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 Hotspots [pp.1-2] are generally pre-
sented as a key component of the European 
Union (EU)’s response to the “migration crisis”, 
but the meaning of this expression has yet to be 
defined. For those who support an essentially res-
trictive European asylum policy, a “crisis” occurs 
when large numbers of exiles arrive in the EU. If 
they manage to enter, the Community structure 
must be reinforced by further restricting entry 
into countries where they might benefit from the 
rights safeguarded by the 1951 Geneva Conven-
tion. As conflicts multiply at the borders of Eu-
rope, member states are closing access routes to 
exiles instead of hosting and protecting them as 
they should. In late summer of 2015, a few coun-
tries tried to break away from this logic by opening 
their borders to people who until now were facing 
deliberately impenetrable security systems. Eu-
rope quickly called these countries to order and 
requested them to focus on camps and new bor-
der guards rather than secure access routes and 
mobilizing civil society. For the EU, the migration 
policy “crisis” is not measured by the thousands 
of migrant deaths, but rather by the number of 
people who have managed to brave closed bor-
ders in order to assert their fundamental rights. 
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hotspots at the heart 
of the archipelago 
of camps
 European laws are full of expressions designed to weaken 

the essentially repressive nature of migration policies. This is how 

the term “hotspot” made its way into official communications in 

the spring of 2015. The idea was to showcase the EU’s ability to 

react to the arrival of thousands of migrants in the Greek islands, 

at a time when numerous shipwrecks causing hundreds of vic-

tims attracted unprecedented media attention. Greece was then 

described as unable to control its borders and was identified as 

largely responsible for the “migration crisis”. In reality, this situa-

tion was the consequence of the policies driven by the EU (coun-

tries on the outskirts of the Schengen Area have always been the 

gatekeepers of Europe). It could be attributed to the largely pre-

dictable increase in the number of migrants, due in particular to 

the duration and the intensity of the conflicts in Syria.
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 Generally described as “reception facilities and 

centres of first reception in member states located on 

the front line”, the hotspots are the new face of an old 

policy which has created detention camps on the borders 

of the EU. In a European commission glossary, the term is 

explained in a section entit-

led “Save Lives and Secure 

the External Borders”, even 

though the dominant logic 

is dissuasion and not assis-

tance: the hotspots should 

help to harden the “reception 

conditions”, and thus discou-

rage boat-people from taking 

to the sea. Such an objective 

is bound to fail in the case 

of exiles fleeing particularly 

tragic conflicts and crises.

The “hotspot approach” aims 

to force the Italian and Greek 

governments, assisted by 

European agencies [insert] 

to sort and select from the 

incoming migrants the mino-

rity that could be “relocated” 

[insert p.3]. following the 

floating period at the end of 

summer 2015, when a few 

countries such as Germany 

opened their borders, bar-

ricading them became the 

norm. from December 2015, 

when the first hotspots were 

opened in Sicily and on the 

islands of the Aegean Sea 

[map p. 3], exiles were quickly 

crowded into make-shift 

camps where some have remained trapped for months. 

The hotspots organise in effect an assortment of prisons 

articulating identification and selection camps (choo-

sing between the “bad” migrants and the “good” asylum 

seekers), holding camps (for asylum seekers who may be 

“relocated”) and pre-removal camps (for those conside-

red “undesirable”…). The concentration-camp rational, 

which has characterized EU policy for many years, has 

moved into a new phase – turning the Greek and Italian is-

lands into a huge archipelago of camps. According to the 

Un high commissioner for human rights, entire regions 

of Italy and Greece have thus become “areas of forced 

confinement”.

 Apart from the official hotspots, similar traps 

exist all along the migration 

routes, from the region 

of Agadez in niger, to the 

north-West of france, 

passing along the libyan 

and moroccan coasts. This 

widespread detention is the 

result of the choices made 

by the EU and its partners for 

immigration management. on 

the one hand, migrants are 

blocked in the first European 

host country by closing off 

a number of border crossing 

points, eg Idomeni (near the 

Greek-macedonian border) 

or Ventimiglia (a border town 

between Italy into france). 

on the other, the EU is 

attempting to stem arrivals 

by negotiating support from 

countries such as Sudan or 

Ethiopia, and is trying to swif-

tly push back exiles to so-

called “transit” countries. The 

agreement of march 2016 

with Turkey, which has joined 

the ranks of “safe countries”, 

is typical of this bargaining 

process which bears little 

regard for legal formalism and 

migrants’ fundamental rights.

hotspots at the heart
of the archipelago of camps
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froNtex: 
more selectioN, 
more returNs

 hotspots differ from other camps 
due to the presence of many European 
agencies, like the European Asylum Support 
office (EASo), Europol, Eurojust and above 
all frontex, the agency for external border 
controls, which was renamed the European 
border and coast Guard agency in September 
2016.
 With more than 500 agents in Greece 
and Italy (nearly four times more than the 
number of EASo), frontex fingerprints newly 
arrived individuals, and interviews them to 
determine their nationality and the migra-
tion route they have taken. frontex is also 
in charge of the forced returns of those not 
recognized as asylum seekers. Such practices 
existed before 2015, but have become sys-
tematic with the “hotspot approach”. frontex 
has become the pivotal agency for European 
policies of selection and deportation of forei-
gners. The Italian Government has suggested 
that the selection should also be carried out 
at sea, with “floating hotspots”. frontex is 
already doing it, particularly in the Sicilian 
channel.

“relocatioNs”, 
a pretext 
for deportatioN 

 presented in the European Agenda on migration, 
launched in may 2015 by the European commission as 
being the EU face of solidarity to the inappropriately 
named “migration crisis”, relocation consists of dividing 
up among different member states migrants identified in 
Greek and Italian hotspots as eligible for refugee status. 
After the commission decided not to make this meas-
ure binding (many states having refused to accept the 
“quotas” imposed upon them), 23 countries committed 
“on a voluntary basis” in September 2015 and after inter-
minable haggling, to take in a total of 160,000 potential 
refugees over two years. This is a ridiculously low figure 
given the number of people already present at the time in 
Greece and Italy. It should be noted that among the crite-
ria to determine how many migrants would be relocated in 
each host country (number of inhabitants, GDp, number 
of refugees already received, unemployment rate…), 
the refugee’s choice of destination was never taken into 
account. This serves as a reminder that even though their 
right to request protection is recognized, asylum seekers 
are still forbidden to circulate freely in the EU.

 one year after the introduction of this measure, 
approximately 6,000 refugees have been “relocated” to 
a European country, although some countries have only 
accepted a few dozens, or none at all [see map above]. 
This serves to show, as if it were needed, the failure of a 
mechanism established only to make hotspots appear hu-
mane and rational. These hotspots are in fact compulsory 
crossing points to have a chance of being selected for 
transfer to a host country. but an extremely slim chance 
since firstly, this applies to few nationalities (principally 
Syrians and Eritreans), and secondly, European countries 
are in no hurry to honor the commitments they have re-
luctantly signed up to, and finally, because the selection 
process is complicated and bureaucratic. The vast majori-
ty of migrants, i.e. those who are not selected for reloca-
tion, are therefore doomed to be deported or trapped in 
Greece or Italy. In the case of Greece, this also depends 
on whether the exiles arrived before the enforcement of 
the EU-Turkey agreement, according to which even those 
eligible for asylum can be pushed back. based on the 
illusory prospect of relocation, thousands of exiles have 
become the hostages of the “hotspot approach”, which 
aims, first and foremost, to sort, register, marginalize and 
possibly deport men and women that Europe has refused 
to “host”.
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