
Madness: The European Refugee Crisis 

Today's economic migrants to Europe and America are not looking for virgin soil to farm on the open 

range. They are seeking welfare services. 
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Europe's refugee crisis has escalated from tragedy to farce. More than 2000 people have died this 

year trying to enter Europe via the Mediterranean -- on top of unknown numbers who perished in 

the Sahara Desert on their way to Libya to risk the sea crossing. Thousands more languish in 

smuggler's den or Ukrainian prisons. 

But for the lucky many who make it to the shores of the European Union (arrivals now exceed 

100,000 a month) the journey has just begun. African and Middle Eastern boat migrants do not want 

to stay in Italy and the Italian government is only too happy to pass them through. Train conductors 

turn a blind eye to migrants headed north. 

Under pressure from the liberal internationalist intelligentsia, buck-passing has become a carnival 

act farther east in Macedonia. Thousands of refugees had piled up on Macedonia's border as they 

tried to travel north from Greece toward Germany, Scandinavia, and the United Kingdom. Reporters 

flocked to Macedonia to expose the Balkan country's harsh border enforcement. 

Macedonia, sensitive about its human rights record, did the only logical thing: it opened its border, 

scheduled extra train and bus services, and herded migrants north to Serbia. Serbia is likely to do the 

same, passing the burden on to Hungary, which lies on the edge of the European Union's visa-free 

Schengen area. Hungary is rushing to build a border fence to keep them out. 

But these migrants do not desire refuge in Hungary any more than they desire refuge in Italy, 

Greece, Macedonia, or Serbia. In fact, they refuse to accept refuge in any of these countries. They 

want to be registered as refugees in northern Europe, where they (probably correctly) believe that 

they can build better lives than in the austerity-wracked south. 

These migrants are willing to make enormous sacrifices so that their children's children can be born 

in the world's richest countries. They are, in effect, citizenship shopping -- not just for themselves, 

but for future generations of their families. They certainly have no intention to return to 

Afghanistan, Eritrea, or Syria if and when peace is restored. They are on a one-way road to a better 

future. 

The Chunnel Jungle: 

This is nothing new. For years it was stories from Calais about African and Middle Eastern refugees 

trying to sneak through the Channel Tunnel to England. People died in ones and twos as they were 

run over by trucks, slipped off the bottom of train cars, or drowned trying to reach ferries making 

the 20-mile passage to Dover. 

The camps in Calais came to be known as "the jungle" and a succession of British prime ministers 

and French presidents have been excoriated for not offering shelter to the hundreds and then 

thousands of people stranded in France on their way to pursue their dreams in England. 

Now this trickle has turned into a flood and the bizarre standoff at the entrance to the Channel 

Tunnel has turned into a continent-wide crisis. No one denies that these Africans and Middle 
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Easterners are fleeing terrible conditions in their home countries. No one should deny that they 

should be offered safe refuge. But equally no one should assert that these or any migrants have a 

human right to refuge-shop in the country of their choice. 

When people fleeing terrible conditions in their home countries refuse refuge in countries like 

Greece and Italy they cease to be refugees and become irregular economic migrants. This is not to 

vilify economic migrants. But sovereign states have neither a moral nor a legal obligation to admit 

economic migrants. Ours is not a world of open borders. 

Proponents of open borders often point to the American experience. How can Americans put up 

fences when our own ancestors were, for the most part, economic migrants who came to America in 

the simple pursuit of a better life? Shouldn't Europeans embrace the American example and open 

their borders to people fleeing terrible circumstances in Africa and the Middle East? 

From the comfortable distance of the twenty-first century it is easy to forget that the price of 

America's openness to immigration was the genocide of dozens of Native American nations. Most 

Americans alive today are the beneficiaries of this genocide. But it is not an attractive model for 

Europe -- or even for contemporary America. 

In Search of Welfare: 

Today's economic migrants to Europe and America are not looking for virgin soil to farm on the open 

range. They are seeking welfare services. Liberal intellectuals cringe at the charge that refugees are 

welfare migrants, but these liberal intellectuals fail to understand the scope and scale of the modern 

welfare state and what it means for migrants. 

In most countries direct income support ("welfare") payments to migrants are relatively small. Few 

people would expose their children to the dangers of people smuggling and the challenges of 

adjusting to life in a foreign land for a mere pittance in government handouts. But welfare means 

much more than handouts. 

Welfare includes free primary and high school education, free or highly subsidized university 

education, free or highly subsidized healthcare, freedom from severe infectious disease, free roads 

to drive on, highly subsidized mass transit, and all the other accoutrements of life in the developed 

world. 

Migrants don't somehow manufacture better lives through sheer sweat and toil. The age of the 

immigrant homesteader is long since gone. Like the rest of us, immigrants rely on state welfare 

institutions to provide the societal structure that supports modern life. 

You can't blame people for wanting to see their children graduate from British universities or their 

grandchildren born in Swedish hospitals. But it is sheer madness to allow people to use the refugee 

system for this purpose. It creates massive perverse incentives for migration, not to mention 

resentment among host populations. Not only is this mad -- it is tragically unsustainable. 

The liberal internationalists who advocate extensive refugee search and rescue in the Mediterranean 

and the free passage of refugees across Europe have in effect created a system that encourages 

people to threaten that they will commit suicide at sea unless their children and future generations 

of their families are given European citizenship and the opportunities this provides for upward 

mobility in the global status hierarchy. 

Russian Roulette: 



Let us not perpetuate the myth that refugee status is not a pathway to citizenship, since the same 

liberal internationalists who advocate for the acceptance of migrants also decry the deportation of 

people who came to the developed world as babies and have no knowledge of their nominal 

countries of citizenship. Listen to any interview with the people reaching Europe today. They have 

no intention of going back. 

Every successful threat of "admit me or I will drown" encourages thousands of others to play the 

same dangerous game of chicken. And (thankfully) most of them don't drown. The figures suggest a 

death rate of less than 0.5 percent. Unfortunately, millions of people are willing to risk a 0.5 percent 

risk of death to get themselves and their families to ultimate safety and prosperity. The risk of 

staying in Afghanistan, Eritrea, or Syria may be much higher. 

But Mediterranean boat migrants are safe when they land in Italy or Greece. They are not willing to 

accept safety in Italy or Greece. They demand prosperity in northern Europe. All countries have a 

responsibility to provide safety. No country has a responsibility to provide prosperity. 

That doesn't imply that the European Union should just let people die at sea. With great power 

comes great responsibility, and even if European countries' maritime capabilities leave much to be 

desired they are certainly up to the challenge of Mediterranean search and rescue. Europe must 

save lives. 

European countries should save lives but they should insist on booking refugee claims immediately, 

either on ship or shoreside, before discharging asylum seekers into the general population. Asylum 

seekers who refuse processing should be detained, just as they would be at an airport. Since this 

would inevitably place an undue burden on Greece and Italy, the EU should take financial 

responsibility for supporting refugees. 

There should be no mobility northward and no civilian resettlement until claims have been 

processed, and if necessary force should be used to restrict asylum seekers to a limited area while 

they make their claims. This is not about cruelty. It is about control. 

Here Europe should study Australia's experience with boat arrivals. Australian governments have 

learned to impose control but unfortunately have not learned to do so without cruelty. Australia's 

abuse of black site offshore detention centers closed to press scrutiny is unworthy of a civilized 

society. But the underlying determination to "stop the boats" is the right goal. 

If Europe wants to learn from Australia's successes while avoiding Australia's shame it should offer 

irregular migrants arriving by sea the tough love of making sure that their economic aspirations are 

thwarted. Every human story of the pursuit of a better life pulls at the heart. But the reality of tens 

of thousands of beggars on the streets of Italy and Greece should harden the mind. 

Left, Right, and Common Sense: 

In many ways the political right has a troubled history when it comes to immigration. Too often anti-

immigration rhetoric has been used as a populist veil for bigotry and racism. Thus it is perhaps best 

that the case for secure borders be made from the left. The wholesale accommodation of people 

seeking better lives in Europe will generate more suffering than it alleviates. Europe cannot 

accommodate its way out of this crisis. 

This position will be contradicted by hundreds of news stories highlighting the dramatic 

improvements in the lives of refugees resettled in Europe. Almost anyone who is resettled from 



Africa or the Middle East to northern or western Europe will have a better life. If not them, their 

children and grandchildren will. Sweden will always trump Somalia. 

But reporters don't interview the people who die in the Sahara Desert, the people who are 

imprisoned in transit countries, or the people who are lost at sea. They don't calculate the impact of 

the migration of middle-class professionals on the availability of education and healthcare services in 

the sending countries. And they don't acknowledge that ordinary citizens should have the 

democratic right to decide who will be admitted into co-citizenship with them. 

A focus on the migrants who make it puts the call for charity ahead of the call for justice. Some 3 

million people in Eritrea are liable for unlimited national service under the rule of a totalitarian one-

party state. Another 3 million people have fled Syria for safety in neighboring countries. A billion 

people might leave China for northern Europe, given the opportunity. Globally 2 billion people live 

on less than $2 a day. 

It strains common sense to argue -- as liberal internationalists implicitly do -- that those among the 

world's poor who are willing suffer terrible privations and risk their lives at sea to get to Europe 

should win the lottery of good schools for their children. It encourages others among the world's 

poor to enter the same lottery. If Europe wants to admit new citizens, it should do so in a fair way, 

perhaps in a real lottery like the one the United States uses. The drowning lottery is a terribly cruel 

way to be kind. 

The Hard Way Out: 

European governments should take a tough stand against irregular migration. But they should also 

contribute massively to the funding of better facilities for refugees in Africa and the Middle East and 

they should get serious about pushing for the peaceful resolution of conflicts across the region. Most 

of all, they should act together, if the refugee crisis is not to undo sixty years of progress toward a 

borderless Europe. 

The spectacle of hundreds of thousands of homeless foreigners in desperate need trudging north 

and west across Europe is the unintended consequence of years of interventionist foreign policies 

that have destabilized the countries of Africa and the Middle East combined with neoliberal 

economic policies that have exacerbated global inequalities. As ye sow so shall ye reap. 

There is no way out of this crisis except the hard way out -- both for the countries of Europe and for 

the migrants who are so desperate to live in them. Continuing accommodation will yield an 

exponential growth in migrant numbers (and deaths), a spiraling crisis that will ultimately break the 

Schengen agreement. The European Union faces a clear choice: open borders without or open 

borders within. The old liberal dream of both at once cannot survive the harsh reality of our unequal 

world. 

 


