
A
year ago the BBC broadcasted a program called “Des -
perately Seeking EU-topia,” depicting the drama of
illegal immigration from Eastern Europe countries

to Western Europe. In the program, Austrian border patrol
agents on the frontier with Hungary were interviewed dur-
ing an action against illegal immigrants. One officer proud-
ly said, “We’ve learned how the United States deals with

the Mexicans. We hunt them down and catch them as soon
as they cross the border!” Although a little more developed
semantically, the relationship be tween the European Union
and the United States in immigration matters can sadly be
summed up as an issue of border police; terms like “pre-
vention” and “the fight against immigration” are the only
ones used in the plans developed by both parties to deal
with im migration.

In this article, I will look at the possibility of strength-
ening a dialogue on immigration between the United States
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and the European Union (EU); I will
also propose arguments for greater har-
monization of transatlantic immigra-
tion policy. Since September 11, it has
become imperative that the two par-
ties consider the creation of a working
group to formulate a coordinated im -
migration policy. The U.S. and Europe
have to move carefully and closely at
this particular moment of internatio -
nal relations. Interna tio nal collabora-
tion against terrorism could become
the basis for a future transatlantic dia -
logue that would be much more effec-
tive in the field of immigration.

Right now the main risk is that res -
trictive policies, xenophobia and racism
—always present on both sides of the
Atlantic— could dangerously affect
the internal equilibrium of civil soci-
ety in both regions with incalculable
consequences. Europe, with its 20 mil -
lion Muslims,1 and the United States,
with 6 or 7 million, cannot run the
risk of adopting incorrect, one-sided
policies if they want to avoid seeing a
real bomb of political and social ins ta -
bility go off in their back yards.2

Until now, the dialogue between
the United States and Europe about
immigration has been based on the
1995 Joint EU-U.S. Action Plan (re -
viewed every two years at the EU-U.S.
summits).3 The plan has a brief, highly
defensive accord aimed only at con-
trol and the fight against illegal immi-
gration, without concretizing cons truc -

tive, positive measures focusing on
re cognizing immigration’s intrinsic im -
portance. 

Even though immigration has had
a positive impact both on the United
States and Europe, the policy makers,
the opinion leaders, the representatives
of the business world and unions in
both regions:

a) have not been able to propose de -
finitive solutions to issues of com -
mon interest;

b) have proposed sporadic migratory
policies in answer to momentary

crises without suggesting an effec-
tive common strategy in immigration
matters;

c) have created the conditions for con -
fronting illegal immigration with-
out recognizing the advantages in its
eventually being transformed into
legal immigration.

In an unprecedented period of labor
mobility, the economic competition
be tween the world’s two colossuses
—very often based on the presence of
skilled labor not available in one’s own
country, such as in the cases of Ger -
many, France, England, Italy and the
United States— has led them to estab -
lish policies that permit uncontrolled,
irregular migratory flows.

Therefore, the lack of a clear, orga-
nized development strategy for immi-
gration policy has caused a kind of po -

litical paralysis that, among other things,
has sent out an ambiguous message
to immigrants’ countries of origin; these
governments’ inaction has sometimes
been interpreted as a green light for a
continuing flow of immigrants.4 The case
of immigration from the Balkans toward
Western Europe is a clear example.

We can also add that the lack of an
organized, planned strategy leaves im -
migrants —especially undocumented
ones, who equally participate in the eco -
nomic, social and cultural life of their
destination country, like the His pa nics
in the United States—completely de -
fenseless legally and vulnerable with
regard to their social and political
rights.

The United States and the Euro -
pean Union have admitted millions of
immigrants in recent decades, thus
acquiring, therefore, the moral obli -
gation to promote the long-term econo -
mic, social and civil integration of these
new residents who have contributed a
great deal to their development. How -
ever, the joint efforts of Europe and
the United States have concentrated
to a great extent on the fight against
illegal immigration which, despite every -
thing is very important for the econo -
mic stability of both re gions. Among
other things, this fight against illegal
immigration tends to restrict the resi-
dency rights of all im migrants, both
legal and illegal, who already live with-
in the respective territories.

Therefore, the fundamental prob-
lem is understanding why on both sides
of the Atlantic, where there are com-
mon immigration policies and si milar
institutional restrictions with re sults that
are, in the best of cases, doubt ful, they
continue to manage the mat ter of migra -
tion in this counterproductive, unco-
ordinated fashion.
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According to different scholars, like,
for example, Wayne A. Cornelius and
Philip Martin, both regions are typi-
cal of industrialized countries that
import part of their work force in the
sense of:

1) Using similar political instruments
to control illegal immigration and the
flow of refugees, as well as achiev-
ing like results in the fight against
this kind of immigration.

2) The adoption of similar policies with
regard to the social, economic and
political integration of immigrants
(measures taken to favor those im -
migrants who in the long run will
be residents) with dubious results.

3) Xenophobic and racist reactions to
immigration by the local population.

4) The systematic application of im -
mediate rules to restrict immigra-
tion and control the border in the
case of national crises.

5) The lack of recognition and commit -
ment to sustained economic devel -
op ment in immigrants’ regions of ori -
gin in most cases.

Something has changed in the last
two years: Europe, for example, has
begun to delineate a common immi-
gration policy in terms of border con-
trols, asylum, the rights of nationals
of third countries, admissions poli-
cies, etc., through the precepts of the
Treaty of Amsterdam, the resolutions
of the 1999 Tampere Council and the
application of the Schengen Accord.5

In similar fashion, the United States
has proposed bilateral agreements
to partially solve the problem of ille-
gal im migration, above all that of
Mex icans.

A review of current legislation, mul -
tilateral and bilateral cooperation among

receiving and sending countries and
the definition of an agenda on immi-
gration for the next 10 years are some
of the measures that the United States
and Europe have to take to be able to
efficiently manage the issue of inter-
national immigration.

The differences and similarities be -
tween the two parties do not end here:
for example, the origin of the foreign
population in the United States and
the European Union is certainly very
different. The largest foreign minority
in the United States comes from Latin
America, particularly Mexico. This po p -

ulation increased five times more than
the native U.S. population be tween
1990 and 2000. The political, social and
economic transformation that this has
brought is significantly changing the
panorama in the United States.

By contrast, the European Union
today has migration from different geo -
graphical areas: Eastern Europe, the
Middle East, Africa and Asia. In addi-
tion, many of these undocumented im -
migrants are not there temporarily, as
are many Mexicans in the United States.
Other minorities, such as the Kurds
in Germany or the Kosovars and other
groups from the former Yugoslavia,
the victims of ethnic conflicts, enjoy
refugee status.

In the last 10 years the fundamen-
tal differences between the regions
can be found in the initial objectives
for which the European Union and

the North American Free Trade Agree -
ment (NAFTA) were created.

In the first place, while the Euro -
pean Union seeks political, social and
economic cohesion among its mem-
ber countries, including that of the 12
countries currently seeking entrance,
the United States only seeks the trade
(economic) integration and the pro-
motion of free trade.

In addition, European integration
involves a strong social component,
markedly the free circulation of indi-
viduals under the Schengen Accord.
This fundamental freedom is express-

ly excluded from NAFTA, whose great-
est social achievement was the inclu-
sion of two parallel agreements on
labor standards and the environment.

In the second place, the European
Union and the area included under
NAFTA represent the development of
policies that emphasize regions despite
the fact that the world trend seems to
lead to globalization. Achieving regio nal
economic objectives implies that both
parties must strengthen their eco no -
mies (above all in the European case,
giving rise to the expression “Fortress
Europe”), which could have serious
repercussions for immigration. The dy -
namic of contrac tion and opening has
been a constant factor in the political
and economic development of what is
now called the European Union.

Nevertheless, the events of Sep -
tember 11 will have drastic effects on
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migratory policy in both Europe and
the United States. The two re gions’
reactions to the terrorist attacks with
regard to immigration have had differ-
ent focuses: in the United States, in -
terest in a dialogue with Mexico about
immigration has declined while bor-
der controls have increased, slowing
the flow of undocumented workers. In
addition, the U.S. has concentrated
most of its efforts on fighting terrorist
organizations (note Attorney General
John Ashcroft’s statement prohibiting
entry to the U.S. of presumed mem-
bers or sympathizers of te rrorist orga-
nizations).6

In contrast, the European Union
reacted by centering on the question
of Afghan refugees and displaced per-
sons who might eventually leave their
country as a consequence of the bomb -
ings, a position they share with the
United Nations. After September 11,
for example, the European Com mis -
sion met to seek a common interpre-
tation of the 1951 Geneva Conven tion
on Refugees and recommend to union
member states that they broaden out
the interpretation of the term “perse-
cution” to include actions by non-
state agents for granting refugee sta-
tus (this was to accommodate people
persecuted by the Taliban, which was
not officially recognized as the head
of state by most of the international
community).7 However, France and
Ger many took a different position,
arguing that the convention protects
only those persecuted by the state.
Under this interpretation, the two
coun tries considered that because the
Taliban government was not recog-
nized internationally, the Afghans did
not come under the protection of the
convention. In other words, if an Afghan
citizen fled his or her country because

of persecution by the Ta liban and
requested asylum in France or Ger -
many, he or she would not have been
considered a refugee, but an illegal
immigrant, with all the consequences
that this implies. Italy and England
took a more liberal position, recogniz-
ing the Afghans as refugees under cer-
tain circumstances, although until the
arrival of the first refugees, it was not
clear how the measures would be applied
and under what circumstances.8

Another important consequence of
September 11 that could be reflected
in the immigration policy of both re -
gions is that the Bush administration
and, to a lesser degree, the countries
of the European Union are giving the
same importance to the physical se -
curity of both the territory and indi-
viduals as to trade security when they
ask other governments to join in a coa -
lition against terrorism. To ensure in -
ternational support for the offensive,
they are using trade instruments. The
United States, in particularly, follow -
ed by Europe, will try to promote a
sense of solidarity with the aim of
achieving its goals during the world
trade talks.

This attitude brings out contradic-
tory situations: free trade implies per-
meable borders and fewer restrictions
on visas for businessmen and trans-
portation workers, guest workers and
immigrants in general. However, ensur-
ing anti-terrorist security demands
exactly the opposite.

Once again, the administration in
Washington and the European gov-
ernments will have to seek a balance
between free trade, security and pro-
tection for their citizens’ and minori-
ties’ civil liberties. In light of this, it
seems evident that now more than ever
there is a need to establish a transat-

lantic dialogue with regard to immigra -
tion to come up with a coherent, last ing,
balanced and fair policy for both im mi -
grants and receiving countries.

NOTES

1 According to a recent article on the www.
webislam.com website, most of Euro pe’s Mus -
lims are in France (4 million).

2 Suffice it to remember the international
debate sparked by Italian Prime Minister Sil -
vio Berlusconi’s unfortunate remark about
the supposed superiority of Western culture
vis-à-vis Islamic culture.

3 The last review took place in June 2001 in
Gothenburg, since Sweden occupied the pre -
sidency at the time.

4 This helps to explain, for example, why the
laws and measures taken by Europe and the
United States against illegal immigration
have failed completely to contain it.

5 These initiatives were obligatory: after the
Cold War, Europe attracted 19 percent of the
world’s immigration and the United States,
20 percent. According to the European Com -
mission, the difference will be completely
eliminated in the next two years.

6 Associated Press, 31 October 2001.

7 It should be remembered that the European
Commission does not have the ability to
impose decisions on member states with regard
to immigration, which is still a matter for coo p -
eration and not a binding community matter.

8 In the case of Italy, the question was compli-
cated by the fact that it is the only country in
the European Union which does not have
legislation about political asylum.


