instead
using his speech to Parliament to urge European Union member states to embrace a “more comprehensive approach” to the
plight of asylum-seekers.

Speaking to an almost empty chamber, Avramopoulos warned that unless “decisive and co-ordinated EU-wide action” is
taken, the flow of asylum-seekers would continue. “The European Union, its agencies and the member states have to step up
their co-operation and common action in a spirit of solidarity and responsibility,” Avramopoulos said.

In 2014, official estimates suggest more than 276,000 asylum-seekers and irregular migrants arrived in EU countries,
representing an increase of 138% on the previous year. In recent months, and influenced largely by the number of people
leaving Syria, people-smugglers have used so-called ‘ghost ships’ – cargo vessels which are abandoned mid-voyage by
their crews – to carry asylum-seekers towards the Italian coasts.

Commission officials had suggested Avramopoulos’s speech would outline new policy initiatives. But the commissioner
merely listed the EU programmes already in place, and pleaded for increased member-state engagement. “The Commission
will support its agencies in order to intensify their efforts, but we also count on the financial and operational support of
member states,” Avramopoulos said. “Reinforcing intelligence-gathering and sharing and promoting practical co-operation
between the member states and EU agencies is also crucial in order to prosecute more smugglers.”

Border-security and coast-guard operations remain a prerogative of national governments. The EU agency Frontex, which
has co-ordinated the EU-backed Triton operation in the Mediterranean to intercept vessels carrying asylum-seekers, simply
organises the allocation of national resources. Frontex has an annual budget of €90 million, which Jean-Claude Juncker, the
president of the Commission, has criticised as inadequate. Avramopoulos pledged no new money for Frontex, suggesting the
Commission has not been able to secure the commitments it needs from member states.

The commissioner’s plea for member states to offer more resettlement places as some 3.5 million Syrians are displaced by
conflict also suggests Avramopoulos has not made progress since his last statement to Parliament on November 25. “The EU
and the member states must work together to establish a truly European programme for the resettlement of refugees,”
Avramopoulos said. “Europe has to take charge,” he told MEPs. “We have no time to spare. Together, we will move forward
with commitment and resolve.”
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