
Refugees	  and	  the	  EU:	  Human	  dignity	  is	  at	  stake	  
An	  open	  letter	  to	  EU	  citizens	  and	  politicians	  

	  
	  
Between	  May	   22	   and	   25,	   2014,	   EU	   citizens	   will	   elect	   new	  members	   to	   the	  
European	  Parliament.	  	  
We	   are	   researchers	   who	   have	   come	   together	   through	   an	   EU-‐funded	   COST	  
Action	  project	  on	  ethical	  issues	  in	  disasters	  (http://disasterbioethics.eu).	  We	  
work	   in	  the	   fields	  of	  disaster	  medicine	  and	  ethics.	  As	  EU	  citizens,	  we	  believe	  
that	  the	  EU	  response	  to	  the	  global	  refugee	  crisis	  violates	  human	  dignity.	  We	  
urge	   our	   fellow	  EU	   voters	   to	   ensure	   that	   the	   candidates	   they	   support	   have	  
shown	  clearly	   their	  adherence	   to	   the	  visionary	  and	  humane	  principles	  upon	  
which	  the	  European	  Union	  was	  founded.	  	  

	  
	  
The	  number	  of	  refugees	  and	  internally	  displaced	  people	  in	  the	  world	  is	  at	  crisis	  
point.	  The	  UN	  Refugee	  Agency	  (UNHCR)	  states	  that	  23,000	  people	  were	  forced	  to	  
leave	  their	  homes	  every	  day	  in	  2012.	  	  Over	  45	  million	  forcibly	  displaced	  people	  
search	  for	  safety.	  The	  numbers	  for	  2013	  are	  not	  available	  yet,	  but	  trends	  showed	  
the	  situation	  deteriorating,	  with	  Syria	  worst	  hit.	  Around	  40%	  of	  its	  population,	  9	  
million	  people,	  half	  of	  them	  children,	  have	  been	  uprooted	  from	  their	  homes.	  	  
	  
Refugees	   around	   the	   world	   flee	   for	   their	   lives.	   Neighbouring	   countries	   are	  
overwhelmed	  and	  conditions	  in	  refugee	  camps	  are	  horrible.	  While	  millions	  are	  in	  
need,	  some	  EU	  countries	  accept	  a	  few	  thousand	  refugees;	  many	  are	  unwilling	  to	  
accept	  any.	  We	  sadly	  conclude	  that	  the	  visionary	  values	  of	  the	  EU	  are	  not	  being	  
upheld:	  “The	  Union	  is	  founded	  on	  the	  values	  of	  respect	  for	  human	  dignity,	  freedom,	  
democracy,	   equality,	   the	   rule	   of	   law	   and	   respect	   for	   human	   rights”	   (Treaty	   on	  
European	  Union).	  
	  
Instead	   of	   trying	   to	   fulfil	   treaty	   commitments,	   barbed	   wire	   is	   being	   erected	  
around	  our	  EU	  borders.	  Our	  “respect	  for	  human	  dignity”	   seems	  only	   to	  apply	   to	  
those	  inside	  the	  fence.	  People	  fleeing	  for	  their	  lives	  are	  forced	  to	  seek	  dangerous	  
ways	  to	  reach	  EU	  safe	  havens.	  The	  bodies	  of	  drowned	  refugees	  wash	  up	  on	  the	  
shores	   of	   the	   Mediterranean.	   The	   poet	   John	   Donne	   wrote,	   “any	   man’s	   death	  
diminishes	  me,	  because	  I	  am	  involved	   in	  mankind,	  and	  therefore	  never	  send	  to	  
know	  for	  whom	  the	  bell	  tolls;	  it	  tolls	  for	  thee.”	  Do	  we	  care	  about	  people	  dying	  in	  
search	  of	  safety?	  
	  
We	  who	  write	  this	  letter	  have	  witnessed	  and	  worked	  in	  disasters	  worldwide	  and	  
do	   research	   in	   the	   area.	   We	   are	   citizens	   from	   fifteen	   EU	   countries,	   doctors,	  
humanitarian	   workers,	   and	   professors	   representing	   medicine,	   ethics,	  
philosophy,	  social	  sciences	  and	   law.	  Colleagues	   from	  nine	  countries	  outside	  the	  



EU	  support	  our	  appeal.	  Most	  countries	  have	  a	  history	  of	  poverty	  and	  conflict.	  We	  
have	  ancestors	  who	  had	   to	   leave	  home	  or	  arrived	  on	   foreign	  shores.	  We	  know	  
the	  distress	  caused	  by	  being	  forced	  to	  move.	  Other	  parts	  of	  the	  world	  welcomed	  
our	  people	  when	   they	   fled.	  We	  cannot	  keep	  quiet	  with	  what	  we	  witness	   today.	  
We	  have	  a	  moral	  and	  professional	  responsibility	  to	  speak	  out.	  	  
	  
We	   are	   all	   part	   of	   the	   same	   humanity	   as	   those	  who	   find	   themselves	   refugees;	  
only	  circumstances	  make	  one	  a	  refugee	  and	  another	  a	  comfortable	  EU	  citizen.	  	  
	  
We	  urge	   the	  EU	   to	   take	   action,	   not	   because	   of	   laws	   and	   regulations	  but	   out	   of	  
“respect	  for	  human	  dignity”.	  This	  month	  we	  who	  are	  EU	  citizens	  have	  the	  right	  to	  
vote	   for	   the	   future	   of	   our	   European	   Union.	  We	   urge	   voters	   to	   ensure	   that	   the	  
candidates	  chosen	  have	  expressed	  concern	  over	  how	  refugees	  are	  treated	  at	  our	  
borders	   and	   are	   ready	   to	   actively	   do	   something	   to	   improve	   the	   lives	   of	   these	  
men,	  women	  and	  children.	  	  
	  
We	  believe	  in	  the	  principles	  upon	  which	  the	  EU	  was	  founded,	  but	  these	  must	  be	  
acted	  upon	  or	  they	  are	  worthless.	  We	  write	  this	   letter	  to	  encourage	  action	  that	  
will	   prevent	   our	   generation	   from	  being	   judged	   as	   inhumane	   and	  uncaring.	  We	  
want	  an	  EU	  that	  proudly	  boasts	   that	   it	   stood	  up	   for	  “respect	  for	  human	  dignity”	  
and	  did	  what	  it	  could	  to	  care	  for	  refugees.	  	  We	  want	  to	  be	  part	  of	  the	  choir	  that	  
sings	   Beethoven’s	   ninth	   symphony,	   the	   anthem	   of	   the	   EU,	   “Alle	   menschen	  
werden	  Brüder”	  [All	  men	  will	  become	  brothers].	  
	  
	  
Respectfully	  submitted	  

• Dónal	   O’Mathúna,	   PhD,	   Senior	   Lecturer,	   Ethics	   (Ireland);	   Chair	   of	   COST	  
Action	  IS1201:	  Disaster	  Bioethics	  (http://DisasterBioethics.eu)	  	  

• Ayesha	  Ahmad,	  PhD,	  Tutor,	  Medical	  Ethics	  (UK)	  
• Ana	   Borovecki,	   MD,	   PhD,	   MPH,	   Assistant	   Professor,	   Bioethics	   &	   Public	  

Health	  (Croatia)	  
• Roger	  Bromley,	  DPhil,	  Emeritus	  Professor,	  Cultural	  Studies	  (UK)	  
• Ernesto	  d'Aloja,	  MD,	  PhD,	  Professor,	  Legal	  Medicine	  and	  Bioethics	  (Italy)	  
• Francesco	  Della	  Corte,	  MD,	  Hon.	  Fellow	  EuSEM,	  Disaster	  Medicine	  (Italy)	  
• Federica	  Demuru,	  PhD,	  Researcher,	  Bioethics	  (Italy)	  
• Ignaas	   Devisch,	   PhD,	   Professor,	   Philosophy	   of	   Medicine	   and	   Ethics	  

(Belgium)	  
• Heather	  Draper,	  PhD,	  Professor,	  Biomedical	  Ethics	  (UK)	  
• Vasil	  Gluchman,	  PhD,	  Professor,	  Philosophy	  and	  Ethics	  (Slovakia)	  
• Ghaiath	  Hussein,	  MBBS,	  MHSc,	  Doctoral	  Researcher,	  Bioethics	  (UK)	  	  
• Niklas	  Juth,	  PhD,	  Associate	  Professor,	  Medical	  Ethics	  (Sweden)	  
• Péter	  Kakuk,	  PhD,	  Assistant	  Professor,	  Bioethics	  (Hungary)	  



• Eleni	  Kalokairinou,	  PhD,	  Associate	  Professor,	  Moral	  Philosophy	  (Greece)	  
• Pierre	  Mallia,	  MD,	  MPhil,	  MA(law),	  PhD,	  Professor,	  Bioethics	  (Malta)	  
• Signe	  Mezinska,	  PhD,	  Lecturer,	  Bioethics	  (Latvia)	  	  
• Goran	  Mijaljica,	  MD,	  Lecturer,	  Medical	  Ethics	  and	  Psychiatry	  (Croatia)	  
• Emilomo	   Ogbe,	   MD,	   MA,	   Researcher,	   Sexual	   &	   Reproductive	   Health	  

(Belgium)	  
• Salvatore	  Pisu,	  MD,	  Emergency	  Medicine	  (Italy)	  
• Paulina	  Pospieszna,	  PhD,	  Assistant	  Professor,	  Political	  Science	  (Poland)	  
• Aivita	  Putnina,	  PhD,	  Director,	  Social	  Aanthropology	  (Latvia)	  
• Joanna	  Rozynska,	  PhD,	  Assistant	  Professor,	  Bioethics	  (Poland)	  
• Jackie	  Leach	  Scully,	  PhD,	  Professor,	  Social	  Ethics	  and	  Bioethics	  (UK)	  
• Kadri	  Simm,	  PhD,	  Associate	  Professor,	  Practical	  Philosophy	  (Estonia)	  
• Peter	  Sýkora,	  PhD,	  Professor,	  Philosophy	  and	  Biology	  (Slovakia)	  
• Emanuele	  Valenti,	  PhD,	  Lecturer,	  Bioethics	  (Spain)	  
• Johan	  von	  Schreeb,	  MD,	  PhD,	  Disaster	  Medicine	  Specialist	  (Sweden)	  
• Behnam	  Taebi,	  PhD,	  Assistant	  Professor,	  Ethics	  (The	  Netherlands)	  
• Marcin	  Waligóra,	  PhD,	  Assistant	  Professor,	  Bioethics	  (Poland)	  

	  
Supported	  by	  our	  colleagues	  from	  outside	  the	  EU:	  

• Y	  Michael	  Barilan,	  MD,	  Associate	  Professor,	  Medical	  Education	  (Israel)	  
• M.	  Murat	  Civaner,	  MD,	  PhD,	  Associate	  Professor,	  Medical	  Ethics	  (Turkey)	  
• Alma	  Dzubur	  Kulenovic,	  MD,	  PhD,	  Assistant	  Professor,	  Psychiatry	  (Bosnia	  

and	  Herzegovina)	  
• Maureen	   Ehrensberger-‐Dow,	   PhD,	   Professor,	   Translation	   Studies	  

(Switzerland)	  
• Jónína	  Einarsdóttir,	  PhD,	  Professor,	  Medical	  Anthropology,	  Anthropology	  

of	  Children,	  Development	  (Iceland)	  	  
• Nir	  Eyal,	  PhD,	  Associate	  Professor,	  Global	  Health,	  Medical	  Ethics	  (US)	  
• Dusanka	   Krajnović,	   MPharm,	   PhD,	   Assistant	   Professor,	   Biomedical	  

Legislation	  and	  Ethics	  (Serbia)	  
• Jay	  Marlowe,	  PhD,	  Senior	  Lecturer,	  Refugee	  Settlement	  (New	  Zealand)	  
• Daniel	   Messelken,	   Dr.	   phil.,	   Researcher,	   Military	   Medical	   Ethics	  

(Switzerland)	  	  
• Veselin	   Mitrović,	   PhD,	   Research	   Associate,	   Sociology	   and	   Bioethics	  

(Serbia)	  	  
• Elysée	   Nouvet,	   	   PhD,	   Post-‐doctoral	   Fellow,	   Humanitarian	   Healthcare	  

(Canada)	  
• Deogratias	   M.	   Rwezaura,	   SJ,	   STD,	   Social	   Ethics	   &	   Forced	   Migration	  

(Kenya)	  	  
• Vojin	  Rakić,	  PhD,	  Professor,	  Political	  Philosophy	  &	  Bioethics	  (Serbia)	  


