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INTRODUCTION 

Global developments during March 2020 have significantly affected the 

narrative and policies around asylum and migration in Europe. The EU and its 

neighboring countries have been severely impacted by the outbreak and spread 

of COVID-19. As the numbers of cases of COVID-19 began to increase, countries 

took measures to first restrict cross-border movements and then limit 

movements within their borders. 

The restrictions on movement put in place to flatten the curve and limit the 

number of infections on the European continent are nevertheless having an immediate impact on the rights and 

wellbeing of asylum-seekers, refugees and migrants. In many ways, the measures taken in response to the 

COVID-19 pandemic – by the European Commission and by neighboring countries – are only reinforcing longer-

standing approaches that have increasingly focused on “securitization” of asylum and migration narratives, and 

progressive restriction of access to international protection. 

On 16 March 2020, the European Commission issued guidelines for “border management measures to protect 

health and ensure the availability of goods and essential services”1, setting out, among others, the principle that 

“Member States have the possibility to refuse entry to non-resident third country nationals where they present 

relevant symptoms or have been particularly exposed to risk of infection and are considered to be a threat to 

public health”2. On 18 March, UNHCR published Legal Considerations3 with regards to the Guidelines, pointing 

out the need to monitor the guidelines’ implementation, to avoid possible risks of violation of the principle of 

non-refoulement. In response, the Commission issued additional guidance4 on 30 March 2020, clarifying that 

                                                           
1 European Commission, “COVID-19 Guidelines for border management measures to protect health and ensure the 
availability of goods and essential services”, https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-
agenda-migration/20200316_covid-19-guidelines-for-border-management.pdf (16 March 2020). 
2 Ibid. 
3 UNHCR, “UNHCR Legal Considerations with regard to the EU Commission´s Guidelines for border management measures to protect 
health and ensure the availability of goods and essential services”, https://www.refworld.org/docid/5e7882484.html (18 March 2020). 
4 European Commission, “COVID-19 Guidance on the implementation of the temporary restriction on non-essential travel to the EU, on 

the facilitation of transit arrangements for the repatriation of EU citizens, and on the effects on visa policy”, 
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persons in need of international protection cannot be refused entry, for the mere reason of having relevant 

symptoms or having been particularly exposed to the risk of an infection. The Commission also indicated that 

the temporary restriction of non-essential travel should not apply to persons in case that would violate the 

principle of non-refoulement. Croatia, at the EU’s external borders, has nevertheless continued pushing back 

people to Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, even if those displaced explicitly asked to apply for asylum, which 

potentially amounts to a violation of the principle of non-refoulement. 

In the Western Balkans region, restrictive measures on cross-border movement were introduced by mid-March, 

followed by in-country restrictions of movement. In Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), as in other countries in the 

region, Civil Protection orders instituted a full ban on movement for all asylum-seekers, refugees and migrants 

in the country’s temporary reception centers. These measures had an evident and immediate impact on 

migration movements in the region, significantly reducing attempts at border crossings. However, in BiH – where 

it is estimated that more than 1,500 asylum-seekers and migrants remain stranded in informal accommodation, 

without access to reception facilities and basic services – attempts at onward movement continued, and forced 

returns continued to be recorded. 

Ongoing forced returns put the health of refugees and migrants at risk, due to the absence of medical 

screenings and other COVID-19 preventive measures – and violate the European Commission’s guidance on 

implementation of the temporary restriction of non-essential travel to the EU. Those in need of international 

protection should not be refused entry at the EU’s external border; a safeguard which is extended to others 

whose return could risk violating the principle of non-refoulement for other humanitarian reasons. While 

health screenings for COVID-19 of those that cross a border, or even a 14-day quarantine period, are in 

compliance with the Commission’s guidance, the current approach – and continued systematic pushbacks –

undermine countries’ measures aimed at preventing the spread of COVID-19. 

In response to the COVID-19 crisis, DRC has significantly scaled up the humanitarian health response for 

refugees and migrants in BiH. DRC has developed preparedness and response planning, in coordination with 

BiH health authorities and other agencies, including: establishment of isolation areas for COVID-19 

prevention in all reception centers; information dissemination on prevention of COVID-19; procurement of 

personal protective equipment for humanitarian staff and healthcare workers; support to healthcare 

facilities through provision of essential medical equipment; development of protocols for screening, 

identification and referral to healthcare of COVID-19 cases within the refugee and migrant community. DRC 

strongly advocates for equitable access to primary and secondary healthcare for asylum-seekers, refugees 

and migrants affected by COVID-19. 

As of 15 April 2020, no cases of COVID-19 have been identified in reception centers in BiH. DRC publishes 

weekly Situation Reports on COVID-19 preparedness and response: DRC BiH COVID-19 Situation Reports. 

                                                           
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/20200330_c-2020-2050-
report_en.pdf (30 March 2020). 

https://onedrive.live.com/?authkey=!AKqGXTc5bEdN9xQ&id=FB93BB8C81D10A9A!1575&cid=FB93BB8C81D10A9A
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/20200330_c-2020-2050-report_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/20200330_c-2020-2050-report_en.pdf
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MONTHLY SNAPSHOT MARCH 2020  

The majority of cases of forced returns (“pushbacks”) from Croatia to BiH in the 

month of March 2020 were recorded in the first half of the month (until March 

17th). By March 21st, all reception centers in Una-Sana Canton had been closed, 

and additional restrictions imposed on free movement of asylum-seekers, 

refugees and migrants (prohibition on entry into Una-Sana Canton, ban on 

transportation) – significantly impacting people’s attempts to move onward. 

Of the 396 pushbacks reported during March 2020, 62 persons reported 

chained pushbacks from Slovenia, through Croatia, to BiH. Three persons reported chained pushbacks from 

Slovenia through Croatia to Serbia; two persons reported pushbacks from Serbia to BiH. 

As in previous months of border monitoring, the majority of 

interviewees reporting pushbacks were adult males (367 

persons); however, families with children, single women and 

unaccompanied and separated children (UASC) also reported 

experiencing forced returns: 7 women (of which 1 single 

woman), 12 children moving with their families (9 boys and 3 

girls) and 10 UASCs. 

 

 

Three interviewees from Pakistan described the chained pushback they experienced from Slovenia, through 

Croatia, to Serbia: 

The group was caught by the Slovenian border police almost on the border with Croatia and was held in a 

police station for one day. They were denied access to asylum, their phones were taken away from them by 

the Slovenian police and they were pushed back to Croatia on 6 March 2020, where Croatian police took 

their power banks, beat them and pushed them back to Serbia ς even though the group had crossed to 

Croatia from BiH. 

Note: the group was interviewed in Sarajevo after having re-entered BiH, following the pushback incident 

described above. 

396 persons* 

reporting pushbacks 

to BiH in the month 

of March 2020 

367

9
7 3 10

Men (18+)

Boys (0-17)

Women (18+)

Girls (0-17)

UASC



 

  | 4 

HEATMAP OF PUSHBACK LOCATIONS, MARCH 2020 

 

Theft and destruction of property, abusive and degrading treatment, physical violence 

The majority of persons interviewed in March reported experiencing various rights violations in addition to being 

forcibly returned to BiH. Only twenty-seven interviewees reported not experiencing any additional rights 

violations (2 persons pushed back from Serbia and one group of 25 persons pushed back from Croatia). 

# OF PERSONS REPORTING SPECIFIC TYPE OF VIOLENCE DURING PUSHBACK INCIDENT 

 
Arbitrary arrest 

or detention 
Denial of access to 
asylum procedure 

Physical abuse/ 
assault 

Abusive/degrading 
treatment 

Theft, extortion or 
destruction of property 

 

Out of the total number of interviewed persons, 111 reported being explicitly denied access to asylum: 

Two families from TRC Borici (Una-Sana Canton), spouses from Pakistan and India respectively, reported 

being pushed back to BiH on February 20. The two families were taken by Croatian police from the main 

bus station in Zagreb, placed into a police van and transported to the demarcation line with BiH near Velika 

Kladusa (Una-Sana Canton). Police denied the families the right to claim asylum, despite their explicit 

request. They took from them two mobile phones and 200 Euros, and burned their backpacks on the 

demarcation line with BiH. 

An overwhelming majority of persons interviewed reported experiencing theft, extortion or destruction of 

property: 324 persons (82% of interviewees) reported having their possessions – mobile phones, power banks, 

clothes, footwear – confiscated and/or destroyed (set on fire) by Croatian police.  

21% 28% 71% 51% 82%
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Among other possessions, 214 interviewees reported retention or destruction of their personal identification 

documents – with documents thrown into rivers or set on fire. 

Abusive and degrading treatment was reported by 202 persons, in the majority of the cases accompanied by 

other forms of violence, such as extortion or destruction of property and/or use of violence. A group of 10 adult 

males from Morocco reported the following: 

When the police caught us, they put us in one van. We were in very small space without air for two 

hours. The police had guns and forced us to go out of the van and to run to Bosnia. Before we were 

pushed back the police took our money and cell phones. 

Physical abuse or assaults were reported by 282 persons.  As in previous months, the majority of interviewed 

persons reported being beaten with metal or wooden batons. 

The pushback occurred on March 3, around 4 AM. The weather was rainy and cold. After police officers 

arrived in a car, the group of three persons was apprehended some 30-35 km inside Croatian territory. At 

first, the Croatian police forced them to take off their jackets, and ordered some of them to take off even 

their boots. Interviewees reported being hit with sticks in the legs and head. Afterwards, the police officers 

took out their guns and started shooting in the direction of the interviewees, while laughing. 

The group was forced to the nearby river. All of their personal belongings (money, mobile phones and bags) 

were taken, and personal identification documents were thrown into the river by the police. The pushback 

occurred near Sturlic village (Una-Sana Canton). 

All the interviewees in the group had visible physical injuries (small wounds and bruises), mainly in the area of 

their head, back, shoulders, and lower parts of the legs. Interviewees were exhausted and in need of 

psychological support. 

Excessive use of violence and intimidation with weapons during a “field interrogation” was reported by a group 

of interviewees after apprehension by Croatian police: 

On Saturday March 7 around 11 AM, five adult single men from Morocco were apprehended in Croatia in 

the forest near Gejkovac, some two hours walk from the Glina river. One of the interviewees was a 

beneficiary from TRC Miral (Una-Sana Canton), while the other four were newcomers to Una-Sana Canton. 

The group reported that they were ordered to lay flat on the ground facing down, while Croatian police 

officers repeatedly hit them on their backs and arms with metal bars, kicked them, and stood on them. The 

police were reportedly questioning them during the beating: how they knew the road, who was their 

smuggler, who was their group leader. The interviewees reported being threatened with a knife and a gun. 

Ten officers belonging to Croatian police special forces arrived at the location and searched the group, 

taking from them 610 Euros in total, 2 mobile phones and 4 power banks. Then they ordered the group to 

take off their jackets and shoes, which the police burned together with their backpacks and food. The group 

was driven for approx. 20 minutes in a police van to the demarcation line with BiH, and was then ordered 

to swim across the Glina river to BiH. Two of the interviewees could not swim well and were reluctant to 

step into the water. At that point, one police officer fired his gun twice into the air and the group jumped 

into the river out of fear. 

They arrived at TRC Miral wet from swimming in the Glina river, walking barefoot and cold since they had 

been stripped of their jackets. All displayed visible injuries, including hematomas on the upper arms and 

back, and contusions of the arms and lower back.  

ά 
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In two separate incidents, reported as occurring on 6 and 10 March, 40 persons (including five UASCs) reported 

being apprehended close to road A1 by seven Croatian police officers, including one female police officer. 

Interviewees reported being forced to kneel and being bitten by police dogs.  

In the majority of cases, interviewees were able to recognize uniforms and distinguish between local police, 

border police and army. In 34 incidents, presence of Croatian Border Police was reported, while presence of 

Croatian special police forces was recorded in 17 incidents. In 5 incidents, interviewees reported the involvement 

of military personnel. Presence of local police was reported mainly at points where interviewees were identified 

and apprehended, but local police was not reported as being involved in pushback incidents. 

DRC Protection and Medical Teams continue providing immediate assistance to persons experiencing forced 

returns to BiH. Out of the 396 persons pushed back to BiH in March 2020, DRC teams assisted 175 people 

with distribution of food and non-food items. Additionally, 24 people were provided with medical first aid by 

mobile teams, and 53 were referred to infirmaries for follow-up medical care. 

OVERALL TRENDS 2019-2020 

Migration flows and incidence of pushbacks have been significantly affected by the COVID-19 crisis as of March 

2020. As a result, figures for March do not necessarily reflect overall trends: 

 

Note: DRC began systematizing data collection (incident reports) related to pushbacks in the course of 2019, with the 

progressive deployment of outreach teams in BiH since May 2019, to ensure daily coverage in all areas where asylum 

seekers and migrants reporting forced returns to BiH can be accurately recorded. 
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* The number of persons reporting pushbacks does not necessarily represent the number of unique individuals, 

as the same individual(s) may experience repeated forced returns to BiH. However, repeated cases of forced 

return represent distinct instances of pushbacks. Each pushback is recorded as a separate case. 

Border Protection Monitoring (BPM) is an integral part of the Danish Refugee Council’s humanitarian assistance 

to asylum seekers and migrants in out-of-site locations in BiH. DRC operates outreach protection teams and 

mobile medical teams – in partnership with the Red Cross (RC) of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina – in 

Una-Sana, Sarajevo, Herzegovina-Neretva and Tuzla Cantons, and in Republika Srpska. In addition to border 

protection monitoring, DRC and RC outreach teams ensure identification, profiling and referral of vulnerable 

individuals and groups, provision of medical first aid, and immediate assistance (food and other essential items 

such as winter clothing) for asylum seekers and migrants without access to formal accommodation and essential 

services. The outreach response complements the DRC health and protection program implemented in all 

reception facilities in BiH. 

For additional information, please contact Nicola Bay, Country Director, nicola.bay@drc.ngo. 

Photo credit: Jan Grarup, December 2019 (a young boy on Pljesevica mountain on his way to Croatia, in an area 

with minefields). 
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