European Commission proposes redefining safe third countries to streamline asylum process
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The European Commission has unveiled a sweeping proposal aimed at reforming the treatment of asylum seekers, significantly altering how "safe third countries" are defined. This move is seen as a pivotal shift in the EU's approach to managing the influx of illegal migrants, allowing for the transfer of non-EU asylum seekers to designated countries outside the bloc without the need for a prior legal connection. This proposal echoes aspects of the controversial UK policy to deport migrants to Rwanda for processing, a tactic that has drawn considerable criticism.
Currently, the EU’s regulations require asylum seekers to demonstrate a connection to any safe third country before they can be transferred there. This could include family ties or prior residence. The newly proposed changes would eliminate this requirement, granting EU member states increased flexibility when determining the designation of these third countries. While the Commission argues that this will streamline the backlog of asylum requests and ease pressure on EU states, it raises significant concerns about the potential erosion of asylum rights.
Critics, including organisations like Amnesty International, caution that this amendment could jeopardise the rights of vulnerable groups seeking refuge. They argue that it risks exposing asylum seekers to the dangers of refoulement—being sent back to countries where they could face persecution. In essence, detractors fear the proposal could facilitate arbitrary detention and overlook the needs of those fleeing conflict or oppression.
The reform is part of a broader migration strategy enacted by the EU in 2023, which also includes the establishment of a list of 'safe countries'. This list currently comprises nations such as Egypt, Tunisia, Bangladesh, and Morocco. According to some estimates, the new framework could potentially expedite the processing of applications from these regions, but human rights advocates argue it might inadvertently reinforce discrimination against specific populations, particularly political dissidents and marginalized communities.
Similar initiatives are emerging beyond the EU’s borders. The UK government, under Prime Minister Keir Starmer, is also exploring the idea of establishing return hubs in collaboration with third countries to manage the flow of migrants who have been denied asylum. Starmer’s administration claims to seek effective alternatives to previous policies, such as the scrapped Rwanda plan, which had faced considerable backlash due to its ethical implications. While the UK is negotiating these frameworks, it remains to be seen how effective such measures will be in curbing irregular migration.
In Italy, Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni has furthered these discussions by promoting a controversial plan to divert migrants to Albania for processing. This initiative aims to deter dangerous sea crossings, with plans to house migrants in reception centres in Albania. However, the implementation of this plan has faced legal challenges within Italy, as concerns mount over compliance with European law.
As the European Commission seeks to implement these proposals by 2026, they are likely to stir heated debate among member states and human rights advocates alike. The landscape of asylum policy is shifting, and while the Commission champions these reforms as necessary for practical governance, the implications for human rights could prove profound and alarming. Scrutiny from the European Parliament and ongoing negotiations among member governments will ultimately determine the paths these changes will take and their impact on the future of asylum in Europe.
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