The Fallacy of Closing Borders

Why Europe Cannot Afford to Get Immigration
Wrong — Again

Emmanuel Comte, PhD

Ethnic tensions are escalating throughout Europe, heightened by a series
of terrorist acts perpetrated by Muslim immigrants. At the same time,
criminal activities involving immigrants have caught significant media
attention. In response, there is a growing demand for more restrictive
immigration rules and tougher border management.

Calls like "We've been too lenient with immigration" or "We must change
our policy due to the risks posed by immigration" are increasingly heard.

Such sentiment is hardly new, however. It has pervaded European
discourse for decades. In blindly adhering to this view, Europe is today
further sleepwalking into a potentially catastrophic ethnic conflict.
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Reuters/Reuters TV photo, Ceuta, Spain, February 2020

Recent tensions have grown more intense due to the escalating conflict in
Palestine. This ongoing dispute serves as a stark reminder of the
challenges associated with the idea of nation-states primarily defined by a
single ethnicity. Israel has followed this concept since its founding, partly
as a result of the most radical implementation of this European model in
Nazi Germany.
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In contemporary Europe, France stands as a warning sign. Since the late
1960s, the country has consistently restricted immigration through a mix
of border controls, incentive programmes, and other strategies.
Successive governments have touted these restrictions as a solution to
domestic problems. The trend began with the 1968 agreement with
Algeria, often misunderstood today by right-wing groups. This agreement
aimed to limit the freedom of movement that had been in place between
France and Algeria since 1962.

In 1972, France took additional measures with the Marcellin-Fontanet
circulars, designed to further reduce immigration. By October 1974,
another major step was taken: France ended the freedom of movement
with its former African colonies, starting on 1 January 1975. After that,
work and residence permits became obligatory for nationals from these
countries.

The year 1977 marked a shift towards more openly exclusionary policies,
with the government encouraging foreign nationals to leave the country
voluntarily. From the 1980s onwards, French leaders recognised they
could simply not stop immigrants at French borders, and they have led
efforts to tighten Europe's external borders, effectively imposing their
restrictive approach to southern European states and to countries that
serve as transit points. This has resulted in an unprecedented apparatus
designed to limit human movement into Europe.

Consequently, European states have regulated immigration more in the
past fifty years than ever before in times of peace. The failure of current
immigration policies is clear: more than fifty years of restrictions have not
delivered the safer, more harmonious society that was promised — quite
the contrary.

The reasons are straightforward. Increasing restrictions create daily
challenges for immigrants, exacerbating tensions. Current policies
inadvertently select those willing to break the law or take extreme risks to
enter Europe. Once they overcome the complex barriers and arrive, these
individuals frequently end up in informal economies. Some are even



forced into criminal activities by the smugglers who facilitated their entry.

Framing this problem are European labour markets, which are excessively
regulated by governments. These markets are full of systemic
inefficiencies and largely unwelcoming to immigrants from the Global
South. Well aware of this, governments have attempted to address the
issue through subsidised integration programmes. These programmes
only end up making immigrants direct recipients of public welfare, which
fuels resentment among native populations and inadvertently encourages
even more immigration.

The dominant focus on immigration when crimes and terror attacks occur
distracts from a crucial issue: the state's failure to address crime and
terrorism.

Moreover, the focus on immigration as such risks heightening ethnic
tensions. There is a real danger that states may resort to expelling
individuals based not on proven wrongdoing, but on suspicions or ethnic
background alone.

As calls for increased state control grow louder, arguing that previous
immigration restrictions were insufficient, the likelihood of sliding into a
totalitarian society becomes a worrisome possibility. There are thus
discussions about circumventing Parliamentary debates to swiftly pass
new laws or implement emergency measures, like those used during the
Covid-19 crisis, to tackle these issues.

Persevering in the same ineffective strategies will only yield the same
disappointing outcomes. So, what is the viable alternative? Shift the focus
from limiting immigration at large and over-regulating labour markets to
directly targeting criminal and terrorist activity. Labour and business laws
should be simplified to make legal work more accessible for immigrants.
Law enforcement should concentrate on identifying and apprehending
criminals and terrorists rather than broadly suspecting entire
communities. If governments want to be credible actors in the provision of
security, they must neutralise genuine threats, all while preserving civil



liberties.

Persisting with ever more restrictive immigration policies will only steer
Europe towards a hazardous future. The notion that even tighter border
controls could be an answer is perilously misguided. Europe must
acknowledge this reality before it is too late.



