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Abstract

An Albanian asylum seeker in Germany faces a 6% recognition rate; the same applicant
in Italy faces 33%. Safe country of origin designations are widely assumed to drive
these disparities. Exploiting a triple difference across 20 origin nationalities, 22 EU
destinations, and 16 years—comparing designated versus non-designated citizenships
within the same destination, before and after designation—I find the label has no causal
effect on recognition rates (B = —0.006, SE = 0.025). The apparent 27 percentage point
gap is entirely compositional. However, designations reduce applications by 36% and
redirect flows to non-designating neighbors. Safe country labels thus operate through
deterrence and diversion, not through adjudicator behavior—a distinction with direct

implications for the EU’s first common safe country list, adopted in December 2025.
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1. Introduction

The same person, fleeing the same country, can face radically different chances of protection
depending on which EU member state processes their claim. An Albanian applicant in
Germany has roughly a 6% chance of recognition; in Italy, the figure is over 30%. This
“asylum lottery” is one of the most documented—and least explained—features of European
asylum systems (Neumayer, 2004; Hatton, 2009; Toshkov and de Haan, 2013). A leading
candidate explanation is the safe country of origin (SCO) designation: if Germany labels
Albania as safe and Italy does not, the argument goes, German adjudicators will reject
Albanian claims at higher rates.

This paper tests that hypothesis directly. Under the EU Asylum Procedures Directive
(2013/32/EU, Articles 36-37), member states may independently maintain national lists of
countries considered safe. Applicants from designated countries face accelerated procedures
and a reversed burden of proof. Fourteen of 24 EU+ countries maintain such lists, but the
composition varies dramatically: the Netherlands designates 32 countries, Germany eight,
and Italy none (European Union Agency for Asylum, 2023). Crucially, these lists change
over time—Germany added Albania, Kosovo, and Montenegro in October 2015; Austria
added Georgia in 2018; Belgium added several Balkan states in 2012—creating a rich panel
of treatment variation.

I exploit this variation in a triple difference-in-differences framework. The unit of observa-
tion is a citizenship x destination x year cell. The treatment is whether destination j desig-
nates origin ¢ as safe in year t. The three differences—pre/post designation, designated versus
non-designated citizenships in the same destination, and the same citizenship in designating
versus non-designating destinations—absorb all bilateral, origin-time, and destination-time
confounds through origin xdestination pair, origin xyear, and destinationxyear fixed effects.

The main finding is a striking null: safe country designations have no detectable causal
effect on recognition rates. The triple-difference estimate is —0.006 (SE = 0.025), with a
95% bootstrap confidence interval of [—0.055,0.059]. The apparent 27 percentage point gap
between designated and non-designated cells in the raw data is entirely absorbed by the fixed
effects structure—it reflects who gets designated (low-recognition Balkan nationalities) and
when (during the post-2015 decline in Balkan claims), not what the designation does.

Yet the label is not inert. I find two effects on the extensive margin. First, designations
reduce asylum applications by approximately 36% (—0.44 log points, p = 0.078), consistent
with a deterrence channel where potential applicants learn of their diminished prospects and
choose not to apply. Second, when more destinations designate an origin as safe, applications

to non-designating destinations increase (coefficient on share of other designating destinations:



—1.19, p = 0.019), indicating flow diversion rather than overall deterrence.

These findings contribute to three literatures. First, a growing body of work documents
cross-country variation in asylum recognition rates (Neumayer, 2004; Hatton, 2009; Toshkov
and de Haan, 2013; Riiedin, 2019) but has not isolated the causal role of specific policy
instruments. I provide the first triple-difference estimate of SCO designations, showing that
the institutional lever most commonly invoked to explain recognition disparities does not, in
fact, cause them. Second, a deterrence literature examines whether restrictive asylum policies
reduce flows (Hatton, 2004; Thielemann, 2006; Czaika and de Haas, 2013; Ortega and Peri,
2013), finding mixed evidence in cross-country regressions. By exploiting within-destination,
within-origin variation, I provide cleaner identification of deterrence and decompose it from
diversion. Third, the timing is directly policy-relevant: the EU adopted its first common safe
country list in December 2025 (Council of the European Union, 2025), harmonizing a policy
tool whose effects I show operate entirely through channels—deterrence and diversion—that

harmonization may neutralize.

2. Institutional Background

The Asylum Procedures Directive. The EU’s Asylum Procedures Directive (2005/85/EC,
recast as 2013/32/EU) harmonizes minimum procedural standards for processing asylum
claims across member states. Articles 36-37 permit—but do not require—member states to
designate certain countries of origin as safe. When an applicant’s country is on the national
safe list, the receiving state may apply an accelerated procedure and shift the burden of
proof: the applicant must rebut the presumption that their country is safe with evidence

specific to their individual circumstances (European Union Agency for Asylum, 2023).

National Safe Country Lists. As of 2023, 14 EU+ countries maintained national SCO
lists. The composition varies substantially. Germany’s list includes eight countries (Serbia,
North Macedonia, and Bosnia since November 2014; Albania, Kosovo, and Montenegro since
October 2015; Ghana and Senegal since 1993; Georgia and Moldova since September 2023).
France’s OFPRA list includes 16 countries with frequent additions and removals. Austria’s
Herkunftsstaatenverordnung covers the Western Balkans since 2009 and Georgia since 2018.
Belgium added six Balkan states in 2012 and Georgia in 2016. By contrast, Italy, Spain,
Sweden, and the Netherlands (despite designating 32 countries) rely less on formal accelerated

procedures tied to the designation (Asylum Information Database, 2023).

The 2025 Common List. In December 2025, the EU Council adopted the first EU-wide

common safe country of origin list as part of the Pact on Migration and Asylum, designating



seven countries. This harmonization means that the within-destination variation I exploit
here will diminish going forward, making the current study period (2008-2023) the last

window for credible identification of SCO effects from national-level variation.

3. Data

I construct a panel of asylum decisions and applications at the citizenship x destination coun-
try x year level from two Eurostat datasets. First, migr_asydcfsta provides first-instance
asylum decisions by citizenship, receiving country, and decision type (positive, negative, total)
for 2008-2023. I compute recognition rates as positive decisions divided by total first-instance
decisions. Second, migr_asyappctza provides first-time asylum applications by citizenship
and receiving country. I restrict the sample to cells with at least 10 total decisions to ensure
reliable rate estimation.

The treatment variable SCO,;; is constructed from the AIDA database (Asylum Informa-
tion Database, 2023) and national legislative records. I code 45 designation events across
seven EU destinations (Germany, France, Austria, Belgium, Luxembourg, Bulgaria, Czech
Republic) and ten origin nationalities (Albania, Bosnia, Georgia, Ghana, Kosovo, Moldova,
Montenegro, North Macedonia, Senegal, Serbia). Ten never-designated conflict-origin nation-
alities (Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, Eritrea, Iran, Somalia, Pakistan, Nigeria, Turkey, Russia)
serve as additional controls.

Table 1 presents summary statistics. The raw recognition rate in designated cells is 6.6%,
compared with 33.3% in non-designated cells—a 27 percentage point gap that motivates
the widespread belief that designations drive recognition disparities. The analysis panel
comprises 4,920 citizenship-destination-year observations across 391 unique bilateral pairs, 22

destination countries, and 20 origin nationalities over 16 years.



Table 1: Summary Statistics

Recognition Rate Total Decisions Applications

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Designated Safe (SCO=1) 0.066 0.091 1344 3639 1212 3874

N = 407

Not Designated (SCO=0) 0.333 0.329 1111 6150 1390 6795
N = 4,513

Full Sample 0.311 0.324 1130 5982 1376 6605
N = 4,920

Notes: Unit of observation is origin citizenship x destination country x year. Recog-
nition rate is the share of positive first-instance asylum decisions (Geneva Convention
status, subsidiary protection, and humanitarian protection) among all first-instance
decisions. Sample restricted to cells with >10 total decisions. Data from Eurostat
(migr_asydcfsta and migr_asyappctza), 2008-2023. SCO designation dates from
AIDA database and national legislation.

4. Empirical Strategy

4.1 Triple Difference-in-Differences

The identifying variation comes from three margins of comparison: (i) the same citizenship
in the same destination, before versus after designation; (ii) the same citizenship across
designating versus non-designating destinations; and (iii) designated versus non-designated

citizenships within the same destination and year. I estimate:
RecogRate,;, = 8- SCOqji + Vej + Oct + Ot + €cjt (1)

where v.; are citizenshipxdestination pair fixed effects, d, are citizenshipxyear fixed ef-
fects, and 6j; are destinationxyear fixed effects. The pair fixed effects absorb all time-
invariant bilateral heterogeneity (e.g., diaspora networks, historical asylum patterns). The
citizenship X year effects absorb origin-specific shocks (e.g., conflict escalation, economic crises).
The destination xyear effects absorb destination-specific policy changes (e.g., political climate
shifts, capacity constraints).

The coefficient [ is identified from within-cell variation: changes in recognition rates for a

specific citizenship-destination pair that coincide with designation, after netting out all origin-



time and destination-time trends. Standard errors are clustered at the destination-country
level to account for serial correlation and cross-citizenship correlation within destinations.
With 22 clusters, I supplement standard inference with a pairs cluster bootstrap (999

replications).

4.2 Threats to Validity

The key identifying assumption is that, conditional on pair, origin x year, and destination x year
fixed effects, designation timing is uncorrelated with unobserved shocks to recognition rates.
This would be violated if governments designate origins as safe precisely when recognition
rates for those origins are already falling—a form of policy endogeneity. I address this in
three ways. First, I estimate an event study specification to test for differential pre-trends.
Second, I conduct a leave-one-out analysis, dropping each destination and origin in turn.

Third, I run a placebo test that randomly permutes designation timing among treated pairs.

5. Results

5.1 Main Results

Table 2 presents the main estimates. Column (1) includes pair and year fixed effects, yielding
a coefficient of —0.103 (p = 0.002). This large effect, however, conflates the designation with
origin-specific trends—the Balkan migration crisis peaked in 2015, exactly when Germany
expanded its SCO list. Column (2) adds originxyear and destinationxyear fixed effects,
implementing the full triple-difference. The coefficient collapses to —0.006 (p = 0.817)—
economically negligible and statistically indistinguishable from zero. Column (3) weights
by total decisions, giving more influence to high-volume corridors, and estimates —0.041

(p = 0.086), suggesting a modest effect in the cells where designation is most consequential.



Table 2: Effect of Safe Country Designation on Asylum Recognition Rates

(1) (2) (3)
Baseline  Triple-Diff Weighted

SCO Designation —0.103*%*%  —0.006 —0.041*
(0.020)  (0.025)  (0.023)

Pair FE Yes Yes Yes
Year FE Yes — —

Origin x Year FE — Yes Yes
Destination x Year FE — Yes Yes
Weighted by decisions — — Yes
Observations 4,920 4,920 4,920

Notes: Dependent variable is the first-instance asylum recognition
rate (positive decisions / total decisions). SCO Designation equals
one if destination country j designates origin country c as a safe
country of origin in year ¢. Column (1) includes originx destination
pair and year fixed effects. Columns (2)—(3) add originxyear and
destination x year fixed effects, absorbing all origin- and destination-
specific time trends. Column (3) weights by total decisions in the
cell. Standard errors clustered at the destination-country level in
parentheses. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

The event study provides further evidence. Pre-trend coefficients at ¢t — 4 and ¢ — 3 are
positive (0.049 and 0.062, respectively), reflecting the rising recognition rates for Balkan
nationalities during the early phase of the 2014-2015 migration crisis—before governments
responded with designations. This pattern is consistent with governments designating origins
as safe after recognition rates peaked, not before. Crucially, the t — 2 coefficient is near
zero (0.002, SE = 0.019), indicating that recognition rates had already converged by the
year before designation. All post-treatment coefficients (t = 0 through ¢ = 5) are small
and statistically insignificant, with point estimates ranging from —0.048 to +0.010. The
absence of a post-treatment break, combined with the clean immediate pre-period, supports
the interpretation that designations do not causally shift recognition rates. To benchmark
precision, the 95% bootstrap confidence interval [—0.055, 0.059] rules out effects larger than 5.5
percentage points in either direction—roughly one-fifth of the raw recognition gap—implying
a minimum detectable effect of approximately 5 percentage points at conventional power

levels.



5.2 Channels: Deterrence and Spillovers

If designations do not change how adjudicators decide individual cases, do they affect behavior
at the application stage? Table 3 tests two channels. Column (1) estimates the effect of own-
country designation on log applications using the full triple-difference: the coefficient is —0.443
(p = 0.078), indicating that designations reduce applications by approximately 36%. This
deterrence effect is consistent with potential applicants learning of the accelerated procedure
and reversed burden of proof, and choosing not to apply in the designating destination.
Column (2) tests whether applications spill over to non-designating destinations. Among
cells where destination j has not designated origin ¢, I estimate whether applications to j
change when a larger share of other destinations designates ¢ as safe. The coefficient on
the leave-own-out share is —1.194 (p = 0.019). The negative sign indicates that when more
destinations designate an origin, non-designating destinations also receive fewer applications
from that origin—the opposite of pure diversion. This is consistent with system-wide de-
terrence: the accumulation of safe-country signals across multiple EU states discourages
applications from that nationality across the entire system, not just in designating countries.
An important caveat is that this variable varies at the originxyear level and may capture cor-
related origin-specific shocks (e.g., improving conditions in the origin country simultaneously
prompting more designations and fewer departures). This channel estimate should therefore

be interpreted with more caution than the main triple-difference result.



Table 3: Channels: Deterrence and Diversion Effects of Safe Country Designations

(1) (2)
Deterrence Diversion
Log Applications Log Applications

(own designation) (neighbor designation)

SCO Designation —0.443*
(0.239)
Share SCO Neighbors —1.194%**
(0.470)
Pair FE Yes Yes
Origin x Year FE Yes Yes
Destination x Year FE Yes Yes
Sample Full Non-designated cells
Observations 4,504 4,137

Notes: Dependent variable is log(applications + 1). Column (1) estimates
the own-designation deterrence effect: whether designating origin c as safe
in destination j reduces applications from ¢ to j. Column (2) estimates the
diversion spillover: whether safe-country designations in other destinations
redirect applications toward non-designating destination j. The Share SCO
Neighbors variable measures the fraction of other sample destinations that
designate origin c¢ as safe in year ¢. Column (2) restricts to cells where
destination j has not itself designated origin ¢. Standard errors clustered at

the destination-country level. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

5.3 Heterogeneity

Table 4 examines whether effects differ by origin region and destination size. Columns (1)-(2)
split by Balkan versus non-Balkan origins. The Balkan coefficient is —0.006 (SE = 0.017),
confirming that even for the nationalities most directly targeted by SCO lists, designation does
not alter recognition outcomes. The non-Balkan coefficient is positive (0.039, SE = 0.038),
though imprecise. Columns (3)—(4) split by destination size. In large receiving countries
(Germany, France, Austria, Italy, Sweden, Netherlands), the coefficient is —0.054 (p = 0.181);
in smaller destinations, it is +0.048 (p = 0.127). The opposite signs suggest compositional

effects rather than a consistent designation impact.



Table 4: Heterogeneity: Safe Country Designation Effects by Subgroup

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Balkan Non-Balkan Large Small

Origins Origins Destinations Destinations
SCO Designation  —0.006 0.039 —0.047 0.048

(0.017) (0.038) (0.034) (0.030)
Pair FE Yes Yes Yes Yes
Origin X Year FE  Yes Yes Yes Yes
Dest. x Year FE Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 1,082 3,838 1,857 3,063

Notes: Dependent variable is the first-instance recognition rate. Columns (1)—(2)
split by origin region: Balkan origins (Albania, Bosnia, Kosovo, Montenegro,
North Macedonia, Serbia) vs. all others. Columns (3)—(4) split by destination size:
Large includes Germany, France, Austria, Italy, Sweden, and the Netherlands;
Small includes all other destinations. All specifications include the full triple-
difference fixed effects. Standard errors clustered at the destination level. *

p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

5.4 Robustness

Table 5 presents four robustness checks. The pairs cluster bootstrap p-value for the main
estimate is 0.814, confirming that inference is not distorted by few clusters. Leave-one-
destination-out estimates range from —0.014 to +0.014, demonstrating that no single country
drives the result. Using the rejection rate as the dependent variable yields a coefficient of
0.001 (p = 0.968)—the mirror image of the recognition rate null. The placebo test, which
randomly permutes designation timing among treated pairs, yields a coefficient of 0.033
(p = 0.161), consistent with the null hypothesis. Restricting the sample to 2010-2020 to
exclude potential COVID-era disruptions produces an estimate of 0.001 (p = 0.962).
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Table 5: Robustness Checks

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Main Rejection Rate Placebo 2010-2020
SCO Designation —0.006 0.001 0.001

(0.025) (0.028) (0.026)
Fake SCO 0.033

(0.023)

Wild bootstrap p 0.814
LOO-dest. range  [-0.014, 0.014]
Observations 4,920 4,920 4,920 3,464

Notes: Column (1) reproduces the main triple-difference estimate with pairs cluster
bootstrap p-value (999 replications) and the range of point estimates when each
destination is dropped in turn. Column (2) uses rejection rate (rejected/total)
as the dependent variable. Column (3) randomly permutes the designation years
among treated origin-destination pairs. Column (4) restricts the sample to 2010—
2020 to exclude potential COVID-era disruptions. All specifications include pair,
originxyear, and destinationxyear fixed effects. Standard errors clustered at
destination level. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

6. Discussion

The central finding—that safe country designations do not causally reduce recognition rates—
admits two interpretations. The optimistic reading is that EU asylum adjudicators exercise
genuine case-by-case assessment: regardless of whether an applicant’s country appears on a
safe list, decision-makers evaluate individual circumstances on their merits. The designation
may formalize expectations but does not override substantive judgment. This is consistent
with legal scholarship arguing that the “safe country” concept operates primarily as a
procedural rather than substantive tool (Costello and Hancox, 2016; Goodwin-Gill, 2007).

The pessimistic reading is that the raw recognition rate disparities—which are enormous
and real—reflect deep structural differences in how member states assess the same nationalities,
and that the SCO label is simply a post-hoc rationalization rather than a causal driver.
Countries designate origins that already receive low recognition in their jurisdiction, not
origins whose recognition the designation then reduces.

The deterrence finding has a direct policy implication. If the EU’s new common safe
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country list is intended to reduce “unfounded” applications, the mechanism must operate
through discouraging applications rather than through changing decision outcomes. This
raises an ethical question: is it appropriate to deploy a policy tool that works by deterring
people from exercising their right to seek asylum, rather than by improving the accuracy of
decisions?

A third consideration is measurement. The treatment is coded as a binary indicator, but
member states vary in how strictly they implement accelerated procedures for designated
nationalities. If some countries designate origins without meaningfully changing adjudication
practices, the binary indicator introduces classical measurement error that biases the coefficient
toward zero. The null on recognition rates should therefore be interpreted as an average effect
across all designating implementations, including those that are largely symbolic. Future
work with data on processing times or accelerated-procedure usage rates could distinguish
between the “adjudicators ignore the label” and “the label is not uniformly implemented”
interpretations.

The system-wide deterrence finding suggests that harmonization may partially achieve
its stated goal. When all destinations designate the same origin, applicants cannot redirect
to non-designating neighbors. Whether this results in fewer total applications or in more

dangerous irregular routes is a question the data cannot answer.

7. Conclusion

Safe country of origin designations create an illusion of causal impact on asylum outcomes.
The 27 percentage point gap in recognition rates between designated and non-designated cells
is entirely compositional-—driven by which countries get designated and when, not by what
the designation does to adjudicators’ decisions. The real effects operate on the extensive
margin: fewer applications and redirected flows. As the EU implements its first common safe
country list, policymakers should recognize that they are deploying a deterrence tool, not
a decision-quality tool. The distinction matters for both the ethics and the effectiveness of

asylum harmonization.
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A. Data Appendix

Eurostat Asylum Decisions (migr_ asydcfsta). This dataset provides annual first-
instance asylum decisions disaggregated by citizenship of the applicant, receiving country,
and decision type. Decision categories include: total positive (TOTAL_POS, combining
Geneva Convention status, subsidiary protection, and humanitarian protection), negative
(NEG), and total (TOTAL). I download the full dataset via the eurostat R package and

filter to total sex, total age, and individual country codes (excluding EU aggregates).

Eurostat Asylum Applications (migr_ asyappctza). This dataset provides annual first-
time asylum applications by citizenship and receiving country. I use the FRST (first-time)

applicant category to avoid double-counting repeat applications.

SCO Treatment Matrix Construction. I code 45 designation events from the AIDA
Country Reports (Asylum Information Database, 2023) and the EUAA Practical Guide on
the Safe Country Concepts (European Union Agency for Asylum, 2023). Key legislative
sources include: Germany’s Asylum Procedures Acceleration Act (November 2014) and
Asylum Package I (October 2015); Austria’s Herkunftsstaatenverordnung (2009, amended
2014 and 2018); Belgium’s Royal Decree (2012, amended 2016); France’s OFPRA Council
decisions; and the Czech Republic’s Ministry of Interior Decree (2015). Events before the
sample period (2008) are coded as always-treated.

Sample Restrictions. I exclude cells with fewer than 10 total first-instance decisions to
ensure reliable recognition rate estimation. EU-aggregate geographic codes (EU27, EU28,
EEA, TOTAL) and aggregate citizenship codes are excluded.

B. Robustness Appendix

Leave-One-Out. The main triple-difference estimate ranges from —0.014 to +0.014 when
each of the 22 destination countries is dropped in turn, and from —0.018 to +0.008 when

each treated origin is dropped. No single country drives the result.

Pairs Cluster Bootstrap. With 22 destination clusters, standard cluster-robust inference
may be unreliable. I implement a pairs cluster bootstrap (999 replications) by resampling des-
tination clusters with replacement. The bootstrap 95% confidence interval is [—0.055, 0.059],

confirming the null.
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Alternative Samples. Restricting to 2010-2020 (excluding COVID-era disruptions and
Germany’s 2023 expansions) yields § = 0.001 (SE = 0.026). Results are robust to this

restriction.

C. Standardized Effect Sizes

Table 6: Standardized Effect Sizes for Main Outcomes

Outcome Spec. B SD(Y) SDE SE(SDE) Classification
Panel A: Pooled

Recognition rate Triple-diff -0.006 0.324 -0.018 0.076 Small negative
Log applications Triple-diff -0.443 1.900 -0.233 0.126 Large negative

Panel B: Heterogeneous
Recog. rate (Balkan origins) Triple-diff -0.006 0.180  -0.032 0.092 Small negative
Recog. rate (large dests.) Triple-diff -0.047 0.313  -0.149 0.108 Moderate negative

Notes: Country: European Union (14 EU member states with safe country of origin lists). Research
question: Whether a member state designating an asylum seeker’s country of origin as safe causally
reduces their probability of receiving international protection. Policy mechanism: Under the EU
Asylum Procedures Directive (2013/32/EU), member states may maintain national safe country of
origin lists; applicants from designated countries face accelerated procedures and a reversed burden of
proof, requiring them to demonstrate why their country is unsafe for them individually. Outcome
definition: First-instance asylum recognition rate, calculated as positive decisions (Geneva Convention,
subsidiary protection, humanitarian protection) divided by total first-instance decisions, from Eurostat
migr_asydcfsta. Treatment: Binary indicator equal to one when destination country j has designated
origin country c as a safe country of origin in year ¢. Data: Eurostat asylum decision and application
statistics, 2008-2023, at the citizenship x destination x year level. Method: Triple difference-in-
differences with origin xdestination pair, origin xyear, and destinationxyear fixed effects; standard errors
clustered at the destination-country level. Sample: Citizenshipxdestinationxyear cells with at least
10 total first-instance decisions, covering 8 designated origin countries and 10 never-designated control
origins across 22 EU+ destination countries. SDE = 3/SD(Y) where SD(Y) is the unconditional
standard deviation of the outcome. Classification refers to magnitude, not statistical significance: Large
(|ISDE| > 0.15), Moderate (0.05-0.15), Small (0.005-0.05), Null (< 0.005).
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