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Summary

•	 Migration	from	the	Middle	East	and	North	Africa	(MENA)	region	has	emerged	as	the	single	most	important	 
	 challenge	facing	the	European	Union	(EU)	during	the	second	decade	of	the	21st	century.	

•	 Disagreements	and	tensions	resulting	from	different	views	as	how	to	approach	the	migration	phenomenon	 
	 have	endangered	the	internal	unity	and	functioning	of	the	EU	and	have	helped	fuel	a	narrative	of	European	 
	 disintegration.

•	 As	much	as	the	current	migrant	and	refugee	flows	are	the	result	of	structural	and	contingent	circumstances	 
	 in	the	countries	of	origin,	it	is	also	safe	to	posit	that	they	are	in	line	with	rising	global	migration	trends.	

•	 Current	migration	 flows	 are	 defined	 by	 their	mixed	 nature.	 In	 today’s	 globalised	 world,	 such	 flows	 are	 
	 increasingly	complex,	more	politicized	and	less	clear-cut	in	their	legal	status.	This	poses	a	challenge	to	the	 
	 formulation	of	effective	migration	policies.

•	 The	EU’s	external	migration	policies	are	not	fully	in	sync	with	21st	century	migration	and	appear	based	on	 
	 a	rather	simplistic	picture	of	‘migration’	underpinned	by	several	inflexible	axioms.	Policies	are	dominated	by	 
	 a	nationally-driven	security	perspective	and	focus	on	externalising	the	EU’s	policies.	

•	 This	externalisation	and	securitisation	of	 the	EU’s	approach	 to	migration	has	so	 far	shown	a	number	of	 
	 drawbacks	in	that	it	has	heightened	insecurity	and	instability	in	the	MENA	countries	on	which	the	EU	relies	 
	 to	manage	the	migration	flows.

•	 The	EU’s	current	response	places	a	disproportionate	burden	on	the	often	fragile	shoulders	of	the	countries	 
	 of	 the	MENA	region,	while	the	paradigm	of	action	against	smuggling	networks	 is	a	signal	of	 the	growing	 
	 militarisation	trend	that	has	accompanied	the	EU’s	response.

•	 The	treatment	of	refugees	and	asylum	seekers	in	the	territory	of	the	EU	as	well	as	in	the	countries	upon	 
	 which	it	relies	in	the	context	of	 its	externalisation	policy	does	not	always	appear	to	align	with	the	values	 
	 generally	professed	by	the	Union	internally	and	externally.

•	 Not	 only	 is	 the	 March	 2016	 EU-Turkey	 Migration	 Agreement	 problematic	 from	 the	 legal	 and	 political	 
	 perspectives,	but	it	has	also	been	much	criticised	in	light	of	its	failure	to	provide	for	the	minimum	standards	 
	 of	humanitarian	protection	to	people	on	the	move.
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The Issue

The	 sharp	 increase	 in	 refugees	 seeking	 asylum	 in	
Europe	 in	 2015	 compared	 to	 previous	 years	 pulled	
the	European	Union	(EU)	into	the	global	humanitarian	
migration	crisis	and	forced	urgent	action.	Yet,	the	EU	
has	 not	 come	 up	 with	 adequate	 ideas	 as	 how	 best	
to	 manage	 the	 issue,	 largely	 displaying	 a	 reactive	
and	 nationally-oriented	 attitude.	 This	 not	 only	
has	 implications	 for	 the	 EU	 itself,	 but	 also	 for	 the	 
(in)stability	 of	 the	 Middle	 East	 and	 North	 Africa	 
(MENA)	region.		

This	EDA	Insight	assesses	recent	developments	in	the	
EU’s	external	migration	policy	as	well	as	its	coherence	
with	 the	 Union’s	 broader	 set	 of	 external	 policies,	
including	the	foreign	and	security	policy,	humanitarian	
aid	and	development,	and	conflict	management	and	
resolution.	 The	 Insight	 deals	 specifically	 with	 the	
refugee	and	migrant	flows	that	have	their	origin	in	the	
MENA	 region	 and	 their	 destination	 in	 the	 countries	
of	 the	 EU.	What	 this	 Insight	 does	 not	 do	 is	 to	 delve	
into	the	challenges	posed	by	the	migratory	flows	that	
remain	within	the	MENA	region	–	indeed	the	majority	
of	 them.1

 
This	 Insight	 proceeds	 as	 follows:	 the	 first	 section	
provides	 the	 conceptual	 framework	 to	 understand	
refugee	 and	 migrant	 flows	 in	 the	 21st	 century.	 It	
dwells	on	some	key	concepts	and	definitions	as	they	
appear	 in	 the	 literature	 and	 are	 commonly	 used	
by	 practitioners	 working	 within	 the	 United	 Nations	
framework.	The	second	section	outlines	and	assesses	
the	EU’s	migration	policy,	or	better	said,	the	array	of	
instruments	and	strategies	that	have	become	part	of	
the	EU’s	approach	to	external	migration	and	mobility.	
Finally,	the	brief	concludes	with	some	implications	of	
all	 this	 for	 the	EU	and	 its	external	 relations.

Why is it Important? 

•	 In	today’s	globalised	world,	migration	has	become	 
	 more	 complex	 and	 less	 clear-cut	 in	 its	 internal	 
	 articulation,	 mixing	 economic	 migrants	 with	 
	 refugees	and	others.	These	‘mixed	migration	flows’	 
	 pose	 a	 challenge	 to	 the	 formulation	 of	 effective	 
	 migration	policies.	
  
•	 Variation	 within	 the	 EU,	 for	 example	 in	 actual	 
	 or	 desirable	 net	 migration	 rates,	 and	 national	 
	 interpretations	of	commitments,	have	caused	deep	 
	 tensions	 between	 member	 states	 and	 unleashed	 
	 centrifugal	trends,	fuelling	a	narrative	of	European	 
	 disintegration.

•	 The	EU’s	current	response	places	a	disproportionate	 
	 burden	 on	 the	 often	 fragile	 shoulders	 of	 the	 
	 countries	of	the	MENA,	while	the	paradigm	of	action	 
	 against	 smuggling	 networks	 is	 a	 signal	 of	 the	 
	 growing	securitisation	trend	that	has	accompanied	 
	 the	 EU’s	 response	 to	migration	 flows	 in	 the	 past	 
	 decade.

Facts and Figures Around 
International Migration Flows
International	migration	flows	are	broadly	understood	
to	 be	 on	 the	 rise.	 According	 to	 the	Migration	 Policy	
Institute	 (MPI),	 they	 have	 more	 than	 tripled	 in	 size	
since	 1960,	 rising	 from	 77	 million	 to	 almost	 244	
million	in	2015.2	The	scale	of	international	migration	
trends	 varies	 depending	 on	 whether	 flows	 are	
economically-	 or	 security-driven,	 although	 a	 strict	
distinction	between	 the	 two	drivers	 is	 often	difficult	
to	 draw.	

Indeed,	 the	 number	 of	 those	 who	 are	 forcibly	
displaced	 has	 represented	 an	 ever	 growing	 group	
within	international	migrants.	The		global		population		
of	 	 forcibly	 	 displaced	 	 people	 	 has	 	 increased		
substantially		in		the		past		two		decades,		rising		from		
37.3	 	million	 	 in	 	1996	 	 to	 	65.3	 	million	 in	2015	–	a	
75	percent	 increase.3	These	figures	–	and	 the	 tragic	
human	 stories	 that	 lie	 behind	 them	 –	 have	 brought	
renewed	 attention	 to	 the	 broader	 issue	 of	 mobility	
and	 in	 particular	 to	 the	movement	 of	 refugees	 and	 
migrants	globally.

What	lies	behind	these	figures	are	refugees,	internally-
displaced	people	and	asylum	seekers,	whose	numbers	
have	been	growing	steadfastly	as	a	result	of	conflicts,	
violent	 repression	and	 lack	of	 stability.	The	office	of	
the	United	Nations	High	Commissioner	for	Refugees	
(UNHCR)	 estimates	 that	 21.3	 million	 persons	 were	
refugees,	 40.8	 million	 were	 internally-displaced	
people	and	3.2	million	persons	were	asylum	seekers	
at	the	end	of	2015.4

Some	nationalities	have	been	particularly	affected	by	
forced	displacement.	More	than	half	(54	percent)	of	all	
refugees	worldwide	come	from	 just	 three	countries:	
the	Syrian	Arab	Republic	(4.9	million),	Afghanistan	(2.7	
million)	and	Somalia	(1.1	million).	The	case	of	Syria	is	
particularly	important	in	light	of	the	ongoing	conflict	in	
the	country	–	the	main	driver	of	the	sustained	refugee	
flows	–	as	well	as	its	implications	for	the	EU’s	external	
migration	 policy.	 However,	 this	 should	 not	 hide	 the	
fact	that	most	flows	have	been	horizontal	–	East-West	
–	rather	than	North-South,	and	most	displaced	people	
have	remained	in	the	region	of	origin/transit.
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Conceptualising Migration in the 21st 
Century
Talking	 generally	 about	 migration	 flows	 obscures	
more	 than	 it	 reveals.	 An	 outstanding	 feature	 of	 the	
migration	 flows	 that	 are	 affecting	 the	 EU	 countries	
today	 is	 their	 mixed	 nature	 (see	 Box	 1).	 People	 in	
search	of	greater	economic	opportunities	mingle	with	
people	 fleeing	 countries	 devastated	 by	 conflict	 and	
violence.	Once	again,	 the	case	of	Syria	 is	 illustrative	
of	this	situation	and	of	the	fact	that	a	large	proportion	
of	 those	 that	 are	 displaced	 actually	 remain	 in	 their	
country	 of	 origin	 as	 internally	 displaced	 persons	
(IDPs).	 According	 to	 the	 latest	 statistics	 released	 by	
UNHCR,	 8.7	 million	 persons	 are	 predicted	 to	 have	
been	 displaced	 inside	 Syria	 during	 2016.5  

Scholars	 and	 practitioners	 alike	 have	 for	 years	
spoken	 about	 migration	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 ‘either....or’	
categories,	whereby	people’s	experiences	usually	tend	
to	 be	 classified	 as	 falling	 under	 mutually-exclusive	
definitions	 such	 as	 political	 migrants	 (refugees),	
economic	migrants	or	people	seeking	family	reunions	
(which	might	be	seen	as	a	special	case,	although	it	is	
more	often	a	sub-category	of	 the	political/economic	
migration	 dyad).6	 This	 categorisation,	 however,	 does	
not	 account	 for	 the	 fact	 that,	 in	 today’s	 globalised	
world,	migration	has	become	more	complex	and	less	
clear-cut	in	its	internal	articulation.

The	causes	of	migration	have	become	more	diversified,	
with	 environmental	 stress,	 water	 and	 food	 scarcity,	
and	state	failure	featuring	alongside	more	traditional	
migration	drivers	such	as	socio-economic	grievances,	
un-	 or	 under-employment,	 and	 conflicts	 and	 violent	
repression.	 Experiences	 of	 migration	 straddle	 a	
composite	 array	 of	 phenomena,	 thus	 leading	 some	
people	 to	acquire	different	 legal	statuses	depending	
on	 the	 specific	 leg	 of	 often	 very	 long	 and	 perilous	
journeys.	

Furthermore,	 the	 upsurge	 and	 politicisation	 of	
migration	 –	 intimately	 linked	 to	 globalisation,	 and	
its	 discontents,	 as	 well	 as	 instant	 communication	
technologies	–	has	 turned	 it	 into	an	experience	 that	
is	ever	less	individual	and	that	increasingly	entangles	
communities	in	countries	of	origin	with	the	population	
of	transit	and	destination	places.7 

Another	 implication	 derives	 from	 the	 failure	 to	
adequately	 grasp	 the	 complex	 articulation	 of	 the	
migration	 phenomenon	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 policy	 
responses	 to	 it.	 So	 far,	 the	 formulation	 and	 
enforcement	 of	 legal	 and	 policy	 frameworks	 to	
manage	migration	 has	 been	mainly	 in	 the	 hands	 of	
those	European	states	functioning	as	the	first	point	of	
entry.	They	do	so	on	the	basis	of	the	relatively	strong	
international	 legal	 framework	 setting	 minimum	
standards	for	handling	refugees	and	asylum	seekers	
embodied	 by	 the	 1951	 United	 Nations	 Refugee	
Convention.8  

The	imbalance	within	the	EU	places	a	disproportionate	
burden	 of	 migration	 management	 on	 first	 entry	
countries,	while	leaving	countries	of	origin	grappling	
with	issues	such	as	brain	drain	or	the	loss	of	economic	
growth	potential.9	The	way	in	which	migration	policies	
have	been	constructed	by	policymakers	in	the	countries	
of	destination	in	the	EU	bear	a	good	deal	of	responsibility	
for	 this	 imbalance.	Most	of	 these	policies	have	been	
security-driven,	whereby	their	principal	aim	is	to	stem	
the	number	of	immigrants	and	transfer	the	burden	of	
the	management	of	the	phenomenon	to	countries	of	 
origin	and	transit.10

Over	the	 last	 two	decades	the	EU	has	constructed	a	
complex	 system	 for	 the	 management	 of	 migration,	
while	 failing	 to	 challenge	 the	 national	 control	 over	
the	 legal	 and	 security	 dimensions	 of	migration	 and	
asylum.	What	is	usually	referred	to	as	the	EU’s	external	
migration	policy	is	actually	a	complex	set	of	different	

Box 1: What are ‘Mixed Migration Flows’?

A	mixed	migration	flow	can	be	defined	as	 ‘a	movement	 in	which	 a	number	 of	 persons	are	 travelling	 together,	
generally	in	an	irregular	manner,	us[e]	the	same	routes	and	means	of	transport,	but	for	different	reasons.	Persons	
travelling	as	part	of	mixed	movements	have	varying	needs	and	profiles	and	may	include	asylum-seekers,	refugees,	
trafficked	persons,	unaccompanied/separated	children,	and	migrants	in	an	irregular	situation’.	

Such	coexistence	entails	that	different	categories	of	vulnerable	people,	with	different	motivations	and	aspirations,	
as	well	as	legal	statuses,	share	the	same	routes	and	are	often	the	target	of	traffickers	or	rely	on	criminal	networks	
to	get	passage	to	safer	places.	From	the	point	of	view	of	receiving	state	authorities	in	the	EU,	mixed	migration	flows	
create	concrete	and	complex	challenges	deriving	from	the	need	to	treat	each	category	differently	and	appropriately.

See	UNHCR,	Refugee Protection and Mixed Migration: the 10-Point Plan in Action	,	December	2012,	p.	291	and	Paola	
Monzini,	Nourhan	Abdel	Aziz	and	Ferruccio	Pastore,	The Changing Dynamics of Cross-border Human Smuggling and 
Trafficking in the Mediterranean,	Rome,	IAI,	October	2015,	available	at:	
http://www.iai.it/sites/default/files/newmed_monzini.pdf
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policies	and	instruments,	whose	underpinning	lies	in	
a	series	of	axioms	that	started	to	appear	in	European	
discourse	in	the	late	1970s:11

•	 The	first	 axiom	corresponds	 to	 an	 over-simplistic	 
	 reading	of	the	migration	phenomenon	and	has	led	 
	 the	EU	to	conceptualise	and	to	deal	with	 it	on	the	 
	 basis	of	binary	assertions,	namely	 legal	vs.	 illegal	 
	 migration	and	voluntary	vs.	forced	migration.	

•	 The	 second	 axiom	sees	migration	 and	mobility	 in	 
	 general	as	contrary	 to	 the	natural	state	of	human	 
	 beings	as	being	static	and	therefore	as	something	 
	 that	should	be	prevented	and	actively	discouraged.12

•	 The	 third	axiom	–	and	a	 corollary	of	 the	 fact	 that	 
	 migration	 is	securitised	–	points	at	 the	concept	of	 
	 ‘external	borders’	as	key	to	understanding	the	EU’s	 
	 response	to	migration	in	terms	of	the	externalisation	 
	 of	its	control.	

The	 extent	 to	 which	 these	 three	 axioms	 have	 
contributed	 to	 generating	 a	 coherent	 and	
comprehensive	 EU	 external	migration	 policy	 should	
be	 questioned.	 This	 failure	 has	 become	 particularly	
apparent	 under	 the	 impact	 of	 the	 current	migration	
flows	that	have	been	originating	or	transiting	from	the	
MENA	region.	The	next	section	turns	to	the	assessment	
of	the	different	strands	of	the	EU’s	external	migration	
policy	 –	 or	 better	 said	 ‘policies’	 –	 since	2011.	

Current Migration Flows and their 
Impact on the EU
Migration	 today	 is	a	 systemic	phenomenon	 that	 can	
only	 be	 dealt	 with	 collectively	 and	 holistically.	 This	
point	is	of	particular	relevance	for	the	EU.	In	principle,	
the	extent	to	which	the	EU	is	sharing	a	common	space,	
common	institutions	and	a	common	legal	framework	
is	unique	in	the	world	and	means	there	is	a	substantial	
need	 for	 joint	 formulation	 and	 enforcement	 of	 its	
external	migration	policy.	

As	free	movement	of	people	within	the	EU	represents	
a	central	pillar	of	the	common	EU	project	and	of	the	
functioning	of	 its	single	market,	 the	management	of	
migration	 can	 only	 be	 tackled	 effectively	 at	 the	 EU	
level.	At	the	same	time,	the	EU	has	recognised,	at	least	
on	paper,	that	a	response	to	the	phenomenon	requires	
an	 integrated	 approach	 by	 its	 member	 states	 to	
migration,	asylum	and	external	border	management.	
In	other	words,	 it	both	recognises	the	 importance	of	
the	EU	level	of	governance	in	this	policy	area	as	well	
as	 the	need	 for	any	policy	action	 to	weave	 together	
initiatives	 pursued	 internally,	 externally	 and	 at	 the	 
EU’s	borders.13

The	 practice,	 however,	 is	 far	 messier.	 National	
preoccupations	 and	 agendas	 tend	 to	 trump	 the	
existence	 of	 a	 truly	 common	 European	 external	
migration	 policy.	 Individual	 EU	 member	 states	 face	
several	and	sometimes	distinct	challenges	related	to	
international	 migration.	 For	 example,	 the	 countries	
in	southern	Europe,	such	as	Greece,	 Italy,	Malta	and	
Spain,	 or	 those	 in	 the	 east,	 such	 as	 Hungary	 and	
Slovenia,	have	very	different	challenges	to	the	central	
European	member	states	 that	 lie	 farther	apart	 from	
the	migrants’	main	entry	points	into	the	EU.	

Variation	among	the	EU	member	states	have	caused	
deep	tensions	and	unleashed	trends	that	are	pulling	
them	 in	 different	 directions.	 Perhaps	 even	more	 so	
than	the	Eurozone	crisis	(though	perhaps	not	Brexit),	
the	visual	impact	of	walls	and	fences	within	the	EU	has	
fuelled	 a	 narrative	 of	 European	 disintegration.	 Over	
the	past	few	years,	this	has	generated	a	rather	strong	
wedge	between	the	core	and	the	periphery	within	the	
EU,	namely	between	 those	 countries	 that	 are	at	 the	
forefront	of	the	first	response	to	the	migration	coming	
from	the	MENA	region	and	those	that	do	not	share	a	
hard	(land)	or	soft	(sea)	border	with	the	countries	of	
origin	or	transit	of	migration.	

Furthermore,	it	is	becoming	more	evident	that	illegal	
networks,	such	as	human	smugglers,	are	undermining	
the	 capacity	 both	 of	 EU	 institutions	 and	 member	
states	to	control	migration	flows	along	the	EU	borders	
and	across	 intra-EU	frontiers.	

The Need to Harmonize Internal and 
External Policy Instruments 
When	 reflecting	 on	 the	 state	 of	 the	 EU’s	 external	
migration	policy	in	the	wake	of	the	current	movements	
of	people	from	the	MENA	region	and	beyond,	a	second	
point	 of	 analysis	 pertains	 to	 the	 broad	 array	 of	
instruments	that	need	to	be	deployed	to	manage	them.	
No	doubt	migration	 is	a	policy	 issue	 that	constructs	
and	highlights	the	intersections	between	internal	and	 
external	dimensions	of	policymaking.14

But	 current	 levels	 of	 globalisation	 have	 rendered	
obsolete	 any	 sharp	 distinction	 between	 ‘internal’	
and	 ‘external’	 dynamics	 and	 policies.	 This	 is	 true	
across	a	wide	range	of	policy	areas,	from	sustainable	
development,	 energy	 security	 and	 climate	 action	 to	
anti-terrorism	 policies,	 which	 necessarily	 require	
policy	 action	 both	 within	 and	 beyond	 any	 given	
international	 player.	 Nowhere	 in	 the	 world	 is	 the	
internal-external	 nexus	 more	 relevant	 than	 in	 the	
case	of	the	EU,	since	its	complex	set-up	of	decision-	
and	 policy-making	 structures	 encompass	 national,	 
intergovernmental	and	supranational	levels.	
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In	 particular	with	 regard	 to	migration,	 there	 can	 be	
no	 effective	 policy	 response	 without	 an	 integrated	
approach	that	combines	the	external	and	the	internal	
dimensions.	 In	 addition,	 the	 response	 needs	 to	 go	
beyond	 the	 so	 far	 predominant	 security-oriented	
framework.	On	the	one	hand,	this	means	integrating	
asylum,	border	and	external	migration	policies.	On	the	
other	hand,	both	internal	policies	(visa	regimes,	asylum	
systems,	relocation	of	refugees,	readmissions),	border	
policies	 (border	 control	 and	 protection,	 intelligence	
sharing)	 and	 external	 policies	 (foreign	 and	 security	
policy,	 humanitarian	 aid	 and	 development,	 conflict	
management	 and	 resolution)	 need	 to	 be	 broadly	 
construed	in	a	migration-friendly	manner.

This	means	that	in	order	to	address	the	unprecedented	
scale	and	complex	nature	of	current	migration	flows	
a	 comprehensive,	 multi-dimensional	 approach	
needs	 to	be	worked	out,	making	use	of	all	available	
policies	and	instruments	to	address	the	continuum	of	
migration	along	the	internal-external	axis.	This	would	
include	and	ensure	the	coherence	and	coordination	of	
foreign	policy	and	diplomacy,	 security,	 humanitarian	
assistance,	trade,	development,	employment,	culture,	
education	 and	 training,	 climate	 and	 energy	 policies.	
This	 is	 a	 herculean	 task	 for	 the	 EU	 in	 its	 current	
political	 and	 economic	 conditions	 and	 one	 that	 can	
precipitate	 further	 political	 polarisation	 and	 division	
among	its	member	states.	At	the	same	time,	this	is	an	 
inescapable	task.

A	third	point	that	derives	from	understanding	migration	
as	a	global	phenomenon	is	that	rather	than	focussing	
on	any	single	 ‘leg’	along	 the	pathway	of	migration	 -		
origin,	transit	or	destination	-	the	EU’s	action	should	
seek	to	address	the	spatial	 interrelations	created	by	
migration	all	along	the	pathway.	

Recent	attempts	at	tracing	and	damping	the	business	
model	 of	 the	 criminal	 networks	 that	 are	 involved	
in	 the	 exploitation	 of	 migrants	 and	 refugees	 are	
important	steps	as	they	have	been	able	to	illuminate	
the	 spatial	 and	 functional	 connections	 that	 exist	 all	
along	the	migration	pathway	by	resort	to	the	full	array	
of	instruments,	ranging	from	military	to	legal	actions	
and	 from	 intelligence	 sharing	 to	 police	 cooperation.	

Such	an	approach	could	give	the	EU	the	opportunity	
for	 better	 understanding	 of	when,	 in	 the	 process	 of	
migration,	the	human	security	of	migrants	is	starting	
to	 deteriorate,	 and	 how	 EU	 action	 can	 influence	
the	 process	 so	 that	 a	 more	 effective	 and	 moral	
management	 of	 the	 migration	 phenomenon	 can	 be	
ensured.	

Adjusting the EU’s Migration Policy 

In	 light	 of	 these	 benchmarks,	 how	 has	 the	 EU’s	
migration	 policy	 fared	 in	 confronting	 the	 current	
migration	 flows	 since	 2011?	 To	 contextualise	 the	
issue,	 it	 is	 fair	 to	 say	 that	 the	 EU	 has	 been	 taken	
by	surprise	by	 the	scale	of	 the	migration	flows	 that	
started	 to	manifest	 themselves	 in	 the	middle	of	 the	
Eurozone	crisis	and	in	the	aftermath	of	the	so-called	 
Arab	uprisings.	

The	 Eurozone	 crisis	 hit	 predominantly	 the	 southern	
European	 countries	 after	 2008-09,	 reducing	 their	
absorption	 capacity	 for	 migrants	 in	 both	 economic	
and	political	 terms	by	heightening	 the	 tensions	with	
the	 local	population.	The	so-called	 ‘Arab	Spring’	and	
in	 particular	 the	 conflicts	 in	 Syria	 and	 Libya	 both	
produced	 refugees	and	 reduced	 the	willingness	and	
ability	 of	 the	 governments	 in	 the	 MENA	 region	 in	
general	to	contain	flows	of	migrants	and	refugees	into	
the	EU.	Italy	had	been	ringing	alarm	bells	on	migration	
at	least	since	2013.	But	it	took	hundreds	of	deaths	in	
the	Mediterranean	Sea	 in	March	2015,	and	 then	 the	
opening	 of	 the	 Balkan	 route	 in	 the	 summer	 of	 that	
year	 for	 the	 issue	 to	be	 taken	more	seriously	at	 the	
EU	 level.	

In	 the	 last	 decade,	 the	 EU	 has	 taken	 major	 steps	
towards	building	a	comprehensive	policy	 to	address	
migration.	 The	 key	 underlying	 tenets	 of	 its	 policy	 
initiatives	include:

•	 addressing	the	root	causes	of	migration;
•	 externalizing	migration	control	to	non-EU	countries;	
•	 partially	 resettling	MENA	 refugees	 within	 the	 EU;	 
	 and	
•	 fighting	the	business	model	of	smuggling	networks.

However,	 results	 have	 been	 meager.	 The	 Global	
Approach	to	Migration	and	Mobility	(GAMM)	has	been	
the	 overarching	 framework	 for	 the	 EU’s	 external	
migration	and	asylum	policy	since	2005.15	On	paper,	
it	is	based	on	two	main	strands	and	goals:	on	the	one	
hand,	to	prevent	migration	into	the	EU	by	addressing	
the	root	causes	of	 the	phenomenon;	on	the	other,	 to	
externalize	 migration	 control	 to	 non-EU	 countries	
by	 forging	partnerships	with	 them.	This	meant	sub-
contracting	 the	 task	 of	 intercepting	 and	 stopping	
migration	 flows	 to	 countries	 bordering	 the	 Union,	
such	 as	 Turkey	 or	 the	 Balkan	 states.16

This	second	strand	in	particular	carries	a	great	number	
of	 implications.	 The	 externalisation	 of	 migration	
control	 is	 achieved	 through	 bilateral	 agreements,	
such	as	Mobility	Partnerships,	Common	Agendas	for	
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Migration	and	Mobility,	and	Partnership	Agreements,	
with	third	countries.	All	these	instruments	tend	to	link	
trade,	foreign	policy	cooperation	and	economic	aid	to	
the	 development	 of	 comprehensive	 and	 often	 very	
demanding	forms	of	migration	control	in	the	countries	
of	origin	and	transit.	

More	recently,	the	EU	has	added	two	additional	strands	
to	 its	 external	migration	 policy.	 The	 first	 entails	 the	
resettlement	of	refugees	from	the	MENA	countries	in	
the	EU	member	states,	the	second	concerns	fighting	
the	business	model	of	the	smuggling	networks.	From	
the	technical	point	of	view,	resettlement	is	the	transfer	
of	 non-EU	 national	 or	 stateless	 persons	 who	 have	
been	identified	as	in	need	of	international	protection	
to	an	EU	country	where	 they	are	admitted	either	on	
humanitarian	grounds	or	with	the	status	of	refugee.17

Resettlement	 numbers	 have	 so	 far	 not	 been	 very	
high,	despite	the	pledges	made	by	a	limited	number	
of	EU	member	states	and	the	 fact	 that	resettlement	
has	 become	 a	 key	 dimension	 of	 the	 new	 European	
Agenda	 on	 Migration	 outlined	 in	 May	 2015	 at	 the	
height	of	the	refugee	crisis.	It	can	be	argued	that	the	
EU’s	resettlement	policy	has	so	far	failed	dramatically	
due	to	the	lack	of	solidarity	among	its	member	states.	
This	is	shown	by	the	UNHCR	data	for	2015	according	
to	which	the	leading	countries	for	resettlement	were	
the	United	States,	 Canada	and	Australia.18

Turning	 to	 the	 fight	 against	 the	 smuggling	 and	
trafficking	 of	 migrants	 across	 the	 central	 part	 of	
the	southern	Mediterranean	Sea,	 this	 task	 is	mostly	
accomplished	 through	Operation Sophia,	 launched	 in	
early	 2015	 as	 a	 continuation	 –	 under	 the	 umbrella	
of	 the	 EU	External	 Action	Service	 –	 of	 the	 activities	
of	 the	 Italian	 mission	 Mare Nostrum.	 The	 mission	
core	mandate	 is	 to	 undertake	 systematic	 efforts	 to	
identify,	capture	and	dispose	of	vessels	and	enabling	
assets	 used	 or	 suspected	 of	 being	 used	 by	migrant	
smugglers	 or	 traffickers.	 In	 addition,	 starting	 from	
June	 2016,	 two	 supporting	 tasks	 have	 been	 added	
to	the	mandate	of	 the	mission:	1)	 the	training	of	 the	
Libyan	 coastguards	 and	 navy	 and	 2)	 contributing	 to	
the	 implementation	of	 the	UN	arms	embargo	on	the	
high	 seas	 off	 the	 coast	 of	 Libya.19

In	 terms	 of	 success,	 Operation Sophia	 has	 attained	
mixed	results.	The	 targeting	of	smuggling	networks,	
and	 burning	 of	wooden	 boats,	 has	 led	 to	 the	 usage	
of	 rubber	 dinghies	 and	 untrained	 migrants	 (often	
minors)	piloting	the	craft,	thus	leading	to	more	deaths	
during	 sea	 crossings.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 the	 impact	
on	 smuggling	 and	 trafficking	 activities	 has	 so	 far	
been	 negligible,	 as	 testified	 by	 the	 rate	 of	maritime	
arrivals	 in	 Italy	 that	 in	 2016	 has	 remained	 almost	
the	same	as	in	2015	(in	the	period	between	January	
and	September).20	 All	 in	 all,	 this	 paradigm	of	 action	
against	smuggling	networks	is	a	signal	of	the	growing	

militarisation	 trend	 that	 has	 accompanied	 the	 EU’s	
response	 to	migration	 flows	 in	 the	 past	 decade.	

Most	elements	of	the	EU’s	external	migration	approach	
have	been	informally	enshrined	into	the	March	2016	
EU-Turkey	Migration	Agreement,	which	can	be	defined	
as	a	political	arrangement	with	no	legal	ramifications	
on	either	 side.	This	 agreement	 stipulates	 the	 return	
of	 all	 irregular	 migrants	 (arrived	 after	 20	 March	
2016)	 from	Greece	 to	Turkey	and	 the	establishment	
of	a	one-for-one	 resettlement	scheme	based	on	 the	
‘one	 in,	 one	out’	 principle,	whereby	 for	 every	Syrian	
returned	 to	Turkey,	 the	EU	will	allow	another	Syrian	
refugee	to	enter	the	EU	legally.	

All	in	all,	the	agreement	is	clearly	based	on	three	out	of	
four	of	the	tenets	discussed	above:	it	aims	at	curbing	
migration	 by	 externalizing	 its	 control	 to	 a	 non-EU	
country	 (i.e.	Turkey)	and	by	allowing	only	 the	partial	
resettlement	of	a	 limited	number	of	refugees	within	
the	 EU.	 As	 much	 as	 the	 agreement	 is	 problematic	
from	legal	and	political	perspectives,	it	has	also	been	
much	criticised	in	light	of	its	failure	to	provide	for	the	
minimum	standards	of	humanitarian	protection	to	the	
people	on	the	move.21

Implications of the EU’s Current  
Response to Migration   

All	in	all,	the	scale	of	the	migration	phenomenon	and	
the	EU’s	initial	passivity	towards	it	galvanized	a	political	
scramble,	 which	 is	 still	 ongoing,	 to	 cobble	 together	
a	 balanced	 and	 comprehensive	 response.	 However,	
questions	arise	concerning	whether	the	EU’s	reactive	
and	 nationally-oriented	 response	 is	 indeed	 capable	
of	living	up	to	the	challenge.	To	what	extent	does	the	
EU’s	current	response	represent	a	true	change	of	gear	
or	direction	with	respect	 to	 the	policies	of	 the	past?	
And	how	 far	 do	 current	 initiatives	 hold	 the	 promise	
of	moving	towards	a	clear	and	sustainable	migration	
policy	that	addresses	challenges	and	opportunities	in	
the	short-to-medium	as	well	as	the	long	term?

The	EU’s	current	response	to	the	migration	crisis	has	
several	important	implications.	

Dependency on non-EU partners.	 The	 EU-Turkey	
Migration	Agreement	stands	as	a	clear	exemplification	
of	the	extent	to	which	the	EU	is	ultimately	dependent	
on	the	compliance	of	partner	countries	to	manage	the	
current	migration	flows.	This	places	a	disproportionate	
burden	on	the	often	fragile	shoulders	of	the	countries	of	
the	MENA	that	are	required	to	develop	administrative,	
legal	 and	 coercive	 capabilities	 with	 a	 view	 to	
implementing	 detention	 policies,	 Assisted	 Voluntary	
Return	 and	 Reintegration	 (AVRR),	 readmissions,	
border	 management	 and	 controls,	 anti-smuggling	
and	anti-fraud	measures,	while	safeguarding	human	
rights	 and	 humanitarian	 protection.

5



Amplification of insecurity in the MENA region.	The	EU’s	
attempt	to	first	externalise	and	more	recently	to	stem	
the	 flows	 of	migrants	 in	 the	 eastern	Mediterranean	
Sea	 by	 sending	 them	 back	 to	 Turkey	 –	 as	 foreseen	
by	 the	EU-Turkey	Migration	Agreement	–	entails	 the	
mass	concentration	of	refugees	and	asylum	seekers	
in	 the	 countries	 of	 the	 MENA	 region.	 This	 not-so-
temporary	outcome	is	in	itself	destabilising	owing	to	
the	impact	of	sheer	numbers	and	financial	stress	on	
the	socio-economic	and	political	conditions	of	the	host	
countries.	Regional	insecurity	is	thus	further	amplified	
by	the	EU’s	response	to	migration.	This	runs	counter	
to	the	stated	objective	of	 tackling	the	root	causes	of	
the	migration	 phenomenon.

A move away from humanitarian to security incentives. 
Furthermore,	 as	migration	 is	 a	 global	 phenomenon,	
it	 is	 important	 to	measure	 the	EU’s	migration	policy	
in	 terms	 of	 its	 being	 in	 tune	 with	 global	 practices	
and	 norms.	 One	 among	 them	 is	 the	 humanitarian	
imperative	 that	 seems	 to	 be	 at	 risk	when	 looked	 at	
through	 the	 lens	of	 the	EU’s	policies	 in	 this	domain.	
The	treatment	of	refugees	and	asylum	seekers	in	the	
territory	of	the	Union	as	well	as	in	the	countries	upon	
which	the	EU	relies	in	the	context	of	its	externalisation	
policy	 does	 not	 always	 appear	 to	 align	 with	 the	
values	generally	 professed	by	 the	EU	 internally	 and	
externally,	 as	 demonstrated	 by	 the	 situation	 in	 the	 
infamous	Calais	‘jungle’.22

Further jeopardizing EU-MENA relations.	The	current	
migration	 and	 refugee	 crisis	 has	 happened	 at	 a	
crucial	 moment	 for	 the	 EU	 and	 its	 relations	 to	 the	
MENA	region	in	the	aftermath	of	the	Arab	uprisings.	
While	the	EU	has	been	trying	since	2011	to	develop	a	
new	set	of	cooperation	initiatives	and	policies	in	line	
with	the	new	realities	in	the	different	countries	of	the	
region,	 the	EU’s	 response	 to	migration	 risks	 further	
jeopardizing	 the	possibility	 to	move	 towards	a	more	
sustainable	 and	 effective	 set	 of	 relations.	

Indeed,	 especially	 among	 the	 people	 of	 the	 MENA	
region	there	is	a	heightened	feeling	of	disillusionment	
and	disaffection	 vis-à-vis	 the	EU	as	a	 foreign	policy	
actor	 capable	 of	 addressing	 their	 real	 needs.	 This	
is	 likely	 to	make	 the	EU’s	stance	and	policies	 in	 the	
MENA	 region	 look	 ever	 less	 appealing.		
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