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Abstract 

This article shall discuss the issue of cross-border migration in the era of COVID 19 with reference to the major political 

shifts that are going on or have been planned in Europe especially those which are revolving around the Greece Turkey 

border by the national and supranational bodies, and how they are going to impact the migrant population in the coming 

years. Where millions of migrants are stuck at the borders, this article would attempt to look into the changing dimensions of 

politics and governments and evaluate their response towards the migrants and refugees who are trying to get into Europe via 

Turkey amid this pandemic. On one hand, spells of massive lockdown and travel restrictions have turned millions of workers 

into economic migrants, whereas crises like climate change, civil wars and regional conflicts have already forced people to 

leave their home countries on the other. This has created a challenge to the liberal governments to act accordingly and stand 

steadily on their ideological grounds, while providing humanitarian responses to the huge migrant problem. 
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Introduction 

Since the beginning of this year, the world has been facing natural calamities like flood, earthquake, wildfire and 

volcanic eruption but the one thing that has affected people the most and the aftermath of which will continue to create 

disruption for quite some time to come irrespective of geography is the pandemic caused by coronavirus; well known as 

COVID 19. Prior to the outbreak of COVID 19 the zone of Middle East, Maghreb and sub-Saharan Africa had started facing 

social and political disturbances for the Gulf war along with the civil war, armed conflict and anti-government protests that 

emerged in the beginning of 2010s’ Arab Spring. People from this vast land mass have been victimized by their leaders for 

many years through numerous means such as kleptocracy, sectarianism, unemployment, human rights violation and poverty. 

Hence, many of these peoples left their home and started migrating into Europe for a better economic and social life than they 

had in their home countries. The number of migrants doubled from 25 million to 54 million in ten years- 2005 to 2015. Then 

the Syrian civil war along with the terrorist activities of Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) have forced huge numbers of 

the population out of their homes. After the fall of ISIS, then the Syrian civil war fueled by states like the US, Russia, Iran 

and Israel, took a drastic turn where the common people were internally displaced and then made refugees who fled for a 

safer place to Jordan, Lebanon, Iraq and Turkey and at the end of the second decade of the twenty-first century, Europe has 

seen an unprecedented number of migrants arriving and re-ordering European socioeconomic structures. While many 

migrants are using dingis and small boats to cross the Mediterranean and get into Europe, many others are entering Turkey by 

foot or by truck and moving into Europe via Greece Turkey border. There have been a lot of disagreements among the 

European leaders about the acceptance of these migrants but in 2020 the outbreak of COVID 19, has pushed many leaders to 

take firm decisions to stop or de-escalate the number of immigrants, and left other leaders to make necessary laws and 

amendments to both regulate the influx and welcome the immigrants to their countries. Moreover, the majority of these 

migrants are using the Greece Turkey border to get through but the political state of affairs in European Union (EU) and the 

relation between Turkey and Greece have made the situation more complex and unstable than it ever was. 

Like most of the origins of problems at the borders which lie deep within the territories of sovereign states the 

problem with the Greece-Turkey border has originated from the changing policies of several nations of Europe towards the 

migrants and refugees. Currently Turkey is hosting about four million migrants and refugees coming all the way from Iraq, 
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Iran, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Syria and many other nations of Africa (Turkey | Global Focus, 2020). When introduced to the 

new immigration laws of states like Germany, the United Kingdom (UK), Portugal etc. most of these migrants decide to 

leave their countries forever. Meanwhile COVID 19 has led the countries and politicians to make some changes in their 

migration policies; as a result millions of migrants have become confused about the policies and dichotomous nature of rules 

and regulations towards them by the Europeans. Some particular political situations can be put together which might explain 

why numerous numbers of refugees and migrants are using the Greece-Turkey border amid the pandemic, while discussing 

the problematics of political turmoil between the two nations. 

Skilled Immigration Act of Germany: 

 A large number of people who are stuck at the Greek-Turkish border are migrating from the Middle East looking 

for a permanent job solution in Germany. Turkey and Germany, however have an old labor recruitment policy that goes back 

to 1961 (Aydın, 2016). Currently, migrants are using this Germany-Turkey corridor via Greek-Turkish border to get into 

Greece and then move towards Germany. Since March 2020, Germany has come up with a new ‘Skilled Immigration Act’ 
(Fachkräfte- Einwanderungsgesetz) that allows preferably skilled workers with vocational or non-academic qualification to 

migrate into Germany from the countries that are not in the EU (Amt, 2020). Besides, many immigrants are allowed to enjoy 

housing, a certain amount of money per month, free health insurance and free German language courses. Therefore, many 

refugees and economic migrants who have been displaced or moved out due to the poor economy of their countries are 

currently trying to relocate to Germany via Greece. 

United Kingdom’s policy: 

 Approximately 55% of the asylum seekers who have applied before 2016 in the UK were granted protection by 

May, 2019. After the outbreak of COVID 19 Britain’s immigration detention centers have been deserted and checkpoints 

have been removed from many places (Immigration Detention in the UK, 2020). News spread that Boris Johnson would 

provide amnesty to all illegal immigrants, and like Germany, the UK is also seeking skilled migrants for factories (Hickman, 

2019). As the Mediterranean Sea has become deadly to cross due to the patrolling of coast guards and policies of the coastal 

countries, refugees and migrants from Syria, Afghanistan, and central Asian countries are aiming at the Greece Turkey border 

to reach the UK. However, the government has also declared that these benefits are short term, and that is why even during 

the pandemic and lockdown of transportations the influx of migrants and refugees has not decreased as they are trying to 

walk into the mainland Europe within a short period of time; nobody would want to miss the chance to be an asylum seeker 

and eventually a citizen of the UK. 

 Policy of Portugal: 

A step ahead, Portugal during the pandemic has adopted their new temporary immigration policy that allows 75,000 

migrants and asylum seekers every year and these people could become permanent citizens of the country. However, this also 

has been made a temporary provision. “People should not be deprived of their rights to health and public service just because 

their application has not yet been processed,” Claudia Veloso, spokeswoman for the Ministry of Internal Affairs said adding 

that in these exceptional times, the rights of migrants must be guaranteed (Schengenvisainfo News, 2020). Quintessentially, a 

question arises as to why migrants from the Middle East and also from several African nations like Sierra Leone, Democratic 

Republic of Congo, and Ivory Coast etc. are attempting to migrate through Turkey? 

Announcement of President Erdogan: 

Historically, Turkey has been the link between Asia and Europe and has enjoyed a healthy amount of assistance and 

support from the International Migration Organization (IOM) for several decades for handling the migrant crisis. 

Furthermore, Turkey has been able to develop a human rights based approach towards the migrants and currently hosting the 

largest number of migrants in the world i.e. approximately 4.1 million including 3.7 million Syrians and nearly 400,000 

asylum seekers and refugees of other nationalities (Q&A: The EU-Turkey Deal on Migration and Refugees, 2020). However, 

the outbreak of COVID 19 has led to complete or partial shutdown of the borders of the countries of the EU and hence, the 

influx of migrants under Turkish authority into the EU has stopped. Although, EU had promised Turkey to help manage the 

migrant situation by giving assistance of 6 billion dollars, only half of that has reached Turkey so far (European Commission, 

2019). Moreover, Turkey is claiming that it would require at least six times of the promised amount to build up 
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infrastructures for the 3.7 million migrants from Syria. Hence, in March 2020, President Erdogan has announced that they 

will not stop anyone who is trying to cross the border into Greece (Smith & Busby, 2020). Yet, migrants trying to enter into 

Greece at the Greece Turkey borders of Evros, Kastanies and even in the Aegean Sea have been pushed back to Turkey by 

the Greece coast guards and the riot policies (BBC News, 2020). But why is Greece not accepting anymore migrants? 

Role of EU: 

 As Turkey has been the link between the two continents, Greece has been the gateway to Europe. Greece Turkey 

border dispute is not very new. In 2012, several European courts blamed Greece for being responsible for 90% of illegal 

migration in Europe (‘European Migrant Crisis’, 2020). This migration crisis was followed by an economic depression and 

debt crisis, and therefore into the turn of 2019, Greece had started to build up detention centers and asylums for migrants and 

refugees. It was only this year after the pandemic took place when Erdogan announced free passage for all into Europe, 

Greece strengthened its borders and secured it. Greece’s endeavor to stop illegal migration has been backed by the President 

of European Commission Ursula von der Leyen: “I thank Greece for being our European aspida [shield] in these times,” she 

said, during the Greece-Turkey border crisis in March (European Commission, 2020). Greece is also aiming at walling some 

of its borders so that migrants do not hamper the ‘European style of life’ (Trilling, 2019). Some news showed that in a few 

cases the Greek police and coast guards have used live rounds to scare off the migrants back into Turkey. Moreover, it’s not 

only Greece, which has put these travel restrictions for the migrants. Devastated by the COVID 19, countries like Italy and 

Spain have also adopted similar steps, except, Greece is the only country that has access to the center of Europe and also is 

directly connected to Asia’s Middle East and has proximity to the African continent via land and maritime border. Hungary, 

along with Greece has stopped accepting asylum applications going against the international law, only to say that this 

pandemic situation has created exceptional circumstances and cannot be compared with a law that has been made for normal 

situations. Recently, Greece has invested a lot of money in military equipment on its border with Turkey for keeping an eye 

on the migrants on the other side. Furthermore, Greece and the EU have condemned President Erdogan’s political motive in 

the EU saying that Erdogan is using these migrants and refugees to extract European support to become a member of the 

supranational organisation. This is how the migration crisis that has originated in the Middle East and Africa due to political 

turbulence, has become a victim of international politics once again in the course of a vicious circle. COVID 19 is just like a 

catalyst within this bigger scenario which is being used by the authoritarian leaders and conservative societies to formulate 

national laws that would safeguard their own national interests. 

A Pandemic that has become an Instrument of Realpolitik: 

 One real problem of the EU regarding migration is their failure in re-distribution of the migrants and refugees. 

While some countries like Germany, Britain, Portugal and Luxembourg accepted the fact that Europe is dealing with serious 

demographic problems and low birth rates, others like Greece, Italy, and Hungary with the support of many other EU nations 

consider migration as a threat to the socio-political life of Europeans. COVID 19 has given the conservative governments of 

the EU a reason to shut the borders for the migrants. Italy and Malta, which border with Greece, closed their ports for the 

rescue ships of the Mediterranean and took the pandemic as an opportunity to return those who have managed to cross the 

sea, back to Libya. Therefore, there is no surety that even if somehow migrants manage to cross into Greece, they would be 

successful to cross its border again and migrate into countries where they would be welcomed and that is why Greece is not 

letting them in even if Turkey has opened all its borders.  

Moreover, COVID 19 has made millions of people unemployed and some countries would not want to risk the job 

guarantee of their own citizens when the pandemic is over and economic condition re-stabilizes. This is how national law and 

national interests are prevailing over liberal democratic and humanitarian values in different parts of Europe. 

     Elections, both regional and parliamentary, in many countries of Europe have been postponed due to the outbreak of 

COVID 19. Regional elections have been postponed in Germany, Spain and the UK, while parliamentary elections were 

postponed in nations like Serbia, Poland, Italy and North Macedonia (International IDEA, 2020). Some of these countries are 

either far or direct neighbors of Greece and almost all of them have been heavily affected in socio-economical aspects by the 

pandemic. One reason which has led to the decision against the influx of migration by these countries would be to regain the 

faith of the citizens before the election so that the dominating parties remain in power. Countries like Italy and Hungary have 

lost thousands of lives and are struggling to regain the trust of their own peoples. Allowing a large number of foreigners in 
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this situation, treating them well and giving them food, sanitation, proper shelter and most importantly jobs could turn into a 

disarray for these governments and they also might lose popular support.  

Geopolitical Ambition of Turkey: 

The authoritarian regime in Turkey has an old ambition to become a part of the EU. Many experts claim that on one 

hand, Turkey has failed to use the aid of the EU in a systematic way, and on the other by giving the border-crossing 

permission to the migrants and refugees Erdogan seeks their support to fulfill his own geopolitical goals (Aydıntaşbaş, 2020). 
There is also a Russia factor in this case of migration crisis as in the last few years Putin and Erdogan came close to each 

other. Russia has been backing up Syrian dictatorial President Bashar al-Assad since the breakout of the civil war. 

Undoubtedly, Assad wants the rebels, literates and economically sound population to leave the country to continue in his own 

dictatorial presidency. With the help of Russian government which is much similar to an authoritarian regime many Syrians 

have been made refugees and others have also left their homes for Europe to live peacefully. Some scholars suggest that 

Erdogan befriended the Russian and Syrian authorities, is helping them to achieve their geopolitical goals while securing one 

of his own. 

     All of these socio political imbalances among international factors have made the Greece-Turkey border unsuitable 

to the migrants and refugees for living and these problems are not going to end very soon. Crimes like kidnapping, 

smuggling, sex trafficking and robbery have become a part of the lives of migrants. In addition to this, COVID 19 and the 

harsh climate are taking over the normal lifestyle of the migrants. Moreover, the same thing is happening all over the world. 

In last five years almost 4.5 million people of Latin American countries, especially from Bolivia, Colombia, Brazil and 

Mexico have migrated to another places. More importantly, all these border areas and the refugee camps are becoming places 

of organized crimes. Migrants are being targeted by local gangs of criminals in both Latin America and Europe. Kidnapping, 

drug mafia, sex trafficking and rape have become normal events at the US-Mexico border and also at the Greek-Turkish 

border. Politicization of the problem of migration is only thwarting the situation. Nevertheless, politics can be used as tool of 

welfare from the problem solving approach. Migration problem has become a crisis within a crisis named COVID 19, which, 

experts and scientists are saying would end very soon. Second waves of this pandemic are supposed to come in every country 

followed by more lockdowns and travel restrictions. Therefore, at this very moment political bodies should step back from 

imposing their draconian laws that give priority to their national interests. Sovereign states ought to seek help from the 

NGOs, work alongside them while making necessary changes to their immigration policies and give a clear message to the 

migrants and refugees so that they can get out of this misery and know properly where to go to alleviate this pain and spend 

the rest of their lives in relative peace. NGOs like the ‘Doctors without Borders’ are actively participating alongside the state 

officials in many places. Skilled and educated migrants are being taught how to survive the pandemic situation and harsh 

climate at the same time. Temperature in Brazil is rising to 50 degree Celsius, while in Greece migrants and refugees are 

suffering from tremendous cold weather. So, the states should invest more in health, sanitation and welfare sectors in order to 

safeguard their neo-liberal ideology that has been hurt by the pandemic. However, with the ‘unlock’ and ‘new normal’ phases 

taking place, it becomes difficult for a sovereign state to regulate and treat migrants and refugees across the frontiers at it 

pleases.  Yet, there might be a silver lining in this crisis, and that is NGOs, that are working at the national, regional and 

supranational levels. In their official website ‘Doctors without Borders’ (Medecins Sans Frontieres | MSF), the NGO states 

that their organization “…provides medical care to refugees and displaced people all over the world. Increasingly, we see that 

people on the move are trying to survive not just the harrowing challenges of migration itself, but the harmful deterrence 

policies put in place by governments trying to keep out migrants and asylum seekers at all costs” (Doctors Without Borders, 

2020). Other NGOs like European NGO Platform on Asylum and Migration (EPAM), European Alternatives to Detention 

(ATD) Network, European Anti-Poverty Network (EAPN) Task Force on Migration, Global Coalition on Migration (GCM) 

etc. are working at the regional level to ease the migration problem from the grass root level. Francesca Basile, Head of 

Migration Department of Italian Red Cross states that “Nowadays, migrants face more and more challenges when trying to 

access protection and assistance in the European Union. The Red Cross strives to meet individual needs and to support 

migrants in all phases of the migration process – from arrival, to integration in society” (Italian Red Cross, 2020). Therefore, 

the arms of these NGOs are wide open to seek cooperation from the state governments. The countries of the EU, especially 

those who are troubled by the migration and exhausted by the pandemic should grab the cooperative framework and 

incorporate interdependence in their political agendas. 
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On a whole, it is like a war that is going on with the pandemic worldwide and to the migrants and refugees who have 

lost their homes and living under the open sky, that too under the mercy of political leaders and citizens, the situation has 

become miserable and perilous. The ones who have been forced to flee their homes, the ones who have been forced to drag 

themselves over one border after another, the ones who are forced to live along fences and boundaries - their unfathomable 

angst do not desire the politics of the powerful but the empathy of humanity. 
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