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Funnelling them forward

In the old Yugoslav war zones, new waves of travellers stream
north

Taking a train to the heart of Europe

THE SIGHT of desperate folk treading hard roads is familiar in Macedonia and Serbia. In the
Kosovo war of 1999, more than 250,000 ethnic Albanians entered Macedonia; Serbia had to
absorb even more of its own kin, for longer, after the Serb cause was defeated in various
conflicts. But a new tide of migrants from further afield is startling for both countries.



On a road near Presevo in southern Serbia, once used mainly by farmers, a couple of young
women trudge onwards, chattering in Arabic, followed by a larger Middle Eastern group of 20
with children, then a cluster of Africans. Tomor Misini, an ethnic Albanian war veteran, leads a
group of local volunteers who help the travellers.

Since early June the number of migrants using this route, having set out from places like Syria,
Afghanistan or the Horn of Africa, has risen four or fivefold to about 1,000 a day. Their
immediate goal is Hungary, a European Union member whose borders have hitherto been
porous.

Several other things have changed very recently. First, Serbia and Macedonia have largely
stopped stemming the flow; they just send people north, giving migrants a 72-hour pass to cross
each of their territories. Secondly, Hungary started building a giant fence on July 13th, to
Serbia’s dismay.

A detention centre in Macedonia, where hundreds were locked up, has been emptied. A migrant
route from the Aegean to central Europe that was previously clandestine and controlled by
traffickers is now, at least on this leg, more open.

Until recently, migrants crossing Macedonia were banned from public transport. Many walked
along a railway track to Serbia, where 24 died this year. Now they register and get the train to
Tabanovce, near Serbia’s border. Then they traverse woods and fields to Presevo, where a
registration centre opened on July 8th.

They get a Serbian document which notionally affirms their intent to seek asylum within 72
hours. In fact, most will not. With their document they also get a leaflet with train times to help
them get to Subotica on the Hungarian border. In the railway station similar instructions are
pasted up in English and Arabic. Once in Subotica the migrants walk across another frontier.
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According to the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, almost 60% of the refugees are Syrians.
Iragis and Afghans are the next biggest groups. Most are young men, but older folk and young
families come too.



At the Macedonian and Serbian borders, the police remain erratic. Sometimes they beat migrants,
other times they let them pass. Some who crossed close to Presevo on July 13th said they were
beaten; others strolled over. On June 27th ten Hungarian policemen came to help, but this made
little difference. It seems that Macedonian and Serbian police quietly told the migrants to cross
when their Hungarian colleagues were off duty.

In the first half of 2015 some 37,391 people sought asylum in Serbia. Few want to stay but the
application lets them pause legally. The real number of migrants crossing the country could be
twice as big, says Rados Djurovic, who runs a Serbian NGO.

In late afternoon migrants who have been “processed” throng Presevo’s tiny railway station. In a
village nearer the border, new arrivals stop to wash and sleep at a mosque, built by local
Albanian Muslims. Groups wandering the roads ask for directions to the station. They are in a
hurry, because they know Hungary is building the fence.
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