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IN GERMANY, CHEMNITZ EVENTS SPARK DEBATE ON REFUGEE SECURITY CHECKS

- 12.10.2016

11.10.2016
DW.de

In the past, asylum applications could be a bit of a lottery for Syrians in Germany: While, for some, 
the interview involved a grueling, seven-hour "marathon session", as one Syrian told DW, others 
simply had to fill in a questionnaire to state why they had fled to Germany.

Take Bakri, a student in Leipzig who prefers to go by his first name. Back in 2015, all he had to do 
was fill in an application and mail it to the regional immigration office. It was easy, he told DW. "I 
understand why they did it that way: It was much faster than a personal interview", he said. "And 
they had so much on their plate."

Back in 2015, German authorities were faced with, and often overwhelmed by, the record influx of 
refugees, many of whom lacked any kind of official papers. Others registered in one city, only to 
move on to other parts of Germany, or indeed elsewhere in Europe. That is why the decision was 
taken to waive the obligatory interview process for Syrians, Iraqis and Eritreans. Instead, asylum 
seekers could fill out a written application.

Calls for more extensive powers for security services

But accusations surfaced that Moroccans and other North Africans were registering as Syrian 
nationals and, as security concerns grew, authorities reverted back to individual application 
hearings, conducted by Germany's Federal Migration Office, BAMF.

The asylum process, according to BAMF, involves security checks. Case workers take an 
applicant's fingerprints and photos and run them through the Federal Police database. ID 
documents are also verified, it says.

But after a SWAT team raided an apartment in a drab communist-era housing block in Chemnitz 
over the weekend, several politicians are calling for even more stringent security checks.

The raid followed a tip-off by security services that Jaber Albakr., a 22-year-old from Syria, was 
planning an imminent bombing attack in Germany.  The suspect, who narrowly evaded police and 
wasfinally overpowered by three Syrian compatriots in Leipzig, arrived in Germany and was 
granted asylum last year. 

While authorities have confirmed "links" to the self-proclaimed Islamic State, more details have yet 
to emerge on the extent of these ties and possible IS networks in Germany.



Shortly after Albakr's arrest, Hans-Peter Uhl, the Bavarian CSU's interior affairs spokesman, called 
for more extensive powers for German security services regarding refugees, including unrestricted 
access to the BAMF's database of asylum seekers.

Opposition rejects callsf or unrestricted access to database

Uhl's party has long been very vocal in its opposition to Angela Merkel's decision in 2015 to open 
the country's borders to refugees stranded along the so-called Balkan route.

But coalition partner, the SPD, and the opposition were quick to reject the demands: Irene Mihalic 
from the Green party dismissed the calls as "crazy", pointing out that they might further polarize 
an already divided society.

And Ulla Jelpke (Left Party) concurred that the demands were "out of place", given that the BAMF 
already cooperates with the security services, sharing data in suspicious cases.

Others point to the fact that some of the recent attacks in Germany in Ansbach, Munich and 
Würzburg were in fact perpetrated by German citizens - or refugees who arrived before 2015. 
Others may simply be lying low, passing under the security service radar.

Another problem is more structural: As yet there is no exhaustive, Europe-wide data base of 
radicalized, potential attackers. That's something that Interior Minister Thomas de Maiziere has in 
the past called "problematic". And, officials concede, the spelling of Arabic names often doesn't 
match across countries.

Bakri, the Syrian studying in the town were Albakr was apprehended, is convinced that the real 
work begins after the asylum process has ended: mosques, security services and, importantly, 
Syrian community should work together to spot radicals who, like Jaber Albakr, may be planning 
an attack.

It's in everyone's interest, he says: "The vast majority of Syrians fled because of the terrorists", he 
said. "They'd do what they can to prevent something similar happening here."
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