
Transboundary crises stretch admin-
istrative capacities to their limit – and 
beyond. The TransCrisis project sug-
gests that certain key tasks can be 
identified that will make it less likely 
that a crisis will be seen as being 
mismanaged. The challenges of trans-
boundary crises do not just relate to 
their impact across boundaries, but 
that they occur within a multi-organ-
izational context. What, then, are the 
challenges in transboundary crisis 
management, looking in particular 
at the refugee crisis management re-
sponses that have emerged over recent 
months in Germany? This article can-
not do justice to the multi-layered chal-
lenges that arise from the refugee cri-
sis. However, by focusing in particular 
on the administrative side of crisis 
management, the following offers a 
particularly insightful case, not just 
because of the salience of the issue in 
domestic and EU politics across the 
European continent and beyond. The 
need for inter-governmental co-ordina-
tion within Germany raises particular 
problems as crisis management is a 
constitutional matter for the Länder 
(states), as well as between Germany 
and its neighbouring countries.

Take information first. One challenge 
is to know how many refugees are 
likely to arrive at any given time. As 
is well known, two routes have been 
taken by refugees – one via the Medi-
terranean which generated the tragic 
headlines in the first half of 2015 in 
particular, the other, via Turkey and 
Greece that has become increasingly 
prominent in terms of traffic flows. 
However, it is not just the geography 
of the flow that has changed. Whereas 
the route via the Mediterranean most-
ly attracted male refugees, the route 
via the Balkans has seen a much larger 
share of families. One explanation for 
such changes is arguably the overall 
safety of the latter route in contrast 
to the former, another the increasing 
reluctance by EU member states, es-



responsible for asylum. The aim here 
was to ensure that those whose asylum 
request had been granted were able 
to enter the labour market as soon as 
possible, with individuals being able 
to move freely across Germany.  One 
of the emerging pressures on the sys-
tem was, therefore, the coping and 
speeding up of asylum applications 
and transferring successful cases to 
the federal agency responsible for 
employment. Earlier, in September 
2015, in the light of criticism regard-
ing the slow registration process, the 
head of the responsible agency for 
migration and refugees (Bundesamt 
für Migration und Flüchtlinge) was re-
placed. The incoming head (Frank-Jür-
gen Weise) continued as head of the 
federal agency for employment. The 
functional explanation was that such 
an arrangement would enhance ad-
ministrative processes to facilitate 
the integration of asylum seekers into 
the labour market. By early 2016, over 
770,000 refugees were awaiting a de-
cision regarding their asylum status. 
This backlog existed despite the expan-
sion of processing capacity (from 600 
to 6,000 individual requests per day). 
In parallel, there was also a noticeable 
change in the ways different Land 
governments started to enforce depor-
tation orders (about 5 to 10 per cent of 
all requests were rejected). In contrast 
to previous practice, Land govern-
ments of all party political colours 
began to deport more extensively.

Underpinning all these practices is a 
high degree of ambiguity about actual 
numbers. The official system (‘EASY’ - 
Erstverteilung von Asylbegehrenden) 
claimed, for example, that Germany 
had received 1,091,894 asylum seekers 
during the whole of 2015, whereas an 
alternative recording system noted 
that 1,056,125 refugees had been ‘re-
ceived’ via the federal redistribution 
system since 7 September 2015 alone. 
The latter number did not include oth-
er refugees outside the system which 
also involved an uncertain number of 


