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Despite a recent agreement by European Union leaders that each member state take a certain
number of Syrian refugees, this policy is not going to stick.

Hungarian, Slovak, Czech and Polish leaders — although Warsaw has somewhat softened its
stance — have problems not only in accepting refugee quotas. They do not want to accept
Muslims. They say their stance is about defending Europe's Christian values, regardless
of what Christian values say about helping others in need.

They also resent what Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban calls the "moral imperialism"
of some EU leaders. Orban was referring to German Chancellor Angela Merkel, who
unilaterally opened Germany's doors to the refugees — a departure from her usual cautious
approach.

A few days later, under pressure from her own conservative bloc, Germany introduced border
controls. Hungary had already sealed its border with Serbia.
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The inexorable logic of the Central Europe position, behind which several other EU countries
hide, is a "fortress" Europe — as if that were possible in the age of globalization that
demands that the EU be as open and competitive as possible.

These divisions are good news for Russian President Vladimir Putin. A strong and united
Europe is not in Putin's interest. He already saw that Merkel managed to rally all the other 27
EU member states to impose sanctions on Russia after its annexation of Crimea in March last
year.

That unity surprised the Kremlin. In the past, Russia had managed to play off the member
states against each other. So far, the EU has stood firm over sanctions.

The EU's euro zone members have also held together despite the huge cost of bailing out
Greece, whose economic recovery is far from certain.

Europe, however, is not so lucky when it comes to the refugee crisis. If anything, this crisis
could either force EU leaders to recognize why they need a stronger and more integrated
Europe or failing that, Europe will decline in importance globally. For the moment, all
the divisions and recriminations suit Putin.

The refugee crisis is already having three major damaging affects on Europe.

First, the divisions inside Europe over accepting the refugees are manna for the bloc's
Euroskeptics. From Budapest to London, there are calls for tighter border controls but also
for suspending the Schengen system that for most EU countries meant a borderless Europe
which allowed people and goods to crisscross it without controls.

Schengen was one of the great and tangible gains of European integration, not that any EU
leader is today talking about more integration. The word has become extremely unpopular
even though further integration is needed more now than ever before. For Euroskeptics, it's as
if Schengen — an open Europe — was responsible for the refugee crisis, not the wars in Syria,
Iraq or Afghanistan.

Second is a creeping illiberalism fueled by the Euroskeptics who question many of the values
that the EU is supposed to represent and who reflect some of Putin's political stances. Orban,
among other Euroskeptic leaders, has challenged Europe's liberal values. His outlook puts
great store on traditional values, such as the family as well as national and religious identity,
while tolerance for rights for homosexuals, integrating the Roma people, or accepting Muslim
refugees get short shrift.

Third, and this is a big worry: Germany. Until the refugee crisis, Merkel was the undisputed
leader of Europe and highly popular back home. The refugee crisis has exposed her
vulnerability.

Her conservative bloc consisting of the Christian Democratic Union and Christian Social
Union parties have criticized the way in which she unilaterally opened Germany's borders
to the refugees without guarantees that other EU countries would take their fair share.

She has also been criticized by the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia precisely
because she criticized them for not showing solidarity over the refugees. They resented being



lectured by a German chancellor.

These tensions have a price. Bratislava, Budapest and Prague opposed the EU sanctions
on Russia, although they never voted against them.

Nevertheless, if Merkel is not convinced that the Minsk agreement forged last February
in order to end the fighting in eastern Ukraine, is fully implemented, she will push hard
for the prolongation of the sanctions.

For that, she will need the support of the Czech Republic, Hungary and Slovakia. Merkel can ill
afford to alienate them to such a degree that they will take their revenge against Berlin. She
will have to mend fences with her eastern neighbors.

Meanwhile, the number of refugees and migrants wanting to reach Europe will not diminish.

Whatever the outcome of the talks between Putin and U.S. President Barack Obama over trying
to negotiate a political solution to end the war in Syria, the conflicts in Iraq, Libya
and Afghanistan will force people to leave these countries for Europe.

The consequences of these wars could make or break Europe.

Russia faces its own pending refugee crisis. The North Caucasus is so combustible that it is
only a matter of time before Islamic State supporters and a plethora of fundamentalists wreak
havoc along Russia's southern flanks.

Indeed, Russia's bombing of Islamic State fighters in Syria is not going to bring stability to the
North Caucasus just as it won't end the flow of refugees and migrants wanting to reach
Europe.

Judy Dempsey is senior associate and editor-in-chief of Strategic Europe at Carnegie Europe.

The views expressed in opinion pieces do not necessarily reflect the position of The Moscow
Times.

Original url:
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2015/09/30/europes-refugee-crisis-deepening-old-divides-a49976


