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MPI WEBINAR ON THE EU’S NEW PACT ON MIGRATION AND ASYLUM 

 

The Migration Policy Institute (MPI) organized on February 5, 2021, a webinar under 

the title “A way forward on migration under the Portuguese Presidency of the 

European Union?” The MPI is an independent think-tank dealing with migration issues, 

based in Washington DC (USA). The webinar was presented by Demetrios G. 

Papademetriou, Distinguished Transatlantic Fellow and President Emeritus, MPI.  

The panelists were: 

-Mrs. Monique Pariat, Director General for Migration and Home Affairs, European 

Commission. 

-Ulrich Weinbrenner, General Director for Migration, Refugees and Return Policy, 

Federal Ministry of the Interior, Federal Republic of Germany. 

-Eduardo Cabrita, Ministro da Administração Interna, Government of Portugal  

-Hanne Beirens, Director, MPI Europe. 

Monique Pariat was the first speaker. She indicated that the Commission’s (COM) 

proposal on the New Pact on Migration and Asylum, presented in September 2020, 

intended to give a comprehensive response to this phenomenon. Migration should be 

addressed from the moment and place where it originates; when migrants arrive to EU 

borders and when subsequent procedures need to be followed including screening, 

asylum applications and returns. The issue is very sensitive as there are diverging 

points of view among member states (MS). The COM had tried to present proposals 

that could serve as a basis for discussion to everyone. On that respect, she said, the 

COM has achieved some success as no MS had stepped out of discussions and all have 

accepted to engage in negotiations. The European Parliament is discussing the issue in 

parallel; the proposal is not liked by everyone but nobody has rejected it out of hand.  

The Pact included a set of proposals that should be viewed as a whole: 

• Work with the countries of origin to reduce illegal migration and decrease the 

risks for migrants 

• Better protection of borders 

• Better return systems. Many migrants do not apply for asylum (only about 30% 

do so) and, therefore, many are subject to returns. 

• Provide protection to those who are entitled to be protected 

• Reinforce legal migration as the EU, with its aging population, needs foreign 

labor 

•  Reduce pull factors 

• Reinforce shared responsibility and solidarity. Countries of first entry cannot be 

left alone with the entire burden. It is necessary to establish a solidarity 

component but not based only on automatic relocation of migrants.  
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Pariat recognized that the most difficult issue was burden-sharing and finding an 

appropriate trade-off between solidarity and responsibility. The COM had been building 

on its 2016 proposal. As it was presented at the end of September, the German 

Presidency had not been able to advance much, but there had been good discussions 

at the ministerial and technical levels, which were useful to determine where each MS 

stood. She added that last week an informal ministerial meeting had taken place, 

which had been very well prepared by the Portuguese Presidency. MS showed 

willingness to engage but were perhaps too cautious. More courage was needed to be 

able to make progress. 

She added that, in parallel, the COM had been active on return aspects, holding 

discussions with a number of countries (Morocco, Senegal, Algeria, Afghanistan) on 

readmissions. The COM would like to be able to appoint soon a Return Coordinator. It 

was also working on an action plan against human trafficking. 

Ulrich Weinbrenner said that the first discussions of the package had taken place at 

the ministerial level on the 8th of October. It is a huge and complex piece of legislation. 

The GER Presidency had tried to get acquainted with the proposals and see where 

each MS stood. The December Council Conclusions simply stated the need to continue 

discussions. The GER Presidency had produced a 16-page Progress Report that was 

adopted on December 15. This was the maximum they could achieve.  

He added that there was strong consensus on the need to establish an effective 

management of external borders and to support some MS when they suffered strong 

migratory pressures. But there was no agreement on what kind of support should be 

given as there were very different positions among the various groups of MS. The most 

difficult issues are solidarity and shared responsibility. It is not sure that these issues 

will be solved during the Portuguese Presidency.  

It is also not clear how the proposed Asylum Agency and EURODAC will be shaped and 

how they will function. Some MS had indicated that they will block negotiations if there 

is not an agreement on the whole package. GER hopes that the PO Presidency and the 

ones to follow after it will be able to advance because the Asylum Agency and 

EURODAC are extremely important for the good functioning of the system.  

GER believes that the dossier is in good hands with the PO Presidency. They have 

seconded one expert to help the Portuguese team.   

Minister Eduardo Cabrita said that this was one of the most crucial issues to be 

dealt with during the PO Presidency, even more so as the situation is particularly 

difficult due to COVID-19, which has had significant repercussions on migration. The 

Presidency believes that the EU should deal with the issue with full respect of 

democratic values. The Presidency thanks the COM for the great effort made to 

produce a huge legislative package on a very complex issue. He also thanked the GER 

Presidency for a good Progress Report.  

Cabrita added that migration is a natural phenomenon, as the Portuguese history 

showed. The EU had been receiving for many years migrants who had made a very 
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positive contribution to the Union’s wellbeing. The present situation differs from the 

one existing in 2016, when the EU received in a short period of time almost 2 million 

migrants, many of which stayed in Germany, as Chancellor Merkel accepted to receive 

a large number of them. The EU was not prepared for such a huge influx in such a 

short period of time. Last year (2019) only about 100,000 migrants arrived in the EU, 

much less than four years ago. But there were still massive flows and other difficulties 

in some areas, such as the Greek Islands and the Canary Islands, adding to the 

urgency of the matter.  

The GER Presidency Progress Report is very useful. It shows that we have advanced at 

the technical level on issues such as the Blue Card, the review of the visa regulation 

and EURODAC. Unfortunately, there are still wide differences among MS on the most 

sensitive issues. The PO Presidency will make its best efforts to try and reach 

agreement wherever possible; taking into account that some MS have stated that there 

will not be an agreement if it does not include all points. PO is geographically in the 

South but it is not a front-line state and seems to be on a better position to try and 

find solutions to the problems. 

Cabrita said that there are, essentially, two opposite blocks of countries: the 

Mediterranean MS on one side and the Visegrad MS on the other. The main political 

questions under discussion are the following: 

a) The external dimension of migratory flows. The EU is engaged in a dialogue 

with a number of countries such as Morocco, Mauritania, Tunisia, and Algeria. 

In dealing with other countries, the Union needs to take a “holistic approach”, 

which would include support for education, health care and job creation in the 

countries of origin of migration. Some countries like Morocco are both, places of 

origin and of transit of migration, and need special support. The EU must 

establish “legal dimension packages”, offering partner countries the conclusion 

of agreements that would facilitate legal migration, while at the same time 

combatting illegal trafficking. PO can contribute with its longstanding 

experience of cooperation with African countries. 

b) The second area is the effective control of external borders. We must give 

FRONTEX a new mandate, to operate as a European Coast Guard and Border 

Police. EURODAC should play an important role on screening, easing the 

burden of the front-line states, including control of secondary movements. 

c) The third –and the most difficult area- is solidarity. This should be seen with 

two different approaches. When there is a crisis situation, solidarity should be 

mandatory. In normal times, MS must share responsibility, but there could be 

more flexibility as to the ways to give support, with a clearly defined catalogue 

of possible actions (such as border control, relations with third countries, etc). 

The Minister said that the PO Presidency will present a progress report in March. Some 

of the Visegrad countries already accept the principle of mandatory solidarity, but with 

flexibility. The Presidency is holding consultations with Italy, Greece and Spain, also 

with Poland and the Czech Republic; with Germany and France as well. It is also 

paying attention to the external dimension of migration with African and Middle 
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Eastern countries, the Balkans and Turkey. They want to open a dialogue with the new 

US Administration and PO has invited the new Secretary of Homeland Security to a 

meeting in Lisbon next June. 

Cabrita concluded that the PO Presidency is addressing this difficult issue with 

pragmatism and a certain degree of optimism. 

Hanne Beirens said that the EU needs a migration and asylum system both flexible 

and resilient. There is a demographic challenge as it is estimated that Europe will need 

to fill approximately 1.6 million jobs with immigrants by 2030. On the external front, 

the EU should negotiate on a balanced way, trying to respond to the interests of all 

parties. As for the solidarity mechanisms, she was favorable to flexible approaches, 

offering a menu of options so that everyone can contribute taking into account its 

capabilities. It is important to advance in the establishment of the Asylum Agency. 

Asked how we could make the negotiations on the New Pact to move forward, taking 

into account the gap between the “Southern states” and the “reluctant states” (Note, 

these were the terms used by the panelists), Minister Cabrita responded that we 

should be realistic. We cannot think that we can reach an agreement in six months 

when it could not be achieved in six years. To be successful, we need a constructive 

approach by al MS. The COM proposals have not made anybody very happy but they 

have not been rejected by anyone. In the short term we should concentrate on the 

more technical aspects, such as EURODAC and the Blue Card directive. On the main 

issues, it is clear that the Southern states cannot be left alone with the entire burden. 

Border management is also an EU responsibility, not only an issue of national 

competence. As for the “reluctant states”, they have difficulty to accept relocations but 

they seem ready to show some flexibility if special circumstances would make it 

necessary. This is progress. Solidarity should be mandatory but, in “normal” 

circumstances, this can be rendered in various ways: support to front-line states for 

border control, financial aid to African countries, fight of human trafficking, review 

asylum possibilities, etc. 

Regarding the establishment of “legal pathways”, Ulrich Weinbrenner said that the EU 

could do more, trying to identify opportunities for opening possibilities of legal 

migration, review which sectors and skills require foreign labor (and what qualifications 

are to be requested), facilitating work visas, review the “Blue Card” directive, etc. Close 

cooperation with partner countries is necessary, also to facilitate returns. But an EU-

wide approach on this matter is not possible because the situation of labor markets in 

the MS is quite different. It should be reviewed on a case-by-case basis, even if there 

is a wide consensus as to the priority to be given to legal migration. In any case, there 

is a human aspiration for a better life and this implies that irregular migration cannot 

be eliminated. But we should try to manage it as efficiently as it may be possible.      

 

                                      February 7, 2021 

 


