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The Ba lk a ns:  
W e ster n Ba lk a ns Rou te

Social characterization of the border and migratory flows

Geopolitical situation: an introduction 
to the Western Balkans
The European Union (EU)’s eastern external border stretches more than 
3,000 km from northern Finland to Greece. The EU borders with Russia, 
Belarus, Ukraine, Moldova and Turkey; but also, with a group of countries of 
former Yugoslavia (Serbia, Montenegro, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Macedonia). 
Although obviously, it is an area of access to the EU, its role has always ap-
peared mitigated in the general context of migration in Europe. This is be-
cause, on the one hand, some migratory movements originate in the region 
itself, especially from the countries of former Yugoslavia facilitated by easy 
access to visas or work permits within the EU’s neighbourhood policies. 
Especially for five countries since 2012: Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Montenegro, Serbia and Macedonia. Another reason for the more second-
ary role-played by these countries in access to Europe is that they became 
an added administrative filter for those who wanted to accede to the Union 
(see Figure 1).

Figure 2 shows that the Western Balkan route had a minimal im-
pact on migratory movements in the European Union until 2013 when the 
crisis in Syria transformed it into a priority access route for more than 
two million people from 2015-2016. The figures can give an idea of how 
disruptive this period is and how it occurs in a region with very limited 
capacity to deal with migratory flows. In fact, this route, which has been 
considered a minority and insignificant route, has reached its full poten-
tial during this period of crisis, returning to 2012 figures. Because of all 
the attention, it has attracted during this enormous displacement, and it 
has drawn even more attention at the European level (Taleski, 2017).

José Ignacio García, S. J., and 
Cinzia Fenu
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Figure 1. The Balkans Route
Source: The Refugees Map (n.d.). 
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Figure 2. Number of illegal border crossing using the Western Balkan Route
Source: Taleski (2017).
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This study concentrates on four countries: Macedonia, Serbia, 
Croatia, and Hungary. The main reason for this is that the image of coun-
tries in transit is quite similar (reception and transit conditions, push backs, 
and human rights violations). Moreover, the Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS) is 
present in these countries enabling us to bring our experience as an orga-
nization on the ground to this border analysis. Finally, the fact that some 
of the countries are members of the EU and others are not, gives an idea of 
the difference in capacities and requirements in the protection regimes of 
people crossing different borders. 

In addition to the lack of resources to respond adequately to this 
sudden increase in new arrivals, governments acted with successive—or 
simultaneous—closures of their borders causing groups of displaced per-
sons to be suddenly trapped in some of the stages of their movements. These 
sometimes-temporary border blockades and some blockades have been pro-
longed, such as in Hungary, added enormous pressure to the humanitarian 
crisis, especially in 2016. However, this dynamic of border closure is still 
active intermittently, and for example; very recently, Serbia has become one 
of those traps where 17,000 people have amassed.

Macedonia
Macedonia is a country vulnerable to severe floods and landslides 

exacerbating the problem of an increased population in a small country. The 
EU Humanitarian budget has consistently contributed funds to Macedonia 
due to the increased number of refugees and because of the high rates of 
natural disasters. During the last few years, Greece has continually blocked 
Macedonian hopes of joining the EU and the North Atlantic Treaty Orga-
nization (NATO) (Beale, 2016). This conflict not only made the refugee crisis 
worse but also contributed to the closing of the Greece-Macedonia border 
in 2016 that left around 13,000 refugees stranded at the border. Adding to 
the closing of the Greece-Macedonia border, Serbia closed its border with 
Macedonia that same year (2016). 

Currently, Macedonia is facing a political crisis due to the unexpect-
edly low turnout by voters in a historic referendum to rename the Balkan 
state last September 2018. The change of the name from the Former Yugo-
slav Republic of Macedonia (FYROM) to North Macedonia would have been 
a significant step forward to renew its relationship with Greece and to speed 
up Macedonian membership into the EU (Smith, 2018).
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Serbia
The state’s treatment of migrants in 2016 was primarily influenced 

by the policies of the neighbouring countries and decisions taken at the 
EU level. The March 2016 agreement between EU and Turkey, the so-called 
EU-Turkey Statement, was aimed at reducing the influx of refugees and mi-
grants to the EU and consequently led to stepped-up control of the EU’s ex-
ternal borders and the “closure” of the Western Balkan Route (WBR).

Under the amendments to the Hungarian State Border and Asylum 
Laws, which came into effect on 5 July 2016, the Hungarian police can au-
tomatically push back all persons apprehended without valid documents or 
visa within eight kilometres of its borders with Serbia and Croatia, without 
providing them with the possibility of seeking asylum in that state. As of 
September, Hungary gradually limited the number of foreigners in the so-
called transit zones on the border with Serbia, who could access its asylum 
procedure every day. The two transit zones established near the Horgoš and 
Kelebija border crossings were the only places through which refugees and 
migrants could lawfully enter Hungarian territory and access its asylum 
procedure (Belgrade Centre for Human Rights, 2017).

Croatia
Because of the barriers built between Hungary and Serbia, and the 

new laws to stop migrants entering Hungary illegally, on 16 September 2015, 
the refugee/migratory route was redirected towards Croatia. 

An official “corridor” was set-up by the Croatian authorities a few 
days after, and special bus and train services were introduced for the trans-
portation of refugees and migrants from the Serbian to Slovenian border in 
the days and months that followed. 

The temporary reception centre was opened in Opatovac on 20 Sep-
tember 2015, followed by the opening of the so-called Winter Reception 
Transit Centre in Slavonski Brod, on 3 November 2015. The beginning of 
2016 was marked by a polarized political climate at the European level and 
the arrival of the new government in Croatia. Along with Austria and Slo-
venia, Croatia introduced new border restrictions on 9 March 2016 and mi-
grants remaining in the Country were transferred to one of the two Asylum 
Seekers (AS) facilities. 

For countries such as Croatia, the closure of the route has led to a 
dramatic relative increase in the number of people seeking asylum, which 
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has proved challenging for an asylum system receiving no more than a hun-
dred applications in previous years. Alongside the challenge of restricted 
access to the territory for those in need of protection, renewed political im-
petus for reaffirming EU rules regarding asylum seekers under the Dublin 
Regulation and making the Member States responsible them. 

The application of the Dublin system had an impact on Croatia’s 
policy on access to its territory for those seeking protection. The new Croa-
tian Government committed to limiting migration through stricter control 
of its land border.

This strict control of the borders by the Croatian police continues to 
this day (see Figure 3), increasing the concern in the European Commission 
of Human Rights, civil society, the migrants, and the refugees themselves. 
In fact, in 2018, many acts of violence, thefts and collective expulsions by 
the police have been detected on the Croatian border with Bosnia (“Council 
of Europe urges Croatia”, 2018).

Croatia
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Figure 3. Migrants forced back into Bosnia after crossing into Croatia (2018)
Source: Guardian graphic (2018).
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Hungary 
In 2015, the Hungarian government initiated a publicly financed 

xenophobic propaganda campaign targeting immigrants in general and 
refugees/asylum-seekers in particular. This campaign was followed by the 
so-called “national consultation on immigration and terrorism,” a po-
litically motivated propaganda act. By September 2015, the government 
essentially dismantled the Hungarian asylum system through several le-
gal amendments and non-legal measures, including a decision to erect a 
barbed-wire fence first along the Serbian-Hungarian border, then on the 
Croatian-Hungarian border. Two transit zones were created along both the 
Serbian and Croatian border sections where immigration and asylum pro-
cedures are conducted and where buildings required for conducting such 
procedures and housing migrants and asylum-seekers are located. The two 
transit zones along the Serbian border are Tompa and Röszke while Bere-
mend and Letenye are the transit zones along the Croatian border.

Migratory flows: socio-demographic 
composition (sex, age and nationality)

Macedonia
According to information provided by the Red Cross Society in 

Macedonia during July and August 2015, over 62,500 refugees passed 
through the country (International Federation of Red Cross and Red Cres-
cent Societies [IFRC], 2015). Moreover, by the end of 2015 over 815.00 refugees 
and migrants crossed through FYROM, Displaced persons mostly arrived 
from Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan, After the closure of the so-called West-
ern Balkans route and the entry into force of the EU-Turkey deal, arrivals 
dropped in 2016 to around 90 000 (European Commission, 2018). 

The data gathered by the International Organization for Migration 
(IOM) in 2018 reports that there has been a considerable decrease in the mi-
gration flow through FYROM after the implementation of the EU-Turkey State-
ment in 2016. During January to June 2018, authorities registered a total of 
1,098 migrants and asylum seekers, which is 100 times less than 85,000 reg-
istered in the same period back in 2016. In 2018, the top 3 countries of origin 
of migrants registered in Macedonia were: Iran (38%), Afghanistan (15%) and 
Pakistan (10%). The same report shows that 63% of the total migrants regis-
tered at the beginning of 2018 were adult males, 18% adult females, and 19% 
of children. Unaccompanied minors made up 92% of the children (IOM, 2018). 
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Hungary
The Asylum Information Database (AIDA) report (2017) shows that 

applicants for refugee or protection status in Hungary were 3,397 in 2017. 
On this total, the rejection rate was 69.1%. The top 3 countries of origin of 
the applicants were Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria. 

Table 1 provides a gender/age breakdown of the total number of ap-
plicants in 2017. 

Table 1. Gender/age breakdown of the total number of applicants (2017)

Number Percentage (%)

Total number of applicants 3,397 -

Men 2,156 63.5

Women 1,241 36.5

Children - -

Unaccompanied children - -

Source: IAO (2017).

Factors of attraction and expulsion
The EU-Turkey statement, adopted by the EU Member States and Turkey on 
18 March 2016 (European Council, 2016), is the agreement by which Turkey 
commits to readmitting all migrants who have travelled irregularly from 
Turkey to the Greek islands. In return, the EU agrees to resettle one Syrian 
refugee from Turkey for each Syrian person sent back. Also, the EU will pay 
six billion euros by the end of 2018 to support Turkey to provide for the 
more than three million Syrian refugees that the country hosts.

Human rights organizations have heavily criticized this agreement 
because it implies that the EU regards Turkey as a safe country to send people 
back to, including refugees from countries such as Syria and Afghanistan. If 
this was the case, Greece could, according to EU asylum legislation, quickly 
dismiss asylum applications from people arriving on the islands claiming 
Turkey will provide them with protection if needed (JRS Europe, 2018). This 
is a questionable assumption as Turkey is not fully party to the Refugee Con-
vention. Turkish law provides a special regime for Syrians, who are granted 
some form of protection; however, they often live in challenging conditions 
and without access to formal employment or welfare.
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In practice, relatively few people have been sent back to Turkey by 
way of the EU-Turkey statement. This is in part due to decisions made by 
the Greek Asylum Committees and the Courts, in individual cases, stat-
ing that Turkey could indeed not be considered a safe precedence country. 
Another factor is that the significant backlog in the examinations of asy-
lum claims in Greece makes asylum procedures very slow. Ultimately, this 
situation has led to further complications because Turkey has only agreed 
to take people back from the Greek islands.

Therefore, in order to keep refugees on the islands in case, their asy-
lum claim is rejected, and deportation becomes necessary, the Greek authori-
ties refused to move people to the mainland pending their asylum procedure. 
This has resulted in overcrowded reception centres and inhuman living con-
ditions for asylum seekers on the Greek islands. These poor conditions have 
led to a ruling on 18 April 2018, by the Council of State, Greece’s top ad-
ministrative court, that migrants landing on Greek islands must not be held 
there while their asylum applications are being processed (Gotev, 2018). The 
EU-Turkey statement also shows that the EU is not taking moral responsibil-
ity towards refugees in a sufficiently severe manner. Considering that Turkey 
already hosts more than three million Syrian refugees, one would expect the 
EU to show some solidarity by welcoming those refugees who arrive in the 
EU from Turkey, rather than trying to send them back.

Hungary: Factors of expulsion
Irregular entry into Hungary through the border fence is punish-

able by actual or suspended terms of imprisonment of up to ten years—
or the imposition of an expulsion order. During the court hearing, the 
criminal procedure is not suspended when the defendant makes an asy-
lum claim, which could be considered by the court under Article 31 of the 
1951 Refugee Convention. 

Migratory flows’ dynamic: migrants in transit, 
entrances, deportations, circularity

Macedonia
A transit centre at Vinojug, on FYR Macedonia’s border with Greece, 

is where refugees and migrants pass through on their journey further in-
to Europe. The UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) and partner organizations 



199

The Balkans: Western Balkans Route 

provide food, water, medical care, psychosocial support, and information 
for refugees who take the train towards the border with Serbia. 

The UNHCR also provides information on how to access the asy-
lum system in the country. In October 2015, an average of 6,300 refugees 
passed through the camp every day, and that number grew to 10,000 by the 
end of October 2015. With the closing of the border between Greece and 
Macedonia, the influx of refugees decreased from 815,000 refugees in 2015 
to only 89,197 in 2016. 

Serbia
The practice of the Border Police Station Belgrade (BPSB) at Nikola 

Tesla Airport remained unchanged in 2017. According to the BPSB as-
sessment, 31 foreigners who did not meet the requirements to enter Serbia 
were detained in the transit zone at the airport. They remained in the 
transit zone as long as the company they were travelling with did not 
provide them with a seat on a return flight (to their country of origin or 
a third country). In other words, foreigners may be detained in the transit 
zone for periods ranging from a few days to several weeks.1

As had been the case in previous years, refugees expelled/returned 
from Hungary are still facing difficulties in accessing the asylum proce-
dure in 2017. It is not clear what the official stance of Serbian authorities 
vis-à-vis such cases are. However, in light of several incidents wherein the 
Belgrade Centre’s intervention was required, asylum seekers with case 
files from accelerated asylum proceedings conducted in the Tompa or 
Röszke transit zones in Hungary, or who had been readmitted to Serbia, 
were denied the possibility of expressing the intention to seek asylum. In a 
case involving three Syrian refugees whose asylum applications had been 
dismissed in Hungary, persistent advocacy on the part of the Belgrade 
Centre’s lawyers was required before the Serbian authorities agreed to 
allow them to access the asylum procedure. 

Hungary
The two transit zones along the Serbian border are located in Tompa 

and Röszke. They consist of a series of containers that host actors in a refu-
gee status determination procedure. 

1 In one of the cases, an asylum seeker was detained in the transit zone for more than 30 days: ECtHR, 
Arons v. Serbia, Application No 65457/16.
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The HHC successfully halted the deportation from open centres to 
the transit zones—and thus to arbitrary detention—of 9 vulnerable asylum-
seekers (8 unaccompanied children and one pregnant woman) by obtaining 
two interim measures from the ECtHR just before the March 2017 amend-
ments went into effect.

Routes

Macedonia
The 2016 closing of the Macedonia-Greece border left many migrants 

stranded in transit centres in Northern Macedonia where living conditions 
were less than ideal (European Commission & European Civil Protection 
and Humanitarian Aid Operations, 2018). This changed the minds of ma-
ny refugees, as travelling further North seemed impossible. Rather than 
continuing further into the EU, many migrants instead settled in Serbia or 
Hungary in search of asylum. 
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Figure 4. Migrant routes through the Balkans to Germany
Source: Deutsche Welle (2018).
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It seems that the former “Balkan route”—that used to lead from 
Greece through Macedonia and Serbia to Croatia or Hungary—has now 
changed. In fact, since early 2018, there has been a new route (see Figure 4). 
Because the Serbian border with EU countries is practically impassable now, 
refugees are trying to reach Croatia via Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina 
instead (Puric, 2018).

At the same time, the European Commission (2018) signed an 
agreement with the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia on actions 
to be carried out by the European Border and Coast Guard Agency 
(Frontex). The deal was meant to strengthen border management and 
to combat irregular migration and smuggling. For this reason, the EU 
border and coastguards are due to increase to 1,300 personnel from 300 
by the end of 2014. The European Commission has proposed expanding 
numbers even further, 10,000 staff.

Serbia
In July 2016, the Serbian Government adopted a decision to form 

mixed patrols of the army and police to strengthen the border with FYROM 
and Bulgaria. The decision came in response to refugees and migrants’ fac-
ing increasing difficulties in leaving Serbia to Croatia or Hungary. 

The beginning of 2017 was marked by the images of downtown 
Belgrade where between 1,200 and 1,300 migrants stayed mostly in barracks 
near the main bus station. In 2017, 6,199 persons expressed their intention 
to seek asylum in Serbia. This figure indicates the continuing trend of a 
drastic reduction in the numbers of registered asylum-seekers that started 
in 2016, which is not surprising given the practices of border authorities of 
the countries on the so-called the Western Balkans Route. These practices 
include collective expulsions and inhumane treatment of refugees while 
migrants have become a daily reality at European border crossings. This is 
represented in H.M.’s story below:

On his journey to Serbia, H.M. passed through Turkey, Greece, and 
FYROM. At the time H.M. left Syria, the so-called Western Balkans 
Route was officially open and refugees were enabled to travel towards 
EU member states unimpeded. For this reason, neither he nor thou-
sands of others on the basis of whose origin one could assume to be 
in need of international protection, did not consider Greece, FYROM, 
Serbia, Croatia or another country along the WBR as a country of final 
destination. (Belgrade Centre for Human Rights, 2018)
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The life in the borders: communities, camps, livelihood

Croatia
The strict control of the borders by the Croatian police continues 

to this day increasing concern in the European Commission, civil so-
ciety, migrants, and refugees themselves (see Figure 4). In fact, in 2018, 
many acts of violence and collective expulsions by the police have been 
detected on the Croatian border with Bosnia (“Council of Europe urges 
Croatia”, 2018).

Articles from The Guardian report on conditions of migrants who 
are sent back to Bosnia from Croatian territory: 

Velika Kladuša, a makeshift field camp on the outskirts of the town is 
home to about 400 people. Basic tents made from wooden sticks and 
tarpaulin provide temporary shelter for those planning a crossing, 
and those arriving back from violent returns. (Walker, 2018a, para. 10)

Moreover, The UNHCR latest “Desperate Journeys” 2018 report shows 
that this agency and partners in Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina re-
ceived reports of some 2,500 refugees and migrants allegedly pushed back 
from Croatia with over 1,500 of them reporting denial of access to asylum 
procedures (including over 100 children). Additionally, over 700 people re-
porting allegations of violence (See Amnesty International, 2018a; “Croatia: 
Asylum Seekers Forced Back to Serbia”, 2017).

The majority of the migrant’s report stressed health needs because 
of the poor conditions when travelling, being deported, sanitation, hygiene, 
and housing. These conditions pose additional risks and can increase health 
care needs, particularly for the most vulnerable (women, children, peo-
ple with disability). Adequate housing conditions, malnutrition preven-
tion, protection measures, adequate sanitary facilities, and early access to 
healthcare are essential to avoid short-term and long-term complications 
of chronic, infectious, dental, and mental health problems.

With regards to women and children: 32% of the medical consulta-
tions were conducted with women, 5,3% with children between 0-3 years 
and 15,1% with children between 4-17.

Absence of irregular menstruation has also been diagnosed mainly 
among women and girls, especially between age 15 and the early twenties, 
which is likely to be a consequence of stress. Women and girls are among 
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the most vulnerable in the migrant population and have to bear challenging 
and dangerous situations. 

The children, aside from respiratory infections and diarrhoea, have 
suffered from various types of scratches, lacerations, fractures, burns/scalds, 
sprains, strains, etc. Most children deported from Austria, Germany, and 
seven other European countries (Dublin III) have developed night-time uri-
nation symptoms (secondary enuresis) (Medecins du Monde Belgique, 2017).

Hungary
As of 28 March 2017, asylum applications can only be submitted in 

the transit zones and all asylum seekers, excluding unaccompanied children 
below the age of 14, have to stay at the transit zones for the whole duration 
of their asylum procedure. The asylum procedure in the transit zone is, 
therefore, a regular procedure and no longer a border procedure. 

The asylum procedure in Hungary starts with an assessment of 
whether a person falls under the Dublin procedure. If this is not the case, 
the IAO proceeds with an examination of whether the application is inad-
missible or whether it should be decided through the accelerated procedure 
process. This decision shall be made within 15 days.

On the other hand, the police are authorized to push back irregular 
migrants, who wish to seek asylum in Hungary, to Serbia across the border 
fence without any legal proceedings or opportunity to challenge this mea-
sure (AIDA, 2017).

Immigration policy and the legal framework  
for refugees and migrants

Macedonia
For refugees and migrants, the FYROM had signed and ratified the 1951 and 
1959 the Geneva Convention and acceded to the 1967 Protocol. Thanks to 
the recent asylum law amendment on 18 June 2015, the refugees have the 
opportunity to apply for asylum at the FYROM border and receive a docu-
ment authorizing them to travel legally to Skopje and to have their asylum 
claims registered within 72 hours. On 9 September 2015, the European 
Commission issued an EU regulation proposal establishing an EU com-
mon list of safe countries of origin and amending Directive 2013/32/EU. 
The proposal also includes the FYROM. The closure of the Balkan route 
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in March 2016 left some 1,200 migrants and asylum seekers stranded in 
Macedonia. In October 2016, the government extended the state of emer-
gency, introduced in 2015, which provides for military police patrols along 
the border. According to the Ministry of Interior, during 2016 the police 

“prevented”—a euphemism for “pushbacks”—more than 25,000 irregular 
entry attempts from Greece (Global Detention Project, 2017).

Asylum seekers
The law on Foreigners exempts asylum seekers from immigration 

control measures. There are, however, reports of people being detained 
after lodging asylum claims. Potential claimants have been kept in de-
tention centres when a court regards them as witnesses in other cases. 
Human rights organizations have repeatedly criticized this practice. The 
Law on Foreigners does not specify whether recognized refugees can be 
detained (Global Detention Project, 2017). There are also no national law 
regulations safeguarding the rights of stateless persons. 

Serbia
As stated in the United States Department of State (USDOS) annual report 
on Human Rights (2017), Serbian law provides for the granting of asylum 
or refugee status, and the government has a system for giving protection to 
refugees. The asylum office within the Ministry of Interior is responsible 
for implementing the system but lacked the capacity, resources, and trained 
staff to do so effectively.

In December 2016, the authorities enacted a Decree regarding the 
recognition of refugees in Social, Cultural and Economic Life (“Integration 
Decree”), which anticipates that assistance in accessing the labour market as 
an integral part of the integration. Assistance is to be provided by the Com-
missariat for Refugees and Migrations and is to form part of every individual 
beneficiary of refugee status’ integration plan. The assistance includes assis-
tance in gathering all of the necessary documents for registration with the 
National Employment Service, the recognition of foreign degrees, enrolling 
in additional education programs and courses in line with labour market 
requirements and engaging in measures of active labour market policy. 

In line with the provisions of the decree, the Commissariat for 
Refugees and Migrations organized Serbian language courses in summer, 
however, the number of persons granted asylum attending the course was 
minimal. 
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Since it came into effect in January 2017, the Integration Decree 
foresees the need for assistance by the Commissariat for Refugees and 
Migrations for refugees entering the educational system. The Commis-
sariat is to assist recognized refugees who are children and enrolled in 
pre-school, elementary, and high school education. This also includes 
illiterate adults who are to be enlisted in adult literacy programs in co-
operation with the Ministry of Education. The assistance provided to 
children includes textbooks, other education material, assistance in hav-
ing foreign degrees recognized, learning support, and financial support 
for engaging in extracurricular activities. 

Croatia
The JRS reported problems concerning the conventional system. For exam-
ple, there is a system of segregation in the asylum system, a separate toilet 
for refugees and a separate waiting room. Also, there have been reports of 
racist statements from the general practitioner in the ambulance near the 
Reception Centre in Zagreb. 

Regarding psychological support during 2016, the massive increase 
in the numbers of asylum seekers in Croatia led to needs for additional psy-
chological support. In that respect, psychological counselling and support 
were also provided by several other organizations in 2016: 

• The Society for Psychological Assistance (SPA) 298 provided psy-
chological counselling mainly organized on their premises. In-
formation on their activities for clients is also available online. 

• The Croatian Law Centre provided psychological counselling by 
way of two projects for potential and recognized victims of tor-
ture among asylum seekers.

• The Rehabilitation Centre for Stress and Trauma also provided 
psychological support with psychosocial workshops and group 
sessions. Within that period, 14 persons were included in indi-
vidual psychological counselling and 58 in group counselling. 

Support Programs for their integration (Asylum Information Da-
tabase, 2017)

• Reception support: accommodation, initial information, fol-
low up on various issues related to maintenance and daily needs 
(laundry), procurement and distribution of necessary items (hy-
giene, clothes, etc.).
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• Individual and family psychosocial support based on needs/ca-
pacities assessment.

• Support for unaccompanied, separated children.
• Specific care provided for persons with mental health difficulties 

and potential victims of torture and trauma abuse.
• Educational and recreational activities with children; support in 

school work.
• Introduction to Croatian culture, customs, and habits.
• Group and individual work with single women, including indi-

vidual talks aimed at the prevention of human trafficking and 
sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV).

• Conflict and violence prevention, workshops on the prevention 
of human trafficking.

• Sports activities inside and outside the reception centres.
• Croatian and English language courses.
• Hygiene promotion and health education.
• Job Centre.
• Library.
• Hairdresser salon.
• Information available, practical support in daily life.
• Referral to the Ministry of Interior, Croatian Law Centre health 

care, specialized psychological and mental health care, advocacy 
and support to help solve different issues.

• Community meetings in Kutina and Zagreb (Vox Populi). 

Karim’s story is one of the testimonies collected in the JRS Europe 
report (2018):

In the last three months, I tried crossing into Croatia 20 times. 
Every time, the Croatian police sent me back to Serbia”. This is how 
Karim began his interview with JRS workers in Serbia. His journey 
to Europe was an experience similar to that of so many like him. He 
travelled to Iran, was pushed back to Afghanistan, traveled again 
through Iran to Turkey where he stayed for two months, and then 
spent 20 days in Bulgaria, a few months at JRS’s Pedro Arrupe Safe 
House in Serbia, and then made multiple attempts to pass through 
Europe’s gate into Croatia. 
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Karim and a friend tried several ways to cross into Croatia. Their first 
attempts on foot were immediately intercepted by Croatian border 
guards who promptly pushed them back into Serbia. Next, it was 
a train. “We saw a slow-moving train, so we jumped on board. It 
stopped just after it crossed the border, so we jumped out and hid; 
we jumped back on as soon as it started to move again.” Karim and 
his friend took the train to the stop just before Zagreb, Croatia’s capi-
tal, where they decided to jump off and proceed on foot, thinking it 
would reduce their risk of getting caught. 

According to Karim, a police car came and brought them back to the 
Serbian border. He told JRS in Serbia that the officers were wearing 
black coats so he couldn’t see their uniforms. Karim and his friend 
said they wanted to apply for asylum in Croatia, but were denied.

Hungary
Asylum seekers often complain that they were not properly informed or 
that they did not understand the grounds of their detention and the length 
thereof. The European Committee for the Prevention of Torture and In-
human or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (CPT) confirmed this and 
made an explicit recommendation to the Hungarian government. They not-
ed that this situation appeared to be less problematic in Békéscsaba, where 
an IAO information office was open every weekday and asylum-seekers 
could ask for updated information (Council of Europe, 2016). 

The government recently announced that they are stopping all Asy-
lum, Migration, and Integration Funding (AMIF) funding for 2019 on which 
NGOs providing integration support relied on. 

Refugee children are often not enrolled in regular classes with Hun-
garian pupils but placed in special preparatory classes. Integration with the 
Hungarian children, therefore, remains very limited. 

In April and June 2016, as a result of legislative changes, all forms of 
integration support were eliminated. Therefore, since the entry into effect of 
Decrees 113/2016 and 62/2016 and the June 2016 amendment to the Asylum 
Act, beneficiaries of international protection are no longer eligible to any 
state support such as housing support or additional assistance.

Moreover, asylum seekers no longer have access to the labour market. 
They are neither entitled to work on the premises of any of the reception 
centres nor at anywhere else.
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Another obstacle for the integration and acceptance of migrants and 
refugees in Hungary is still hindered by the powerful anti-immigration nar-
rative (Walker, 2018b).

Human rights analysis. Vulnerabilities in the country of origin, 
during the journey

Macedonia
A third of refugees in Macedonia are children. UNICEF has begun to set up 
child-friendly spaces where they are supplied with warm food and clothing. 

According to Amnesty International Report of 2017-2018 (2018b), 
asylum seekers and migrants, including unaccompanied children, were 
unlawfully detained at the Reception Centre for Foreigners as witnesses in 
criminal proceedings against smugglers. They were detained for an average 
of two weeks after which they were released. Most applied for asylum but 
left the country shortly afterwards. 

Macedonia remains a transit country where people face several dan-
gers, among them human trafficking and detention (Macedonian Young 
Lawyers Association, 2016). The ECOI Trafficking in Persons report, 2018, 
highlights that the government of Macedonia does not fully meet the mini-
mum standards for the elimination of trafficking; however, it is making sig-
nificant efforts. The government is now training first responders on victim 
identification and working with local authorities to establish local anti-traf-
ficking action plans. Also, the government established an anti-trafficking 
Task Force, re-established mobile identification teams in four regions. It dis-
patched social workers to conduct proactive victim identification at border 
crossings and migrant and refugee camps (USDOS, 2018).

Serbia
According to the data of the Ministry of Interior on the Republic of Serbia, 
over the last four years, 17,653 unaccompanied children expressed their in-
tention to seek asylum in Serbia. Although all international standards and 
national regulations provide that all children, regardless of their legal status, 
should immediately be included in the educational system, the Republic of 
Serbia has been facing a huge number of migrants since the enforcement 
of the Asylum Law in 2008 and has not institutionally included children in 
the educational system until 2017. Therefore, many organizations only then 
started including refugee and migrant children in the educational system, 



209

The Balkans: Western Balkans Route 

at first in informal, and later in formal education (“A School on the Road 
for Children Migrants”, 2017). 

Regarding the practice of misdemeanour courts in Serbia, certain 
proceedings involving unaccompanied children were conducted without 
appropriate procedural guarantees (e.g., right of the child to follow the pro-
ceedings in a language they understand, to be assigned a temporary legal 
guardian in misdemeanour proceedings). Moreover, they concluded with 
convictions involving financial fines, protective measures of removal, or 
prison (not juvenile detention).

Unaccompanied children in Serbia who are not registered by the 
Asylum Office are without adequate legal status, which is why they are prac-
tically invisible in the system and deprived of a whole set of rights. The 
Committee on the Rights of the Child has recognized this problem in the 
recent Concluding Observations stating that appropriate procedures for 
their identification do not exist nor enough interpreters in the border ar-
eas. These factors increase the risk of unaccompanied children entering the 
country’s territory not being identified as such and remaining deprived of 
the special protection they are entitled to.

There are no specialized bodies or authorities in Serbia’s social care 
system, which would handle only unaccompanied migrant and refugee chil-
dren. Reception of unaccompanied minor foreigners is at the Institute for 
Education of Children and Adolescents “Vasa Stajić” in Belgrade and the 
Institute for Youth Education in Niš, as well as the Home for Children and 
Youth with Developmental Disabilities “Kolevka” in Subotica and the Cen-
tre for the Protection of Infants, Children, and Youth in Belgrade. 

The best interest assessment of children without parents or legal 
guardians in Serbia can have four outcomes: uniting the child with the 
family in the third country, resettlement to the third country with the assis-
tance of the UNHCR, initiating the asylum procedure and local integration, 
and return to the country of origin.

Hungary
Under the Asylum Act, a person with special needs can be an “unaccom-
panied minor or a vulnerable person, in particular, a minor, elderly or dis-
abled person, pregnant woman, single parent raising a minor child and 
a person who has suffered from torture, rape or any other grave form of 
psychological, physical or sexual violence, found, after proper individual 
evaluation, to have special needs because of his/her individual situation” 
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(Asylum Information Database, 2018). Hungarian law does not explicitly 
include victims of human trafficking, persons suffering from serious ill-
nesses, and persons with mental disorders in the definition of vulnerable 
asylum seekers.

The UNHCR (2015) has observed that the assessment of the applica-
bility of alternatives to detention is mostly restricted in practice to the ap-
plicability of asylum bail. In contrast, the other two alternative measures, 
such as the regular reporting requirement and the designated place of ac-
commodation are rarely or not applied as standalone measures. 

Conclusions: Challenges and political and humanitarian proposals

We believe it is appropriate to offer the conclusions of the report Forgotten 
at the gates of Europe. Ongoing protection concerns at the EU’s external bor-
der (JRS Europe, 2018). Although the scope of the report is broader than the 
Balkan route, we believe that its content responds very adequately to what 
we have tried to convey in this chapter. 

1. The absence of legal pathways into Europe for people in need of pro-
tection forces migrants to take incredibly dangerous and expensive 
journeys. People are forced to rely on a network of smugglers to 
ferry them across long distances paying exorbitant sums of money 
all the way. These journeys take them through deserts and moun-
tains, across rivers and forests, in countries with societies hostile to 
people on the move, and in places where armed militias exploit them 
as goods to be bought and traded. EU and national attempts to close 
the most dangerous routes, such as in the EU-Turkey statement or 
the Memorandum of Understanding between Italy and Libya, are 
often presented by policymakers as measures that will save lives. 
However, in fact, people’s lives are not saved; all that happens is that 
their misery is pushed further away from our consciousness. People 
still come because there are plenty of reasons why people are still in 
need of Europe’s protection. 

2. When people do survive their journeys and arrive at Europe’s gates, 
they are pushed into spaces that often lie outside of Europe’s zone of 
legality. People are violently pushed back at Europe’s south-eastern 
borders without being given a chance to apply for asylum or other-
wise explain why they have taken the long journey to Europe. This 
has happened not only in Croatia, but also in Hungary and Bulgaria 
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over recent years. Push-backs immediately deprive people of any 
chance to engage legally with any EU Member State authorities be-
cause they cannot start a legal procedure or formally state why they 
have arrived, neither can they legally challenge their push-back. 
Moreover, as we have seen, people keep trying to arrive even if they 
are pushed back multiple times at the same border. If people are 
not violently pushed away from Europe’s borders, then they may be 
misled and misinformed by the authorities about their rights and 
obligations and where and how they can apply for protection. When 
people arrive, they are confused, do not know what they can and 
cannot do, and are exposed to conflicting pieces of information that 
come from the authorities, smugglers, and other migrants. Time 
and again, as we have not only seen in this report but also the JRS’s 
experience, the lack of simple, reliable and continuous information 
provided in different ways to people at various stages of their entry 
to Europe, is a crucial reason why people may not apply for protec-
tion and are thus pushed into irregularity.

3. If people survive their journeys and pass through Europe’s gates, 
they often find themselves geographically inside EU territory but not 
having truly “arrived.” They may have passed an external border, but 
they now face several kinds of invisible borders that extend deeper 
into Europe. This is demonstrated by the poor and undignified re-
ception conditions many of the people we spoke to experience after 
entry into an EU Member State. The overcrowded reception centres 
on the Greek islands force people into informal camps and even 
into homelessness. There are similarly poor reception conditions in 
Melilla and Sicily —a situation that forces some people to look else-
where for dignified conditions that meet their basic needs, whether 
at train stations or on the streets. Other people face detention, which 
the JRS has long known significantly decreases people’s chances of 
successfully claiming asylum as they are cut off from reliable infor-
mation and legal help. Moreover, just like at Europe’s gates, we find 
that even once inside an EU Member State, people who do not get 
access to useful information about their rights and what services are 
available to them are pushed to society’s margins.

4. The Dublin Regulation, more than any other EU policy, pushes peo-
ple outside of the law. Poor reception conditions and hindered ac-
cess to protection motivates people to seek protection elsewhere in 
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Europe. It is quite logical: if they cannot find the protection, they 
need in one place, they will go elsewhere. However, the Dublin Reg-
ulation keeps people from doing this, forcing them to stay in EU 
countries where possibilities for protection are limited, where re-
ception conditions are undignified, or where they remain separated 
from their families.

5. There must be a fundamental shift in the EU’s policy to address the 
human rights emergency at its borders. People must have an oppor-
tunity to safely and legally travel to Europe to seek protection with-
out further jeopardizing their lives. At the borders, people should 
experience standardized entry procedures that are the same at ev-
ery border with clearly understandable ways to apply for interna-
tional protection, or the ability to inform the authorities why they 
have otherwise arrived. In Europe, procedures must change so that 
families are more easily reunited with each other. People must be 
offered decent and standard reception conditions that meet their 
basic needs. They also must be informed about what asylum and 
immigration procedures they will experience, and how they can get 
legal and social help to navigate those procedures and exercise their 
rights. Detention should only be used as a truly last resort and only 
after alternative measures are exhausted. Asylum seekers should not 
be detained, and neither should migrant children and their families. 
The Dublin Regulation must be radically reformed so that people’s 
preferences and protection needs are considered first. There must be 
a better way for the EU Member States to share responsibility for of-
fering protection to people. Despite all of the difficulties, indignities, 
and abuses that asylum seekers, migrants, and refugees experience 
at Europe’s borders, what is remarkable is that people still come. 
Many would still do so even if they were hypothetically given a sec-
ond chance to decide. 
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