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years)207 and those who are supposed to be returned following a negative decision208. At the end of 2019, 
627 900 individuals were irregularly present in the EU209. 

A. EU Mediterranean regions the most affected by irregular 
migratory flows  

While legal migration accounts for the majority of non-EU residents, it is irregular migration which 
creates significant pressure on the regions and cities located at the EU's external border.  
At the peak of the refugee crisis in 2015, 1.82 million illegal border crossings were recorded at the EU 
external border. Following the EU-Turkey Statement in 2016, this number went down significantly. In 
2020, 125 110 illegal border crossings were recorded210, a decline from 141 742 the year before211.  

According to a CoR study212, the main reason behind this decline compared to 2019 was the COVID-
19 pandemic and the related international, cross-border and internal movement restrictions introduced 
by the EU and its Member States213 as well as the majority of migrants' countries of origin and transit 
territories.  

In 2021, however, the number of irregular border crossings at the EU's external borders has risen 
significantly – during the first five months of 2021 the number of detections reached over 47 100, which 
is 47% more than the total number from the same period a year ago, according to Frontex214.  

The majority of migrants reach the EU shores via the Western Mediterranean, Central 
Mediterranean and Eastern Mediterranean routes (72 278 irregular arrivals in 2020, 58% of the 
total number215). The EU countries in the Mediterranean also recorded the highest number of first-time 

                                                      
207  As for asylum applications, at the end of 2020, there was a backlog of 766,000 applications across the EU MS (Statistics 

on migration to Europe | European Commission (europa.eu)) 
208 In 2020, 394 000 non-EU citizens were ordered to leave the EU, but only 18% (69 500) actually left the EU. In 2019, it was 

491 000 with 29% effectiveness, meaning 142 390 individuals returned to their respective countries. 

209  EPRS, Data on returns of irregular migrants, March 2021. Available at: Research | Think Tank | European Parliament 
(europa.eu) 

210  EPRS, Recent migration flows to the EU, Available online: EPRS_ATA(2021)649329_EN.pdf (europa.eu) 
211  Ibid. See also FRONTEX, Situation at External Border (europa.eu). During 2019, there were 141 846 detections of illegal 

border crossings between Border Crossing Points and 212 097 refusals of entry, compared to 149 117 and 190 658 in 2018 
respectively. 

212  CoR, Territorial impact of migration on frontline regions and cities on the EU shores of the Mediterranean, July 2021. 
Available on: 

213  See for example: Nasar Meer, Leslie Villegas, The impact of COVID-19 on Global Migration, 27 May 2020. Available at: 
https://www.glimer.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Global-Migration-Policies-and-COVID-19.pdf. 

214  Frontex, Situation at EU external borders – Detections rise from record lows a year ago, 22.06.2021. Available at: 
https://frontex.europa.eu/media-centre/news/news-release/situation-at-eu-external-borders-detections-rise-from-record-
lows-a-year-ago-AvxIbX 

215  Excluding arrivals to Canary Islands. Source: Frontex, Irregular migration into EU last year lowest since 2013 due to 
COVID-19, 8.01.2021. Available at: https://frontex.europa.eu/media-centre/news/news-release/irregular-migration-into-
eu-last-year-lowest-since-2013-due-to-covid-19-j34zp2. 
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Chapter VIII – A democracy that delivers at 
regional and local levels  

The COVID-19 crisis has impacted the functioning of democracy throughout EU Member States, 
including at local and regional level, and has intensified pre-existing trends of backsliding, as well as 
triggered innovative opportunities. The pandemic has worked as a resilience test for European 
democracy, with a potential significant impact on the public trust in democratic decision-making. 

A. Challenges and opportunities to strengthen European 
democracy in the aftermath of the COVID-19 crisis 

Coming after several other crises (the financial crisis, the refugee crisis, Brexit), the pandemic has 
exposed European democracies and the EU itself to a further stress test. It could also be read as an 
opportunity to show what works and what does not at each level of governance in terms of methods, 
tools and competence allocation at each level of governance and in the coordination among them.  

After more than a year of pandemic crisis and with plans and strategies for exit and recovery in place, 
some surveys provide meaningful overviews of how Europeans perceive the EU, national and regional/ 
local authorities and the extent of their trust in them.  

The Standard Eurobarometer published in April 2021 (fieldwork: February – March 2021) shows that 
the level of trust in the EU is at its highest level since spring 2008 (49% of the respondents, an increase 
by six percentage points since summer 2020) – see figure VIII-1.  

Figure VIII-1: Trust in the institutions of the European Union 
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On top of that, it is worth mentioning that the level of government that is most trusted by citizens is 
the regional/ local one: 57% of the respondents say that they tend to trust local and regional authorities, 
whereas only 37% tend to trust national authorities280, as it is shown in figure VIII-2. 

Figure VIII-2: Trust in regional and local institutions 

 

Moreover, 59% of the respondents agreed that more decisions should be taken at EU level and this 
proportion, like the one of respondents disagreeing with this statement (34%), has remained stable since 
the last Standard Eurobarometer survey in summer 2020 – see figure VIII-3281. In addition, the European 
Parliament's "Flash" Eurobarometer282 shows that 77% of citizens agree and/or tend to agree that 
regions, municipalities and the civil society should be consulted on how "Next Generation EU" money 
is spent. 

                                                      
280 Standard Eurobarometer 95 - Spring 2021. Available at: https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/2532 
281  Standard Eurobarometer no. 94, Public opinion in the European Union, Winter 2020 – 2021. Available at: 

https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/2355. The data quoted in the paragraph refer to EU27 average, whereas huge differences 
can be seen between member States. At the moment of revising this chapter,  Standard Eurobarometer  no. 95, Spring 2021, analysing 
fieldwork carried on in June – July 2021 was also published and is available at https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/2532. It 
shows that the level of citizens' trust in the EU remained stable at 49%, while the one in national authorities slightly increased to 37%. 

282 Flash Eurobarometer survey on the State of the EU. August 2021. Available at: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/at-your-service/en/be-
heard/eurobarometer/soteu-flash-survey 

https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/2355
https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/2532
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Figure VIII-3: Percentage of respondents thinking that more decisions should be taken at EU level 

 

Source: Standard Eurobarometer 94 (2021) and internal elaboration on Eurobarometers 2010 - 2021 

According to the OECD Report "Government at a Glance 2021", the crisis and its aftermath (e.g. 
the exit and recovery strategies) show that "one of the biggest lessons of the crisis is that governments 
will need to respond to future crises at speed and scale while safeguarding trust and transparency, the 
very underpinnings of democracy. (…)  Trust and transparency are crucial for people to understand 
and comply with extraordinary measures in extraordinary times. They are also key to a society’s 
capacity to absorb and bounce back from shocks"283.  

The report shows that in 2020, 51% of people in OECD countries trusted their government, up 6.3 
percentage points (p.p.) from 2007 and 6 p.p. from 2019. This could mean that people rallied behind 
their institutions early in the crisis. In 18 of the 22 OECD countries for which information is available, 
average trust levels decreased between April/May and June/July 2020, indicating that this effect may 
fade quickly. Figure VIII – 4 shows how the level of trust varied in the timeframe considered. 

                                                      
283 OECD, Government at a Glance 2021, OECD Publishing, 2021. Available at https://doi.org/10.1787/1c258f55-en. It is to 

be noticed that OECD figures are not strictly comparable with Eurobarometer ones, in consideration of the different timing 
of the fieldwork and of the different EU – OECD membership. 

https://doi.org/10.1787/1c258f55-en
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Rue Belliard/Belliardstraat 101   |   1040 Bruxelles/Brussel   |   BELGIQUE/BELGIË
Tel. +32 22822211   |   e-mail: PublicationsCdR@cor.europa.eu   |   www.cor.europa.eu

 @EU_CoR   |    /european.committee.of.the.regions  |    /european-committee-of-the-regions   |    @EU_regions_cities

The European Committee of the Regions (CoR) is the EU’s political assembly of 329 regional and local representatives from all 27 Member States. 
Our members are elected presidents of regions, regional councillors, mayors and local councillors - democratically accountable to more than 446 
million European citizens. The CoR’s main objectives are to involve regional and local authorities and the communities they represent in the EU’s 
decision-making process and to inform them about EU policies. The European Commission, the European Parliament and the Council have to 
consult the Committee in policy areas a�ecting regions and cities. It can appeal to the Court of Justice of the European Union as a means of 
upholding EU law where there are breaches to the subsidiarity principle or failures to respect regional or local authorities.
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