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Abstract: In 2015 Europe was once again flooded by migrants. Immigrants tried to get 
into the European Union mainly by two routes: the Mediterranean one and the Balkan 
one. The latter led from Turkey via Greece, Macedonia and Serbia to Hungary and then on 
to Austria, Germany and Sweden. The migrant crisis was a tremendous blow for Macedonia. 
This small country found itself caught between Greece, the destination for refugees seeking 
shelter in Europe, and a vast number of countries unwilling to provide help to those 
people. After closing the Greek-Macedonian border, the influx of refugees decreased from 
over 800 000 refugees in 2015 to only 89 197 in 2016. The main purpose of this paper is 
to describe the influence of the migration crisis on Macedonia (2015–2016) as well as 
to contribute to the present studies on that crisis and its affect on Europe.
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Introduction

For the Balkan states, 2015 was a turning point as these countries had to face 
a massive wave of migration2 they had never experienced. In fact, the migration 

1 Faculty of Languages, Nicolaus Copernicus University in Toruń, Poland.
2 In this article, the author applies the term “migrants” to describe the people on the Balkan route 

during the migrant crisis which hit Europe in 2015 whereas the term refugee/refugees appears in this 
text in the following contexts: a) when referring to detailed data about people who received the refugee 
status, b) when presenting other people’s words, c) in quotations. In the light of the opinion expressed 
by Anna-Carin Ost, the Representative of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, it 
should be borne in mind that it is hard to explicitly say whether those who arrived in Italy or Greece 
during the period in question were refugees or migrants as both groups “use the same routes, the 
same means of transport, and the same network of middlemen. The majority of those who arrived 
in Italy and Greece in 2014–2016 come from countries affected by war, countries believed to generate 
migrants, countries whose citizens need international protection. Certain percentage of people come 
from other countries and more correctly should be referred to as migrants (…) Therefore UNHCR 
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crisis in Macedonia started already in 2014 (Pollozhani, Taleski 2017: p. 193) but 
until the spring of 2015 this issue was not so visible. However, non-visibility of 
the problem should not equal its non-existence as Macedonia has always been 
regarded as a transit state (UNHCR 2015: p. 5). According to the data presented 
in the analysis by Frontex in May 2015:

While the Greek-former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and the Greek-Albanian 
borders were still dominated by an increasing flow of regional migrants, during the 
second half of 2014 we can also notice a significant rise in the pressure exerted by 
the non-regional flow, especially Syrians but also Afghans on these sections. This 
increase in the transiting flow can be seen as a direct result of the considerably 
(almost four times) more detections made in the Eastern Aegean Islands compared 
to 2013, which was a reflection of the pressure building inside Turkey (…) In 2014, 
the Greece-former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia border section was targeted 
in increasingly high numbers by both Syrians and Afghans while the Greek-Albanian 
border was mostly preferred by Syrians and, to a lesser extent, by Afghans who 
were reported in very low numbers at this section (FRONTEX, 2015: p. 26–27).

To make the differences visible, it should be noted that in 2011 Macedonia 
received 744 requests for asylum, in 2012–638, in 2013–1 353, in 2014–1 289, 
and only in the first half of 2015–1 446, over a half of which were submitted by 
Syrian citizens (Fig. 1) (UNHCR 2015: p. 5).

Therefore in the spring of 2015 the number of migrants coming to Macedonia 
started to substantially increase. At the beginning, the authorities in Skopje 
allowed them to move freely around the state’s territory as they were convinced 
that the migrants did not intend to stay in Macedonia because their goal was 
to get as quickly as possible to Serbia, and then to the European Union (EU) states 
(particularly to Austria and Germany). However, at that time local Macedonian 
volunteers already reported cases of human smuggling, which happened in full 
view of the authorities and with their connivance.

As Macedonian politicians were passive, the citizens themselves tried to provide 
the migrants, who came mainly from the Middle East, with humanitarian aid. 
Therefore in 2015 they created a special Facebook group “Help the refugees 
in Macedonia”, which was used by Macedonians to share and find information 
about refugees and to organize necessary help for them (Beznec, Speer, Mitrović 
2016: p. 17). Moreover, during the crisis there were numerous groups and 

would call people who arrived in Italy and Greece in 2014–2016 a mixed movement; migrants and 
refugees. The difference between the terms refugee and migrant is important. These two terms have 
completely different meanings and if we confuse them, it will cause problems for these groups”, 
(Markowski., Małecka, 2017).
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non-governmental organizations whose task was to provide assistance to refugees 
coming in large numbers, e.g. the Red Cross, the Civic Initiative and Legis. The 
last one was set up already in 2009 by a Muslim woman, Mersiha Smailović. It 
should be emphasized that this non-governmental organization, also made up of 
Muslims (Albanians, Bosnians, Turks) from Macedonia and volunteers from many 
European countries, could perfectly well communicate with the Greeks during the 
crisis’ (Dragouni 2018: p. 43–44). Support was also given by churches and local 
entrepreneurs (Šabić and Borić 2016: p. 8).

Figure 1.  Asylum applications in the former Yugoslaw Republic of Macedonia 
by country of origin
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Source: UNHCR (2015: p. 6).

From 2015 to the beginning of 2016, probably several thousands of people 
migrated through the Macedonian territory. However, the exact data is unknown as 
Skopje started registering migrants only in June 2015. UNHCR began monitoring 
the situation in Gevgelija (situated in the south of the country, just at the border 
with Greece) on 1 July 2015; according to the collected data, 697 228 people 
migrated though this town until 2016. Another figure is provided by the UN 
Resident Coordinator’s Office. According to their statistics, 750 000 migrants 
entered Macedonia only in 2015 (Šabić and Borić 2016: p. 5). The majority of 
them came from Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan.

As previously mentioned, the authorities in Skopje initially tried to ignore the 
problem of the influx of migrants. This led to numerous accidents in which the 
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migrants were involved. This strategy of ignoring the migrant issue resulted from 
the fact that at that time Macedonia witnessed numerous anti-government protests 
(Macedonia protests… 2015) and therefore the priority for Prime Minister Gruevski 
(the leader of VMRO-DPMNE, Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization 
– Democratic Party for Macedonian National Unity, ruling from 2006) was mainly 
to retain power. Macedonia had been in the state of crisis since the parliamentary 
election in 2014, when the largest opposition party, the Social Democratic Union of 
Macedonia (SDSM), did not accept its results. Next, in February 2015 Zoran Zaev, 
the leader of SDSM, presented recordings that compromised the then government, 
which i.a. illegally eavesdropped on the citizens (Domachowska 2017).

Soon it turned out that the actions (or lack of such) taken by the authorities 
started to bring surprising results. The situation in the country was getting worse. 
With an increase in the number of migrants, the number of accidents grew as 
well. Only in April 2015, 14 migrants died in Macedonia as they were run over by 
a train when walking along a railway (Arbutina 2015), and it was not an isolated 
case. In total, from the end of 2014 to May 2015, at least 29 refugees died in this 
Balkan state (MHC 2015: p. 134). It was only in June (18 June 2018) when the 
authorities took action and introduced changes in the asylum law (the Asylum 
Law in the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia). From that moment on, those 
who were coming to Macedonia could apply for temporary protection which 
guaranteed them the right to stay on the country’s territory for 72 hours (Beznec, 
Speer, Mitrović 2016: p. 18).

From the very beginning Macedonia was a transit state. People who wanted 
to migrate through Macedonia in the direction of northern Europe mostly chose 
routes through the following towns:
– Gevgelija – Valandovo – Demir – Kapija – Negotino – Veles – Skopje 

– Kumanovo;
– Gevgelija – Valandovo through Strumica, Radovis, Stip, Sveti Nikole, Kumanovo;
– Belasica and the Osogovo Mountains through smaller villages in the direction 

of the border with Serbia (a less popular one);
– From the Bitoli region through Prilep/Kavadarci to Skopje and next to Kumanovo 

(FRONTEX 2017: p. 24).
The majority of comers were registered in a large camp situated near Gevgelija 

(Vinojug). After the registration, they received the aforementioned document 
which permitted them to move freely around the country for the next 72 hours. 
To make their arrival at the northern border with Serbia easier, the Macedonian 
government also established special rail transport which could help the migrants 
get without any stop from Gevgelija to the village Tabanovce, situated only a few 
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kilometres from the border (Beznec, Speer, Mitrović 2016: p. 20). What is more, 
the local transport was separated from the one destined for the migrants. Ticket 
prices were quickly rising – 10 euros per person, but migrants had to pay even 
25 euros. The prices of coach tickets and taxis also increased (Šabić and Borić 
2016: p. 6). Undoubtedly, it resulted in the increased budget of the country itself. 
According to the data collected by UNHCR, until 15th November 2015 the average 
number of passengers travelling from Gevgelija to Tabanovce was between five 
and ten thousand a day. At the same time, migrants were seen in Macedonia 
virtually everywhere – they were walking along the railroads in the direction 
of Serbia, most often crossing the border in the villages of Lojane and Vaksince 
– informally recognized as camps for migrants that were organized and run by 
smugglers (Beznec, Speer, Mitrović 2016: p. 16).

On the Macedonian territory, there were several camps in which the comers 
were accepted, i.a. in Vinojug, Tabanovce and Vizbegovo. The first one was run by 
UNHCR as well as by other national and international organizations. It was the 
largest camp of this kind as it could hold even 1920 people. Food was provided 
by humanitarian organizations, and the Red Cross was tasked with first aid. The 
next camp in Tabanovce could take up to 991 people (Šabić and Borić 2016: p. 7).

A camp for foreigners, Gazi Baba, was also in the capital city of Skopje. This 
changed after the investigation initiated by the Helsinki Committee for Human 
Rights of the Republic of Macedonia (MHC). This organization published a report 
in which it described instances of tortures and ill-treatment of the illegal immigrants 
staying there (Beznec, Speer, Mitrović 2016: p. 15).

From 19 June to 1 September 2015, the total number of people who registered 
in Macedonia to receive a refugee status was 53 571 (UNHCR 2015a: p. 2). At that 
time, the Serbian-Macedonian border was one of those places in Europe which were 
mostly affected by the migration movement. In 2015 the number of registrations 
in this place increased 155 times (FRONTEX 2016: p. 18).

In the face of the continuous increase in the number of migrants, on 19th August 
2015 the Macedonian government decided to temporarily close the border with 
Greece and introduced the state of emergency in the country. At the same time, 
it firmly demanded assistance from the EU and the international community. At 
that time, 6–7 thousand people were waiting at the Greek border until 22 August, 
when smaller groups of people were again allowed to cross the border at a given 
time (UNHCR 2015a: p. 2). However, the situation on the Greek border was 
exacerbating and the Macedonian security forces used tear gas and stun grenades 
against people who were standing at the border and trying to cross it. The authorities 
in Skopje sent to the border additional police forces and the army. However, the 
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presence of the army on the border did not calm the situation – on the contrary, 
it exacerbated it. The riots became even more violent and as a result, over a dozen 
migrants were injured.

In September 2015 Human Rights Watch published a report ‘As Though We 
Are Not Human Beings’: Police Brutality against Migrants and Asylum Seekers 
in Macedonia, in which it described actions of the police. The document presented 
specific cases of both physical and verbal abuse perpetrated by the police against 
the migrants (HRW 2015). Those caught by the police were often beaten with 
truncheons, kicked and verbally abused. The results of the conducted research 
were based on 64 in-depth interviews with victims and witnesses (HRW 2015).

It is worth adding the Macedonian town which was particularly affected by the 
huge influx of immigrants was Gevgelija. On average, 1.500–2.000 people a day 
arrived in this place. Therefore the authorities sent there more and more police 
troops. The citizens of Gevgelija organized protests against the free movement of 
migrants through their town. The border was opened again after three days as it 
was impossible to effectively prevent the influx of new migrants (Beznec, Speer, 
Mitrović 2016: p. 19). The then spokesman of the Macedonian Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs Ivo Kotevski said that the greatest problem was the lack of coordination 
between Macedonian and Greek police, mainly due to the difficult history of 
Greek-Macedonian relations (Macedonia declares state…, 2015)3.

The issue of lack of help for Macedonia in the context of the growing wave 
of migration to the country was raised by the Macedonian Minister of Internal 
Affairs, Mitko Chavkov, at the conference in Ohrid: ‘As a country, we have been 
left alone to deal with a situation that has arisen which is not of our making, and 
is in fact, caused partly by sharing a border with a Member State of the European 
Union’. He also said: ‘what is urgently needed is a successful long-term solution 
[that] is required for the present situation, it must be an international synchronized 
effort, undertaken by all the concerned countries in the region’ (Macedonia, Serbia, 
Austria…, 2015). It should be added that during that meeting, Macedonia, Serbia, 
Austria and Hungary signed Memorandum of Understanding on actions which 
should be taken to control the Balkan route.

Next, on 25 October 2015, at the meeting in Brussels, EU Member States 
(Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Romania, Slovenia) and 
the Western Balkans (Albania, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Serbia) 
agreed on a 17-point plan to ease the ongoing refugee crisis in the region and 

3 More about the Greek-Macedonian conflict see Danforth (2010), Gori (2014), Shea (2008), 
Mavromatidis (2010), Ivanovski (2013), Roudometof (1996), Frčkoski (2009), Fidanovski, K. (2018).
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decided to introduce ‘17 operational measures including supporting refugees 
and providing shelter and rest, managing the migration flows together, border 
management, [t]ackling smuggling and trafficking and monitoring’ (EEAS 2015).

After the terrorist attack which took place on 13 November 2015 in Paris, the 
Macedonian National Security Council was summoned. During its meeting it was 
agreed that if Croatia and Slovenia (influenced by the states situated north of these 
countries) introduced restrictions on illegal migrants, Macedonia would do the 
same, and this is what actually happened. Just after the Macedonian minister of 
internal affairs received Slovenia’s official statement, Macedonia stopped letting 
in its territory migrants from countries where there was no military conflict; they 
would be treated as economic migrants, not refugees. From that moment on, the 
authorities in Skopje did not allow people who did not become from Syria, Iraq and 
Afghanistan to enter the country (Beznec, Speer, Mitrović 2016: p. 21; FRONTEX 
2016: p. 15, 20). A similar decision was made by Austria and Croatia. What is more, 
from 19th November 2015 to 31st January 2016, a substantial number of migrants 
was sent back to Greece. Many of them had to leave the territory of these countries 
as they arrived there with forged Greek registration documents. Also those who 
had their own, original documents were sent back if their nationality did not let 
them cross the Macedonian border (FRONTEX 2016: p. 20).

The Macedonian President, Gjorge Ivanov, publically turned to Frontex for 
help at the Greek border. Next, the process of building a fence on the southeast 
border was initiated to more effectively control the flow of migrants from Syria, 
Iraq and Afghanistan and to stop economic migrants (Deliso 2015; Macedonia 
starts building…, 2015). At the same time, the Macedonian government emphasized 
that those measures did not mean closing the border. The fence was to be one of 
the options of dealing effectively with the increasing influx of people.

On 22nd November, the President of the European Council Donald Tusk 
arrived in Skopje. After being presented with Macedonians’ issues, he offered EU’s 
technical assistance on the border. At the press conference with the Macedonian 
president, Donald Tusk said: ‘Like any country, you do not only have a right but 
an obligation to secure your borders’ (Deliso, 2015). The next meeting between 
the Macedonian president and the president of the European Council was held on 
16 December in Brussels and was attended also by the then President of Serbia, 
Tomislav Nikolić (European Western Balkan, 2015).

Initially, within the EU Civil Protection Mechanism, the European Union 
supported Macedonia with 90 thousand euros (Collett, Le Coz, 2018: p. 13), which 
amounted to 20 denars per one refugee (from June to November 2015, 276.303 
migrants went through the country). However, Macedonia expected more substantial 
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help from the European Union (The EU in aid…, 2015). After the conversation 
with Donald Tusk, the Macedonian president said:

‘Despite promises, Macedonia has not received any financial and technical assistance 
from the European Union, regarding the migrant and refugee crisis. Even though 
we asked the Union for equipment for the registration of migrants and refugees 
and equipment for state border surveillance, which we require, we received nothing. 
Macedonia has spent their own budget for managing this crisis. Just the needs 
for the security services, we have so far spent more than 10 million. We are facing 
a shortage of material, technical capacity and human resources to respond to threats 
and risks to our own national security’ (The EU in aid…, 2015). Eventually, during 
the crisis the European Union provided Macedonia with humanitarian aid in the 
amount of 4.7 million euros (European Commission 2018).

The re-closure of the border with Greece took place on 1 February 2016. 
A week later, Macedonia began building a second fence with barbed wire on the 
south-western border (Medžitlija-Niki crossing). The authorities in Skopje stated 
that in that way they intended to prevent people from illegally entering the state’s 
territory. The decision was strongly supported by the Visegrad Group countries 
(Lopatka, Baczynska, 2016). It is worth adding that already in December 2015, 
these countries sent their police troops to Macedonia to show their support. Then 
Croatia and Austria did the same. Within the Convention on police cooperation of 
the countries of South-Eastern Europe, Macedonia received support from Serbia. 
However, the situation could not be stabilized. At the end of February, protests on 
the Greek-Macedonian border broke out again. Trying to force their way through 
the territory of Macedonia, migrants crossed the barricades which were set on 
this border. To regain control there, the Macedonian police decided to use tear 
gas (Šabić and Borić 2016: p. 5).

In February 2016, police chiefs from five countries (Macedonia, Serbia, 
Croatia, Slovenia and Austria) signed an agreement which permitted entering 
these countries on humanitarian grounds but only with a photo ID, shown on 
the border. This resulted in crowds waiting on the Greek side and caused conflicts 
between Macedonian policemen and some of the migrants.

In March 2016, the European Union and Turkey signed an agreement 
pursuant to which the European Union states had the right to send people who 
illegally entered their territory to Turkey (Council of the EU 2016). That issue 
mainly concerned Greece. In that way, it was intended to stop the migration 
wave reaching Greece (mainly its islands) through the Aegean Sea. In exchange 
for the re-admission of returning people, the European Union committed itself 
to provide Turkey with financial aid amounting to approximately 6 billion euros 
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as well as to accept a certain number of Syrian refugees who were staying at that 
time in Turkey (see more: Seeberg 2016; European Commission 2016; European 
Commission 2016a).

Just before the agreement with Turkey was concluded, Slovenia decided not 
to let any more migrants without visas enter its territory. Croatia, Serbia and also 
Macedonia quickly joined that decision (Makedonija zatvorila granicu…, 2016). That 
is how the Balkan route was symbolically closed, which was positively received 
by e.g. Austria, but was harshly criticised by Germany. Chancellor Angela Merkel 
said that unilateral decisions of individual states will not solve the problem. As 
a result, many refugees were waiting at the border, in the Greek village of Idomeni. 
It was the result of the situation in Austria and happened with the tacit consent 
of the European Union. It was not just a unilateral decision of the government 
in Skopje: ‘The closure of the formalized corridor left around 1 600 people stranded 
in Macedonia, and as late as July 2016 around 130 refugees were still being kept 
in Gevgelija without freedom of movement, and with little access for volunteer 
aid groups’ (Beznec, Speer, Mitrović 2016: p. 22).

At that time, the Macedonian president said in the interview for the Bild that 
Germany as a country failed completely:

‘In the refugee crisis, there’s the humanitarian dimension and the security dimension. 
With respect to humaneness, Germany has acted exemplarily. But your country has 
completely failed with respect to security. Just one example: we wanted to share our 
information about these alleged jihadists with Europe and Germany. But no one 
wanted our data. We were told: we cannot cooperate with you; you are a third party 
country; we must not exchange data with you’ (Diekmann, Ronzheimer, Biskup 2016).

At the same time he criticised the European Union also for not inviting 
Macedonia to the negotiations with Turkey: ‘We have always been the victim of 
EU institutions. For 25 years, we have been lied to and manipulated. A potential 
EU membership for Macedonia has been discussed seven times already, but 
there was always an obstruction, caused by Greece. No one in the EU gets along 
with the Greeks and we are supposed to solve this conflict on our own with this 
country’. He also said:

What we are seeing is that Europe does not function in a crisis situation. Brussels takes 
far too much time to make decisions. This is why, for instance, some countries along 
the Balkans route like us had to act on their own. But European crisis management 
is not working. In the future, more countries will have to make decisions sovereignly. 
Chancellor Merkel has also decided to take on the role of saviour of Europe on 
her own. With her decisions, she alone has pushed Europe in a certain direction. 



Agata Domachowska60

Now she wants to achieve a solution together with Turkey. We will see if this works. 
I am very skeptical in this regard (Diekmann, Ronzheimer, Biskup, 2016).

In the next text (6 March 2016), President Ivanov criticised the European 
Union as a whole:

On the political front, it is clear that the EU functions excellently in times of peace 
and prosperity, but not in conditions of crisis. Trust in the European system is 
being eroded with every passing day. The price of de-sovereignisation is too high. 
It is self-evident that this crisis cannot be resolved by mere political declarations 
and bureaucratic procedures, but that it has also to be managed with support and 
assistance on the ground from the security forces. Economically, we must accept that 
90 per cent of migrants who came to Europe last year used illegal people-smugglers. 
In 2015, organised crime networks earned between € 3 billion and € 6 billion from 
the migration business. But the European Migrant Smuggling Centre started its 
work only a fortnight ago. This implies that the EU has been caught off guard. 
Socially, the crisis is putting the European model of integration to the test. Instead 
of being united in diversity, will Europe now be united against diversity? Instead 
of integration without assimilation, will Europe now prefer integration through 
assimilation? The Arab philosopher Averroes wrote that “ignorance leads to fear, 
fear leads to hate, and hate leads to violence”. […] Now, European security has to be 
defended within Europe itself. Macedonia is committed to a common European 
solution. We are ready for all scenarios, and we will act as other states along the 
refugee route. As a transit-only country, Macedonia is doing this for the benefit of 
the EU. Unfortunately, even as we are trying to implement EU decisions, we face 
unfair criticism for doing so’ (Ivanov 2016).

Similar feelings towards the EU were present among the society. When surveyed 
just after closing the Balkan route, more than a half of the respondents (54%) 
negatively assessed the European Union’s handling of the refugee crisis (see: the 
Figure 2 below) and only 10% – positively. What is more, the number of people 
giving such a positive assessment decreased with the prolonged crisis.

With the closing of that formalised corridor, the documents allowing migrants 
to stay in Macedonia for 72 hours were no longer binding. According to the law 
of re-admission, the migrants were turned back to Greece. The data collected by 
UNHCR reveal that 10 066 people were sent back from Macedonia to Greece 
within the first five months of 2016. To show the scale of that issue, it is worth 
mentioning that after closing the route, less than 50 people were sent back from 
Serbia to its neighbour in the south (Beznec, Speer, Mitrović 2016: p. 24). Greece 
sharply criticised the closing of the Macedonian border.
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Figure 2. Survey of Macedonian Public Opinion, April 19–25, 2016
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After the decision about closing the Balkan route, illegal migration was still 
present. On the contrary, ca. 300 instances of the migrants crossing the Serbian-
Macedonian border were recorded each day. Moreover, human smuggling became 
more frequent and crime groups got activated: ‘The price of transit through 
Macedonia is now between 400 and 600 EUR; before it was only 100 EUR. The price 
from Turkey to Macedonia is 1,000 EUR, from Macedonia to Serbia 400 EUR. The 
movement remains, but is getting more dangerous and more expensive’ (Beznec, 
Speer, Mitrović 2016: p. 25–26).

As the Balkan route was closed, the number of refugees coming to Macedonia 
was decreasing. In 2015 it was 815 000, and in 2016 only 89 197 (10 Facts About…, 
2017). On the basis of the data received from the Macedonian Ministry of Internal 
Affairs, the Helsinki Committee made a thorough analysis of migrants who 
arrived in the country from 2015 to 2017. In total, only 2.717 people submitted 
2.243 applications for refugee status. Five people were granted that status, and 
11 – subsidiary protection (MHC 2017). Therefore the data confirm Macedonia 
to be indeed a transit state, not a destination.
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In 2017 there were 4.129 attempts to illegally cross the border (in majority 
the Greek-Macedonian one) (European Commission 2018b: p. 38). 36 people 
(including 6 foreigners) were accused of migrant smuggling (European Commission 
2018b: p. 39). At that time, some people started to migrate in the opposite direction 
– from the north to the south, i.a. through Macedonia to Greece. That situation was 
caused by more strict controls at the Croatian and Hungarian borders (FRONTEX 
2018: p. 23).

Conclusion

The migration crisis was a challenge for Macedonia. As Nikola Poposki, the 
then Macedonian Minister of Foreign Affairs, said in 2015: ‘a country of 2.1 million 
inhabitants, had seen 800 thousand migrants use this route in an attempt to make 
their way from one EU country (Greece) across a non-EU, non-Schengen country 
(Macedonia) back into the EU’ (Wes, 2016).

When analysing the attitude of the authorities to the crises, it must be concluded 
that VMRO-DPMNE was driven by hostility and indifference (Šabić and Borić 
2016: p. 7). Gruevski’s government mainly tried to retain power in the country and 
therefore his efforts were directed towards the ongoing internal political fight. The 
issues of migrants were used only to serve that goal. Similarly, Macedonian media 
broadcast the crisis and at the same time wondered why Macedonia should play 
a part of the European Union’s constructive partner in its plans on solving the 
existing problem if Macedonia’s attempts to apply for membership of the European 
Union and NATO were thwarted. As Jove Kekenovski observed, Macedonia was 
between a rock and a hard place

Macedonian state and political leadership seeking to resolve this serious security, 
economic and humanitarian challenge while wandering in seeking the idea of 
salvation and solution to the crisis. Being between “the hammer and [the] anvil” 
(from one side we are faced with the fear of the consequences of the crisis, and on 
the other side we were faced with the demands and instant solutions to tackle the 
crisis coming from EC countries). Macedonian top officials at the lack of a clear 
strategy for dealing with the crisis initially tried to meet the demands coming from 
Germany, to then accept the proposals and measures that came from Austria and 
the Visegrad Group in completely closed the border Greece for all refugees and 
migrants (2016: p. 16).

Macedonia was criticized by international community for its policy during the 
financial crisis. As Irina Chudoska Blazhevska and Carlos Flores Juberias noticed: 
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‘This portrayal of Macedonia as a hostile country for refugees, selfishly denying 
entry to a host of people at serious risk, resulted in significant damage to its 
international image. However, the truth is that on occasion of the 2015 refugee 
crisis the Republic of Macedonia made a logistical effort of enormous magnitude 
– both in absolute terms and, especially, in relative terms – in order to adequately 
channel the flow of refugees who sought to cross its territory towards the host 
countries of their choice, providing them with humanitarian aid, transportation, 
security and documentation’ (Blazhevska and Juberías 2016: p. 238).

In the Gallup’s new Migrant Acceptance Index showing the Least- and Most-
Accepting Countries for Migrants, Macedonia had the worst result (see the Figure 4). 
Exactly 138 world countries were subjected to the study. The final list was created 
on the basis of a series of questions asked to migrants in 2016 a year before the 
United States was included in the study. It is worth noting that the worst results 
were in the countries of Central and Eastern Europe and the Balkans, that is, the 
part of Europe particularly affected by the migration crisis.

Table 1. New Index Shows Least-, Most-Accepting Countries for Migrants

Least accepting of migrants Most accepting of migrants

Macedonia 1,47 Iceland 8,26

Montenegro 1,63 New Zealand 8,25

Hungary 1.69 Rwanda 8,16

Serbia 1,80 Sierra Leone 8,05

Slovakia 1,83 Mali 8,03

Israel 1,87 Australia 7,98

Latvia 2,04 Sweden 7,92

Czech Republic 2,26 Nigeria 7,76

Estonia 2,37 Burkina Faso 7,74

Croatia 2,39 Ireland 7,74

Note: Based on 138 countries surveyed in 2016; U. S. surveyed in 2017; top possible score is 9.0; Source: Esipova, 
Fleming and Ray (2017).

However, when analyzing the results of public opinion polls in Macedonia 
itself (from October 2015 to April 2016), it can be concluded that in general 
the Macedonian society positively assessed the actions taken by the authorities 
during the crisis (see the Figure 4). The majority of respondents answered that the 
authorities provided sufficient (or even more than necessary) assistance to refugees.

It should also be emphasized that the ongoing crisis, not only the migration one 
but also the political one, motivated the European Union to increase its involvement 
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in the region (see Dimitrov, Jardanovska and Taleski, 2016). Trying to solve the 
problem of a huge wave of migration which affected it directly, the European 
Union was also forced to respond to the situation in Macedonia, which from 
2006 was ruled by Nikola Gruevski, accused of disrespecting democratic principles, 
breaking the rule of law, etc. The unstable situation in Macedonia worried Brussels, 
which sought allies among Balkan leaders in order to jointly manage the crisis.

Figure 4. Survey of Macedonian Public Opinion, April 19–25, 2016 (data in %)
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During the crisis there was also a development of cooperation between the 
Balkan countries themselves. In the face of a significant external problem, the 
remaining problems in bilateral relations were at least temporarily set aside. 
Despite a significant decrease in the population flow through the Balkan region, 
the so-called Balkan route states are still trying to strengthen cooperation in this 
area: namely, in June 2018 another meeting was organized by Croatia, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Montenegro, Albania, Serbia, Greece, Austria and Slovenia (Lakic 
2018). These states also made an agreement on creating a common database and 
developing cooperation to deal more effectively with the migration and refugee crisis 
as well as to prevent the possible emergence of another significant uncontrolled 
influx of people.
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