
 1Autumn/Winter 2016   The Dorchester Review

UNTERGANG

The most important thing to know about the 
migration crisis that hit Europe last year, 

sweeping first over the frontier of the Schen-
gen Zone and then over non-existent internal 
national borders, is that there is not one cri-
sis, but two. Or, perhaps more accurately, the 
recent crisis is part of a much larger problem. 
In the North American media we usually hear 
about Europe’s struggles with “Syrian refugees,” 
so most people understandably assume the 
migrant flow is made up refugees escaping the 
civil war that has fractured that country. That 
is only half the story.  The full story, I heard and 
saw first-hand earlier this year in Germany.

Germany was the epicentre of the recent hu-
manitarian wave, at first bracing for and then 
inviting its full force at the public urging of Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel. Across the country, existing 
public housing was quickly overwhelmed and lo-
cal governments rushed to retrofit sports clubs, 
gymnasia, and empty buildings to accommo-
date the migrants. Driven by necessity, the early 
response to the emergency was reflexive rather 
than rational. After the urgency subsided, how-
ever, Germans faced the reality of hundreds of 
thousands of restless young men with low levels 
of education, little or no German. Stories spread 
of harassment of local women, petty criminality, 
and organized crime. 

Reading these stories in Canada, filtered 
through layers of German- and English-speak-
ing press, it was difficult to gauge their accu-
racy. How much was the sensationalizing of 
exceptional cases? On the other hand, what had 
been censored by a German media reluctant 
to report anything that might vindicate anti-
migrant sentiment?

This April, at the invitation of the Konrad 
Adenauer Stiftung, a think tank affiliated with 
Chancellor Merkel’s Christian Democratic 
Union (CDU) party, I flew to Berlin to meet 
with politicians, government officials, teachers, 
think tanks, and front-line workers. I was there, 
alongside experts from the United States and 
Australia, to advise from a Canadian perspec-
tive on the challenges of integration. But the 
more meetings and site visits we attended, the 
more I realized that last year’s migration spike 
was not an anomaly but a harbinger, and that 
no integration policy can prepare Germany, or 
Europe, for what is coming.

We first sensed the larger picture at a prelim-
inary meeting, when someone mentioned the 
now-infamous New Year’s revels in Cologne at 
which dozens of German women were groped 
and assaulted by migrants. Our hosts were 
quick to assure us that these were not recently-
arrived Syrian migrants, but some of the tens of 
thousands of Central and East African migrants 
who have been entering Germany for years. A 
few may be genuine refugees, but the large ma-
jority are economic migrants who arrive with 
cell-phones, designer jackets, and credit cards. 
To blame this incident on the Syrian refugees, 
we were told, would be wrong and unfair.
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Fair enough. But in reassuring us on one 
front, the German officials had raised a much 
larger problem. If there is already a large cohort 
of unassimilated migrants engaging in criminal 
behaviour, why hasn’t the Government done 
something about them? And, if they have been 
unable either to expel the economic migrants 
or integrate the genuine refugees among them, 
why do they think they will do better with the 
new arrivals? Having failed to solve one migra-
tion problem, how can Germany expect to han-
dle the latest one?

A meeting with the State Secretary in charge 
of the coordination unit on migration 

further revealed the complexity of the migra-
tion flows. Of the approximately one million 
migrants who had arrived in the last year, we 
were told that a third are not even from the 
Middle East or Africa, but from the Balkans and 
Eastern Europe. These migrants, mostly young 

men, have taken advantage of the transit trails 
blazed by Middle Eastern migrants to circum-
vent the borders of the Schengen Zone, which 
would normally prevent them from travelling 
to Germany. Some of them are even citizens of 
Romania (an EU country) posing as “refugees” 
so they are not subject to the limitations on so-
cial benefits that apply to EU citizens unable to 
find work in another EU country. These bogus 
refugees, we were assured, would be processed 
swiftly and their refugee claims rejected. 

Of the remaining 700,000 migrants, mostly 
from Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, and East Africa, 
we were told that approximately half would not 
meet the 1951 Convention definition of a refugee 
and would, likewise, be rejected for settlement 
in Germany, leaving only about one-third of the 
million to absorb. A great challenge to be sure, 
but not nearly as daunting as the one-million 
number that is usually bandied about. With the 
Cologne assaults still in mind, I pushed back: 
if Germany has been unable to remove earlier 
non-refugees, including those who have com-
mitted crimes, what confidence did the Govern-
ment have that they will be able to remove any 
of the 650,000 or so of the new migrants that the 
Government itself believed were not genuine 
refugees? The official confidence wavered. No, 
they admitted, they did not have a good record 
of removing illegal immigrants. And, yes, they 
explained, there is no governmental appetite for 
forcible removals, something that even when 

conducted discreetly picked at scabs on the Ger-
man conscience. We were also told that the Ger-
man Supreme Court had ruled that the govern-
ment must provide full welfare benefits even to 
illegal immigrants, which both discouraged self-
deportation and encouraged more migration. 

So, if they will not be able to remove them, 
will Germany be able integrate the full million? 
At meeting after meeting, initial assurances 
echoing Chancellor Merkel’s defiant assertion 
that “we will cope” gradually gave way to admis-
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sions that the problem was much worse than 
the government had anticipated. After reciting 
official talking points about the need for work-
ers to offset the aging population, one represen-
tative of industry who was helping coordinate 
the response of large corporations and unions 
went off the record to concede that almost none 
of the recent migrants had even high-school 
level skills. Some factories were having to adopt 
English as the language of the shop floor, he 
said, because it was the only common language. 
Of their general work ethic, he suggested peri-
phrastically that, well, the legendary German ef-
ficiency, reinforced by years of rigorous school-
ing and training, was perhaps something the 
unskilled youth were having trouble emulating. 

At almost every meeting, we heard repeated 
reassurances that the social problems still 

occasionally reported in the media were now 
well in hand. A tour of one of Berlin’s largest mi-
grant shelters did show an impressive response 
to the crisis. Once one of the twenty largest 
structures in the world, the mile-long Tempel-
hof airport was designed by Albert Speer to wel-
come the world to Welthauptstadt Germania, 
the never-built new capital city of Hitler’s Thou-
sand Year Reich. Decommissioned as an air-
port in 2008, since 2015 it has been fitted with 
clean, functional cubicles, each housing several 
bunkbeds, which stretch through hanger after 
hanger of the cavernous building. The halls are 
mostly empty during the day. Those who remain 
sit at tables playing games on their phones or 
walk in small groups, talking quietly. There had 
been a few fights in the early days, but not re-
cently. We were told that good behaviour was a 
condition for remaining in the shelter. It was a 
well-run operation and very much to the credit 
of the German government, at least living up 
to Chancellor Merkel’s promise to “cope,” if not 
much more.

But we soon encountered signs that the Tem-
pelhof facility might be atypical. The residents 
were, as the managers conceded, incentivized 
to good behaviour by the threat of expulsion. 
Where were those who did not make the grade? 
At a self-described “refugee church” in Berlin’s 
Kreuzberg district — the sort of place people 
praise as “diverse” and “vibrant,” but avoid walk-
ing in alone at night — we heard more worry-

ing accounts. A nearby sports hall had seen fre-
quent ethnic clashes; aimless newcomers had 
drifted into the district’s existing drug trade; the 
few Christian migrants and even some Muslims 
were afraid to be seen coming into the church 
to use the free wifi or take language classes for 
fear of reprisals from religious hardliners in the 
shelters. At our earlier meeting in the Ministry 
of the Interior, the State Secretary had said they 
were aware of at least 8,700 Wahhabis among 
the migrants who had been processed already. 
Many of those had found a home in Kreuzberg. 

Further afield, we heard the problem is worse. 
Berlin is a wealthy city with a long-history of 
welcoming newcomers from across Germany as 
well as the Turkish Gastarbeiters or guest work-
ers, who were invited by West Germany in 1961 
and mostly declined to leave when the program 
ended in 1973. Now well into the third genera-
tion, they and their descendants in Germany 
number over 4 million, concentrated in large 
urban centres. Where Berlin can afford to be 
flexible and Berliners are used to being accom-
modating, some small towns and their residents 
have been overwhelmed. What else would you 
expect in a place like Sumte, in Lower Saxony, 
where 750 migrants arrived to share the space 
of the 100 residents? As one CDU insider told 
Der Spiegel off the record: “Every mayor likes to 
be a good German, as long as the refugees are 
not put into his gym.” With fewer work oppor-
tunities, but unable to leave because benefits 
are administered locally, it is not surprising that 
migrants in these small towns are more notice-
able and less welcome. 

The overall impression, even after a year to 
adjust to the scale of the problem, was of an un-
easy peace. Citizens and their government seem 
to be holding their breath, hoping there will be 
no reports of violence or sexual assault in the 
morning papers or — everyone’s nightmare — 
a terrorist attack. As the million migrants of 
2015 gradually settle into German society, we 
heard both resignation to the fact they are here 
to stay and growing resentment at the govern-
ment that invited them. As long as the crime 
remains mostly petty and violent incidents re-
main underreported, this quiescent discontent 
will continue to simmer but not boil over. Chan-
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ocritical vituperation that has been directed 
at President Orban by EU leaders. Nobody il-
lustrates that hypocrisy better than European 
Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker 
and international financier George Soros (Hun-
gary’s prodigal son, born in Budapest in 1930 as 
György Schwartz). Mr. Juncker, of course, makes 
almost twice as much as the British Prime Min-
ister with a generous pension, while Soros be-
came wealthy beyond normal comprehension 
(net worth: $24 billion) by toying with national 

economies, allowing him now 
to turn his wrecking ball to na-
tional cultures. 

These pampered panjan-
drums have viciously tag-
teamed President Orban and 
the Hungarian people from 
their positions of insular privi-
lege. Mr. Soros continues to 
call for more migrants (he has 
proposed settling one million 
specifically Muslim migrants 
in Europe each year for the in-
definite future) and Mr. Juncker 
is the chief advocate of a plan 
to spread them throughout Eu-
rope, irrespective of the views 

of the member states. President Orban, whose 
own people recently voted overwhelmingly to 
reject the European plan to settle migrants in 
Hungary (of the 44% of Hungarians who partici-
pated in the Oct. 2, 2016 plebiscite, more than 
98% rejected the EU plan), has fought back. The 
migrants, he says, are encouraged “by activists 
who support everything that weakens the na-
tion-state [and] this Western mindset and this 
activist network is perhaps best represented by 
George Soros.” 

Never has the chasm between the European 
ruling class and the national interests of 

the citizens for whom they purport to rule been 
wider. Never has the incoherence of the Euro-
pean superstate been so clear. From their Club 
Level hotel suites, these ideologues cannot see 
that the project of ever-closer and ever-more-
open union is actually tearing Europe apart. 
Der Untergang des Abendlandes has become 
Der Selbstmord des Abendlandes. It is not hard 
to see why even the German people, usually the 
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cellor Merkel is probably right in thinking that 
Germany can accommodate a million migrants. 
Grudgingly, perhaps, and not without fiscal and 
social costs that will be felt for generations, but 
Germany will learn to live with them. After all, 
they do not really have a choice.

This assessment, however, assumes that the 
migrant crisis is behind them — an assump-
tion that is almost certainly wrong. It is impor-
tant to remember that the flow has not been 
stopped, only staunched. In every meeting, 
we heard relief that Chancellor 
Merkel had reached an agree-
ment with Turkey to close that 
country’s borders with the EU 
in exchange for a more orderly 
processing of legitimate refu-
gees plus an agreement to allow 
easier access to the EU for Turk-
ish citizens. German officials, at 
least, had put their full faith in 
Merkel’s diplomacy, but it was 
the sort of faith a man clinging 
to a cliff face might have in the 
strength of the root he is clutch-
ing: not a rational but a neces-
sary faith in his only option. 

More important than the Turkish agree-
ment in easing the crisis has been the closing 
of national borders by Hungary and Macedonia. 
More than any other factor, the timely action by 
Hungarian President Viktor Orban protected 
Germany from her own folly. But even with the 
Turkish, Hungarian, and Macedonian border 
closures, our German hosts admitted that they 
were still receiving 100 new migrants a day, or 
almost 40,000 a year. And that was what they 
considered to be a “manageable” amount. 

Oddly, German officials who ritually praised 
the Turkish agreement rarely mentioned Presi-
dent Orban’s contribution, even though the 
closed Hungarian border was a prominent 
feature on regional maps we were shown to il-
lustrate the diminished migration flows over re-
cent months. There was a palpable discomfort 
about even mentioning it. Germany, it seemed, 
was happy to reap the benefits of the Hungarian 
and Macedonian border fences, but unwilling to 
credit their architects. 

This silence was at least better than the hyp-

If Germans have 
been unable 

either to expel 
or integrate the 

refugees already 
among them, 

why do they think 
they will do better 

with the new 
arrivals?
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strongest supporters of the European Project, 
are increasingly sceptical of their leaders’ zeal 
for open-borders. 

Similarly, the deal with Turkey faces opposi-
tion within Germany over concerns about the 
condition of refugees in Turkey and general 
distrust of the thin-skinned President Erdo-
gan. Shortly before my visit, comic Jan Boeh-
mermann had been charged in Germany with 

insulting a foreign leader and banned from re-
peating a satiric poem about the Turkish lead-
er’s alleged over-fondness of underage boys. 
(This is not the place for a discussion of German 
humour but, funny or not, the poem was clearly 
not intended literally.) Because a charge under 
this anachronistic provision of German law had 
to be approved by the government, it was wide-
ly perceived that Chancellor Merkel had caved 
to pressure from the Turks in order to placate 
Erdogan and ensure the migration accord was 
concluded. 

If the EU’s pressure on Hungary’s govern-
ment were to result in the reopening of her 
national borders, or if Turkey’s descent into 
authoritarianism were to make continued co-
operation impossible, then the “manageable” 
number of 40,000 migrants a year could easily 
increase ten- or twenty-fold. Will Chancellor 
Merkel then still be so confident that Germany 
and Germans can “cope”? The answer to that 
question depends on why you believe she in-
vited the crisis in the first place. And that, it 
turns out, remains a mystery even to close ob-

servers of the Chancellor, but one about which 
everyone seemed to have an opinion. 

The headquarters of the Konrad Adenauer 
Stiftung is a square, modern building nes-

tled in a row of embassies on the edge of Berlin’s 
leafy Tiergarten. In one of the upper hallways 
hang two photographs of Angela Merkel taken 
two decades apart by the photographer Herlinde 

Koelbl. In 1995, as a young Minister of the Envi-
ronment, her face is an expressionless mask save 
for a hint of a knowing smile, as though she finds 
the idea of being photographed almost but not 
quite interesting. Her heavily lidded eyes already 
betray the burden of public office. Twenty-one 
years later, her face is rounder, her expression 
harder. Her smile no longer shows any traces 
of bemusement. The constant between the two 
photographs is her almost ostentatious lack of 
pretension. In neither photograph does she ap-
pear to be wearing make-up, her hair remains 
short and unfussy, and her only nod towards 
fashion or femininity comes from a single acces-
sory: in 1995, a silk scarf tucked under her jacket, 
in 2006, a loose pearl necklace. Staring directly 
at the camera and the viewer, she is unmistak-
ably the practical Doctor of Physical Chemistry, 
raised amidst the material and cultural depriva-
tion of rural East Germany and shaped by a dour 
Northern German Lutheranism, that Germans 
thought they knew. 

So why was this woman, known to mull de-
cisions for months before acting prudently, 
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moved to do something so rash as to invite 
every refugee who could make it to Germany? 
I made a point of asking this question of our 
hosts at each meeting. The guesses varied wide-
ly. Some believed her own upbringing behind 
the Berlin Wall made her emotionally vulner-
able to the plight of people fleeing oppression 
or seeking better opportunities. Others thought 
she genuinely saw an opportunity for Germany 
to address its demographic problems of an ag-
ing population by importing hundreds of thou-
sands of new workers. Still others believed that 
she was merely following public opinion, which 
favoured a warm humanitarian response to Syr-
ian refugees, at least in the early days before the 
scale of the problem became clear. There was 
no consensus answer and, as Merkel herself has 
mentioned or alluded to each of these factors at 
various times, it may well be that each is partly 
correct. To the last point, while critics of her 
policy have grown in number and profile, her 
approval rating still hovers around 50%, even 
after a spring and summer of high-profile Euro-
pean terrorist attacks. This is impressively high 
by international standards, though down sig-
nificantly from an apex of 77% in 2012 and 2014 
after her assured handling of the Euro crises. 

Still, her reaction has risked splitting her own 
coalition as the more conservative Christian 

Social Union has taken a markedly more cau-
tious approach to the crisis. Her actions have 
also invited the anti-migration patriots of the 
Allianz für Deutschland, a longtime fringe party, 
into the mainstream of German politics. More 
seriously, she deepened fissures within the EU 
when she scolded her critics by saying: “If Eu-
rope fails on the question of refugees, then it 
won’t be the Europe we wished for.” The Polish, 
Hungarian, and British people (among others) 
may be forgiven for asking: “what do you mean 
‘we’?” Surely she must have realized that her 
generous invitation to refugees was, in practical 
terms, offered not only on behalf of a surprised 
German people (it was described in a Der Spie-
gel article as “an uncharacteristic outburst of 
compassion”) but also on behalf of every other 
country in the internally-borderless Schengen 
Zone, none of whom she bothered to consult in 
advance. 

Did she really read these other countries so 

badly? She may have correctly gauged the gen-
eral mood of the German people, at least ini-
tially, but her expectation that other EU coun-
tries, and especially the less prosperous nations 
of middle and eastern Europe, would be willing 
to share Germany’s burden was naive and pre-
sumptuous. It seems not to have occurred to 
her, as it apparently does not occur to Messrs. 
Juncker or Soros, that Hungarians like Hungary 
because it is populated by Hungarians, not by 
Syrians, Afghans, Balkan gangsters, and Central 
African opportunists. The same goes for Poles, 
most Brits, and a large and growing number of 
the native populations of most other European 
countries. Or perhaps they do understand and, 
propelled by an antinomian faith in their own 
rightness, simply don’t care. If so, they and the 
European people may have to learn afresh the 
age-old lesson of politics, that public opinion 
cannot be ignored for long without resorting to 
authoritarian tactics. 

The biggest question facing Germany and Eu-
rope is whether an invitation, once issued, can 
be withdrawn. The demographic pressure that 
drove those migrants from Sub-Saharan Africa 
to New Year’s Eve infamy in Cologne was already 
likely to become irresistible, invitation or no in-
vitation. To understand why, you only have to 
look at the relative populations of Europe and 
its neighbouring regions over the last century 
and the projections for the next one. 

In 1950, Europe’s population was almost 
twice that of Sub-Saharan Africa and the 
Middle East together. International travel 
was almost impossible and preoccupation 
with hand-to-mouth survival kept those 
smaller native populations at home. Now, 
for the first time in history, economic devel-
opment and the ease of modern travel have 
made the journey to Europe, legally and il-
legally, a real possibility for many Africans 
and Middle Easterners. As the population 
of these regions grows, that possibility will 
soon feel like a necessity. 

While the United Nations projects that Eu-
rope’s population will remain relatively stable at 
around 700 million for the next few decades (of 
which about 500 million live within the EU), the 
Middle East has already grown from 100 million 
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in 1950 to 500 million today, on track to equal 
the population of Europe in the mid-2040s and 
to hit one billion by the end of the century. The 
projections for Sub-Saharan Africa are even 
more dramatic. Sub-Saharan Africa has already 
surpassed Europe with 1.1 billion people today, 
on its way to four billion by century’s end. 

These are, of course, only projections, but 
they are the UN’s best estimates and were 

recently revised upwards rather than down. It 
is not hard to see the Mediterranean crossings 
that are currently overwhelming European 
border controls as only the advance sorties of 
a slowly massing invasion. With Libyan transit 
now much easier after NATO’s ill-considered 
removal of Muammar Gaddafi, Europe’s bor-
ders are closer than ever. In the case of the Ital-
ian island of Lampedusa, the frontier is only 
70 miles from the Tunisian coast and in the 
case of the Spanish semi-enclaves of Melilla 
and Ceuta, it is actually in North Africa. What 
happens if migration from Sub-Saharan Africa 
and the Middle East across the Mediterranean 
grows from hundreds of thousands to millions 

in the next decade and then to tens of millions 
within a generation? 

One answer — unsatisfactory, but perhaps 
the only honest one — came on the last day of 
our trip. We were meeting with a member of 
the Bundestag, a ruddy-cheeked burgher who 
could have been transported to our meeting 
room from a Munich beerhall mid-swig. Like 
everyone we had met, he opened with bluff 
confidence, rattling off statistics about dwin-
dling migrant flows, duly praising Chancellor 
Merkel’s agreement with Turkey, and extol-
ling Germany’s willingness to absorb a million 
aliens. When he paused, I asked what would 
happen if either the Turkish agreement failed 
or migrants found new ways around the Mace-
donian and Hungarian border fences, perhaps 
across the Mediterranean. What would hap-
pen if Germany were faced with another mil-
lion invaders next year, or the year after? What 
if the disaster officials were congratulating 
themselves on surviving is just the beginning 
of a new reality? Leaning back in his chair, he 
puffed out his cheeks, turned his palms to the 
heavens, and exhaled: “Then we pray.” •
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