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Migration from Africa to Europe has, 
since  the long summer of migration  in 
2015, been at the top of the European 

political agenda. As right-wing parties have gained 
at the ballot box through their anti-migration rhet-
oric, the priority for most policymakers has been 
to look tough and – above all – to prevent such an 
experience from ever happening again.

To this end, the European Union (EU) and individ-
ual EU member states have devoted large amounts 
of resources to trying to keep people in Africa. One 
usually speaks of carrots and sticks, but given the 
sheer scale and variety of interventions it might be 
more appropriate to speak of bushels of the former 
and bundles of the latter. As this feature demon-
strates in great detail, an awful lot of activity has 
been going on.

Being based in Europe, we are generally only ex-
posed to European accounts of what is happening 
and why it is happening when it comes to migra-
tion. In order to break through our own filter bub-
ble, we set out to explore the question of migration 
from a more African perspective. This feature is the 
result of that endeavour.

In the pages accompanying this introduction, you 
will find seventeen voices from Europe and Africa 
that we have set into virtual conversation with each 
other. Their responses are cleaned and condensed 
versions of the telephone interviews we had with 
them, and all participants approved their final texts 
prior to publication as accurate reflections of their 
ideas. Our primary motivation in speaking to them 
was to try to understand what this onslaught of mi-
gration-related intervention looks like and feels like 
on both sides of the Mediterranean.

What projects have been happening, and how have 
they affected African communities? How have Af-
rican states balanced European demands with do-
mestic pressures and priorities? How do African 
policymakers and citizens even understand migra-
tion? What are their own migration agendas? And 
how can Europe and Africa reset the conversation 

on migration to the benefit of all? These are just a 
few of the many questions we asked our partici-
pants, and time and time again their answers sur-
prised us and brought nuance to what is all too 
often a one-sided conversation. Producing this 
feature has been an enormous learning experience 
for us, and we warmly encourage you to explore its 
many pages in the hope that it will be for you too.

Is there a migrant crisis?
According to the Pew Research Centre, in 2017 
there were somewhere between 3.9 and 4.8 million 
unauthorised immigrants living in the member 
states of the European Union and European Free 
Trade Area, up from 3.0-3.7 million in 2014. Ac-
cording to Eurostat, around half a million migrants 
registered for asylum in EU member states in 2014. 
In both 2015 and 2016 the number was almost 
three times that amount (1.2 million per year).

This spike led to what is often referred to in the 
destination countries as the ‘migrant crisis’. The 
numbers involved, however, scarcely amounted to a 
crisis. As Pew points out, unauthorised immigrants 
still amount to less than 1% of the 500 million peo-
ple living in the 27 EU member states, four EFTA 
member states and the UK. It is also important to 
note that new arrivals have dropped significantly 
since 2015, with just over 600,000 people entering 
the EU irregularly in 2019 according to Frontex, the 
agency that controls the borders of the European 
Schengen Area.

For Europe, the impact of the spike in 2015 was 
primarily political. Reflecting the polarisation of 
public opinion within and between countries, Eu-
ropean governments and politicians adopted diver-
gent responses. Angela Merkel’s Germany initially 
adopted an open-door approach and accepted 
nearly one million migrants, mostly refugees from 
the Syrian conflict, as part of a ‘culture of welcom-
ing’ policy. After less than a year, the policy was 
reversed in the face of electoral advances by the 
populist right-wing party Alternative for Germany 
(AfD). Right-wing parties in other member states 
also grasped the opportunity to recruit new sup-

https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/mediterranean-journeys-in-hope/long-year-of-migration-and-balkan-corridor/
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2019/11/13/europes-unauthorized-immigrant-population-peaks-in-2016-then-levels-off/
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/2995521/7203832/3-04032016-AP-EN.pdf/790eba01-381c-4163-bcd2-a54959b99ed6
https://frontex.europa.eu/along-eu-borders/migratory-map/
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porters. Their rhetoric exacerbated and, to an ex-
tent, defined these migration flows as a crisis.

Hungary, Poland and the Czech Republic rejected 
the EU Commission’s co-hosting metric – a pro-
posal for all member states to accept a proportional 
share of asylum seekers – and closed their borders 
to migrants. Centrist politicians in other countries, 
recognising that their electoral majorities were at 
risk, pushed for the EU to produce a fast and visible 
response. The first result was the 2016 EU-Turkey 
agreement. This promised Turkey €6 billion in fi-
nancial assistance and a more liberal visa regime 
for its citizens if Turkey successfully restricted the 
flow of people – mainly from Syria and Afghanistan 
but also the Horn of Africa – into Greece.

To limit the number of migrants using the Mediter-
ranean’s most dangerous route from Libya to south-
ern Europe, the EU Commission and individual EU 
member states – notably Italy and Malta – sought 
to further externalise the securitisation of Europe’s 
borders into Africa. From now on responsibility for 
managing migration would be shared with countries 
of origin and transit. To this end, in late 2015, a sum-
mit was organised in the Maltese capital of Valletta 
to get European and African states onto the same 
page. The subsequent Valletta Action Plan detailed 
priority areas including addressing the root causes of 
irregular migration and the protection of refugees. 
However, for the EU negotiators, the overarching 
concern was the suppression of unauthorised mi-
gration. A concrete framework was finalised in June 

2016, three months after the agreement with Turkey.

Describing migratory pressure from Africa as the 
“new normal”, the EU Commission announced a 
revival of bilateral partnerships with third coun-
tries in the form of “compacts”. The African coun-
tries prioritised were Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, Mali 
and Ethiopia. The framework governing these com-
pacts called for increased collaboration and prom-
ised support for UN plans to develop alternative 
routes into legal migration. However, it was once 
again clear that the EU’s pre-eminent concern was 
“breaking the business model of the people smug-
glers”. As many of our contributors argue, this em-
phasis on countering migrant smuggling, human 
trafficking and ‘irregular’ migration has not only 
led to the increased securitisation of migration, but 

reoriented and subordinated development funding 
to migration governance and management as well.

The securitisation of the Mediterranean
Securitisation permeates migrant journeys made 
from Africa to Europe, from point of departure to 
well after arriving in the destination country. Often 
driven to migrate by the absence of physical or hu-
man security in their home countries, migrants face 
securitised borders as well as state and non-state ac-
tors seeking to exploit their vulnerability along land 
and sea routes. And on arrival, migrants face an in-
creasingly fragmented security environment: some-
times detained, sometimes encouraged to move on, 
and often at risk of exploitation and abuse.

Securitisation permeates migrant journeys made from Africa 

to Europe, from point of departure to well after arriving in the 

destination country. 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_16_2072
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If African migration to Europe has long been op-
posed on economic and cultural grounds, more 
recently it has been assimilated into the rhetoric 
of insecurity by situating it as a driver of such di-
verse ‘globalised’ threats as terrorism, organised 
crime and the spread of disease. That migrants are 
characterised as security threats is ironic given that 
many are themselves fleeing insecurity. So too is the 
fact that the security measures supposedly imposed 
to counter the ‘threat’ further undermine migrant’s 
security and wellbeing.

Whilst the EU strategy to reduce migration uses 
both hard and soft power, precedence is given to 
the former. The EU has spent vast sums of mon-
ey upgrading the security infrastructure of transit 
states as well as its own high-tech assets in the sea, 
air and space. In the central Mediterranean, search 
and rescue (SAR) – promoted as a priority in the 
partnership framework – is secondary to coun-
tering migrant smuggling. This is demonstrated 
by the EU’s refusal to help pay to continue Italy’s 
Mare Nostrum operation in 2014, which did prior-
itise SAR and which saved well in excess of 100,000 
migrants before it was shut down. It was replaced 
by the Frontex-led Operation Triton. With less 
funding than its predecessor and fewer air and sea 
assets, the number of migrants drowning whilst at-
tempting the crossing increased from an estimat-
ed four in every thousand crossings to 24 in every 
thousand. Triton was re-named Operation Themis 
in 2018. Its new mandate – in conformity with the 
Italian government’s hard line against irregular mi-
gration – removed the automatic authorisation to 
disembark rescued migrants in Italian ports.

Alongside Triton, EUNAVFOR Med – also known 
as Operation Sophia – was established in 2015 un-
der the EU’s Common Security and Defence Policy 
to disrupt migrant smuggling from North Africa to 
southern Europe. SAR was not part of  its mandate, 
although between 2015 and 2018 its assets  rescued 
49,000 people. During almost the same period vessels 
operated by humanitarian NGOs saved over 100,000 
migrants. Critics of Sophia, including a UK House of 
Lords report, argued that its profile and objective was 

incompatible with SAR and that rescuing migrants in 
international waters “incentivises” smugglers to send 
migrants to sea in unseaworthy vessels.

Italy withdrew its political support for Sophia ear-
lier this year, and as a result it was replaced by EU-
NAVFOR Med Irini on 1 April 2020. Irini’s mandate 
is primarily to implement the UN arms embargo on 
Libya, although it continues to be tasked with dis-
rupting the business model of migrant smuggling 
as well as training the Libyan Coast Guard. SAR 
is not explicitly mentioned in the council decision 
establishing Irini, but its assets are required by mar-
itime law to come to the aid of vessels in distress. 
However, in an explicit concession to the incentiv-
isation argument, its vessels have been deliberately 
stationed away from the routes most commonly 
taken by the boats transporting migrants.

With the effective withdrawal of EU and member 
state assets from pro-active SAR in the central 
Mediterranean, and the ambivalent activities of the 
Libyan Coast Guard, rescue at sea has been left to 
humanitarian organisations and private commer-
cial vessels. Both have a clear duty under interna-
tional law to assist persons in danger at sea. Never-
theless, as Sandra Hammamy explains, EU member 
states have sought to restrict these SAR actions by 
prosecuting humanitarian actors and by confiscat-
ing rescue vessels.

The hostile takeover of development aid
Alongside security measures, the EU has also 
sought to repurpose development aid to tackle the 
root causes of migration. Job creation programmes 
are, unsurprisingly, a prime example of this sort of 
work. Yet, whilst this sort of aid can be beneficial 
to the countries receiving it, the partnership frame-
work  makes clear who the EU hopes will benefit 
most from its largess: “A mix of positive and neg-
ative incentives will be integrated into the EU’s 
development and trade policies to reward those 
countries willing to cooperate effectively with the 
EU on migration management and ensure there are 
consequences for those who refuse”. Development 
is now a tool of European border control.

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-italy-migrants-eu/italy-to-end-sea-rescue-mission-that-saved-100000-migrants-idUSKBN0IK22220141031
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-italy-migrants-eu/italy-to-end-sea-rescue-mission-that-saved-100000-migrants-idUSKBN0IK22220141031
https://blogs.prio.org/2018/07/record-deaths-at-sea-will-regional-disembarkation-help-save-lives/
https://blogs.prio.org/2018/07/record-deaths-at-sea-will-regional-disembarkation-help-save-lives/
https://www.operationsophia.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Council-Decision-CFSP-2015778-of-18-May-2015.pdf
https://www.politico.eu/article/europe-deadly-migration-strategy-leaked-documents/?fbclid=IwAR2sCEaZHBkhQ9O3hYZoNrVmDlkxvgU2R24Ewkdcw9ZE6_D2hmZeUM9T7Ak
https://www.politico.eu/article/europe-deadly-migration-strategy-leaked-documents/?fbclid=IwAR2sCEaZHBkhQ9O3hYZoNrVmDlkxvgU2R24Ewkdcw9ZE6_D2hmZeUM9T7Ak
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13523260.2018.1558879
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13523260.2018.1558879
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201516/ldselect/ldeucom/144/14402.htm
https://www.law.ox.ac.uk/research-subject-groups/centre-criminology/centreborder-criminologies/blog/2020/03/duty-rescue
https://www.law.ox.ac.uk/research-subject-groups/centre-criminology/centreborder-criminologies/blog/2020/03/duty-rescue
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/beyond-trafficking-and-slavery/after-migration-crisis-focus-search-and-rescue-mediterranean#22
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_16_2072
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_16_2072
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The primary mechanism for this work is the  EU 
Emergency Trust for Africa  (EUTF). As of May 
2020, 225 programmes have received funding from 
the EUTF in 26 countries across three regions: the 
Sahel and Lake Chad, the Horn of Africa and North 
Africa. Most of these are either strongly security re-
lated, such as capacity raising for local police forces, 
or attempt to promote “economic and employment 
opportunities”. The Youth Empowerment Project 
based in The Gambia, which this feature highlights, 
is a high-profile example of the latter. So far the 
YEP has supported around 250 youth-led start-ups 
with the equivalent of $1,000 in seed money each. 
A minority of projects under the EUTF also engage 
in areas like food and water security, education, and 
conflict prevention.

The EUTF has received more than €4.7 billion in 
pledges to date. Although this exceeds previous lev-
els of EU development aid to the continent, it falls 
well short of the estimated €27 billion sent home 
in remittances each year by African migrants liv-
ing and working in Europe. Perhaps unsurprisingly 
then, the EUTF has yet to have a major impact on 
African migration.

The EUTF is premised on a misguided understand-
ing of both the drivers of migration from Africa 
and the relationship between migration and de-
velopment. This is a point that our contributors 
repeatedly emphasise. For the fact is, migration 
within and outside the continent is marked by 
mixed motivations. A  recent UNDP study  found 
that often the decision to migrate is based less on 
immediate poverty than ‘choice-lessness’ – the 
absence of, or severe limits to, life opportunities. 
When it asked over 3000 African migrants in Eu-
rope why they had left, only 36% cited conflict or 
human rights abuses. The rest of the sample cited 
economic betterment or related aspirational ration-
ales as their main motivation for migrating. They 
weren’t so much moving away as moving toward.

Active or passive agents? African actors 
and the migration question
How then have African states, regional agencies, 

and civil society balanced the aspirations of citi-
zens, their own economic and political priorities, 
and the demands of the EU?

Those who were asked this question as part of this 
project provided a two-pronged answer. A first 
reaction was to highlight Europe’s role in creating 
many of the conditions that lead to migration – be 
it through colonialism, the violent exploitation of 
African labour and natural resources, or through 
military interventions and support for states sus-
pected of human rights violations.

A second reaction was to emphasise the divergence 
between European and African perceptions of, and 
approaches to, migration. While European actors 
have pushed a rhetoric of migration and refugee ‘cri-
sis’ and chosen to securitise migration, their African 
counterparts have stressed the importance of migra-
tion as a lever for development and argued for legal 
pathways for regular mobility, as well as the need for 
a humanitarian response to irregular migration.

This African approach to migration is underscored 
in numerous statements and policy and legal doc-
uments. It stems partly from the African culture of 
human solidarity and partly from Africa’s long his-
tory of migratory flows, and thus from the cultural 
and social bonds that link many African commu-
nities within and across countries. It also reflects 
Africa’s empirical realities. On a continent where 
artificial colonial borders often bisect traditional 
ethnic homelands, communities in countries of or-
igin and transit often rely on hosting and transport-
ing migrants – usually not understood as a criminal 
activity – to generate employment and income. In 
these circumstances, it is believed that enhancing 
border security alone can only temporarily restrict 
migrant flows and might, in fact, lead to unintend-
ed consequences.

Despite this apparent common belief in the transfor-
mational potential of migration, however, African 
actors have adopted different attitudes toward Eu-
ropean migration rhetoric and pressure. Countries 
such as Ethiopia have strategically used the negoti-

https://ec.europa.eu/trustfundforafrica/index_en
https://ec.europa.eu/trustfundforafrica/index_en
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/beyond-trafficking-and-slavery/after-migration-crisis-focus-eu-funded-youth-empowerment-project
https://www.undp.org/content/dam/rba/docs/Reports/UNDP-Scaling-Fences-EN-2019.pdf
https://www.undp.org/content/dam/rba/docs/Reports/UNDP-Scaling-Fences-EN-2019.pdf
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/beyond-trafficking-and-slavery/after-migration-crisis-african-responses-eus-agenda#17
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/beyond-trafficking-and-slavery/after-migration-crisis-african-responses-eus-agenda#17
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ation capital stemming from their position as “aid 
donor darling” to advance their domestic migration 
and development agendas. But others have struggled 
to balance demands from Europe with those ema-
nating from their citizenry. Mali, for example, has 
strongly  pushed back  against Europe’s demands to 
readmit migrants forcibly returned to the country 
because of the pressure coming from civil society. 
This is also the case of Niger,  Europe’s presumed 
“migration laboratory”. Despite being a member of 
the Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS), which allows the free movement of peo-
ple within its borders, Niger has criminalised migra-
tion-related economic activity under pressure from 
the EU. This approach has been widely criticised by 
Nigeriens, who contest what they see as their gov-
ernment’s subservience to European interests.

Covid-19 and the future of unauthorised 
migration from Africa
The UN Commission for Africa has estimated that 
between 300,000 and 3.3 million Africans could die 
as a result of coronavirus before the end of 2020. 
The impact on the economy could result in 27 mil-
lion being pushed into extreme poverty. There is 
also growing evidence that the Covid-19 pandem-
ic is changing attitudes of state and non-state ac-
tors, as well as the wider population, in countries 
along the three main migration routes. A report by 
the Global Initiative Against Transnational Organ-
ized Crime finds that communities in southern Lib-
ya are calling on the groups controlling the border 
to intercept migrant transport. Those involved in 
moving migrants across Algeria’s southern border 
are apparently voluntarily limiting their activities. 
The report speculates that whilst there is currently 
fear of contagion in the region and a ‘stigma’ against 
human movement, increased unemployment and 
Covid-19 outbreaks are likely to compel many to 
migrate in the near future.

A further immediate impact of the pandemic has 
been the official closure of Italian, Maltese and 
Libyan ports to humanitarian rescue vessels, with 
all three states declaring that their ports no longer 
constitute ‘safe places’ of disembarkation. With all 

other rescue vessels confined to port, by early-April 
only the German NGO Sea-Eye’s  Alan Kurdi  was 
patrolling the central Mediterranean. After making 
two rescues off the Libyan coast, the vessel had 150 
rescued migrants on board but was unable to dock. 
With no port willing to allow the rescued migrants 
to disembark, twelve days passed before the Italian 
authorities transferred the rescued migrants to a 
passenger ferry for quarantine. The Alan Kurdi was 
later confiscated for technical irregularities, ac-
cording to the Italian authorities. Sea-Eye and oth-
er humanitarian rescue organisations perceive this 
latest confiscation as a further attempt to stifle non-
state SAR in the Mediterranean. This took place at 
a time when the Italian government announced a 
six-month amnesty for African migrants working 
as agricultural labourers in an effort to prevent a 
large part of the country’s harvest being lost.

It is too early to predict the overall impact of Cov-
id-19 on migration from Africa to Europe. Howev-
er, given the stark disparity in wealth, and hence life 
chances for those living on the two continents, the 
fundamental conditions will persist. So, whilst the 
externalisation of border security into Africa and 
the perilous situation in Libya have contributed to 
reducing flows since 2017, this is liable to be tem-
porary. For the EU, the political dilemma caused by 
unauthorised migration not only from Africa, but 
also Syria, Afghanistan and elsewhere, is likely to 
deepen. The pandemic seems to have further loos-
ened cohesion within the EU’s institutions, already 
under pressure following the fallout from the finan-
cial crisis. The electorates in many parts of the EU 
are turning away from the mainstream liberalism of 
Europe’s traditional governing parties – and the EU 
itself – to populist parties that are markedly nation-
alistic and anti-migrant.

These trends are likely to continue unless the EU and 
mainstream parties find a way to reset the conver-
sation on migration, embrace its benefits as well as 
its challenges, and make good on their promises on 
legal pathways so that people stop dying high-profile 
and needless deaths on the Mediterranean.

https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/beyond-trafficking-and-slavery/after-migration-crisis-focus-ethiopian-jobs-compact
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/beyond-trafficking-and-slavery/after-migration-crisis-focus-ethiopian-jobs-compact
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/beyond-trafficking-and-slavery/after-migration-crisis-focus-returning-migrants
https://www.newsdeeply.com/refugees/articles/2018/05/22/niger-europes-migration-laboratory
https://www.newsdeeply.com/refugees/articles/2018/05/22/niger-europes-migration-laboratory
https://www.uneca.org/publications/covid-19-africa-protecting-lives-and-economies
https://globalinitiative.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/GIATOC-Policy-Brief-003-Smuggling-COVID-28Apr0930-proof-4.pdf
https://globalinitiative.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/GIATOC-Policy-Brief-003-Smuggling-COVID-28Apr0930-proof-4.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/10/libyan-officials-migrants-stopped-seaports-unsafe
https://sea-eye.org/en/harassment-of-rescue-ship-alan-kurdi-prevents-next-mission/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/05/thousands-undocumented-migrants-italian-work-permits-200513181704599.html
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The many faces of African migration

How has migration from Africa 

changed over the last decades?

Migration from Africa has been 
conceptualised in various ways: 
as a drag on development, as rural 
to urban movements, as intra-re-
gional movements, as a conse-
quence of poverty and as an out-

come of individual decision-making processes. Yet, 
all these are mostly fallacies.

First, migration is not an outcome of poverty. In 
Africa, people migrated over long distances un-
hindered by artificial boundaries both before and 
shortly after independence. It was the post-inde-
pendence search for sovereignty that introduced 
concepts like ‘international migration’ and prompt-
ed governments to securitise national borders and 
jealously guard the limited employment opportu-
nities available in their various countries. Second, 
migration is not always the result of independent 
decision-making processes but rather an outcome 
of community-based decision-making processes. 
Families and communities often pool resources 
to sponsor a migrant or migrants in the hope that 
these migrants will maintain close links with and 
ultimately benefit the families and communities left 
behind. This is the case even in the poorest coun-
tries of the Sahel.

Third, the money that the African diaspora sends 
back as remittances has now overtaken overseas 
development assistance. An estimated $60 bil-
lion was remitted yearly between 2012 and 2016. 
This is more than official development assistance 
to the continent as well as a more stable source of 
financing than foreign direct investment. These 
remittances first came in trickles, but the trickles 
were very important. They were used to invest in 
housing, agricultural activity and services that local 
authorities are supposed to provide, such as roads, 
potable water and better educational systems. They 
weren’t, as many economists have led us to believe, 
used for conspicuous consumption.  

Why do many Africans migrate 

and where do they want to go? 

Afrobarometer is an independent, 
pan-African, nonpartisan survey re-
search network that provides reliable 
data on Africans’ experiences and 
evaluations of quality of life, gov-
ernance, and democracy. Our main 
goal is to ensure that the voices and 

opinions of African citizens feed into policymaking. 
In our seventh round of surveys, which were con-
ducted between late 2016 and late 2018 in 34 African 
countries, we asked participants about migration. 
There had been reports of young Africans dying on 
the Mediterranean and in the Sahel desert while at-
tempting to get to Europe, and we at Afrobarometer 
sought to better understand these media stories.

Some of these stories were not entirely false, but 
there were also several myths that were debunked 
by our data. Take the profile of African migrants, 
who are often described as poor people desperate to 
leave the continent. In fact, the data tells us that the 
non-poor are as likely to consider migrating as the 
poor are. The majority are young, between 18 and 
35, and they mainly want to migrate to find better 
jobs or escape poverty. Other reasons – cited by far 
fewer potential migrants – include pursuing busi-
ness opportunities, or to further their education. 

A second myth relates to the destination of mi-
grants. There is a widespread perception that all 
African migrants want to go to North America or 
Europe. But the most preferred destination for po-
tential migrants is another country within Africa: 
29% cite another country within their region, while 
7% look elsewhere on the continent. In practice, the 
International Organization for Migration reports 
that more than 80% of Africa’s migration involves 
moving within the continent. Among potential mi-
grants, Europe (27%) and North America (22%) are 
the second and third most preferred destinations. 
Australia, the Middle East, and Asia and Central/
South America attract much less interest. 

Aderanti Adepoju Josephine Appiah-
Nyamekye Sanny
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Southern Africans are most likely to prefer in-
tra-African migration, albeit with wide country 
variations. For instance, in Lesotho, Zimbabwe and 
Malawi, more than two-thirds of potential migrants 
said that they would rather stay in Southern Africa. 
Yet in Mauritius, less than one in twenty want to 
stay within Africa. 

In contrast, West Africans are more likely to want 
to go to Europe or North America than potential 
migrants in other regions, although here, too, num-
bers vary by country. Large majorities of potential 
migrants from Cape Verde, The Gambia, Senegal, 
Sierra Leone and Ghana indicated a preference for 
Europe or North America. But in Burkina Faso and 
Niger about 60%-80% of potential migrants stated 
they wanted to stay within Africa. North Africa 
shows the strongest preference for Europe. Less 
than 1% of Moroccan potential migrants, for in-
stance, said they would want to stay in Africa. 

Where do African migrants go 

when they don’t go to Europe?

The route that has received the 
most attention lately is, of course, 
the Mediterranean route to Europe 
that goes through Sudan, Egypt 
and Libya. However, if you look 
at statistics, you will see that mi-

gration is a regional phenomenon. The majority of 
African migrants migrate within the African conti-
nent. They largely move to neighbouring countries. 

In the IGAD region, over two-thirds of migrants 
are hosted in other countries within the region. For 
those who migrate out of the region, the majority of 
them migrate to the countries of the Gulf Cooper-
ation Council. They transit through Djibouti and 
cross over the Gulf to Yemen. A significant number 
also head towards South Africa, but because they 
cross over land reliable data for that route are scarce. 

Migration flows towards the Middle East have 

grown while flows towards Libya and across the 
Mediterranean have declined. This is in part due 
to Europe’s policy responses and in part due to the 
collapse of the Libyan government and the rise of 
migrant detentions. Perhaps I should qualify this: 
we don’t actually know whether less people are 
travelling to Libya. We only know that the number 
of people crossing the Mediterranean has declined. 
My take is that flows to Libya have continued to 
grow or perhaps have declined marginally, we just 
don’t see this because more and more people are 
being detained. 

In any case, what makes Gulf countries more ap-
pealing to African migrants and refugees than Eu-
ropean countries is access to work. We hear stories 
of people who have travelled to Gulf countries and 
gotten jobs almost immediately, while in Europe 
access to work is only granted to regular migrants. 
Irregular migrants are closed off from everything. 
This partly explains why many of those travelling 
to the Gulf are young, unskilled and uneducated. 
They’re able to find work in the informal sector 
there, for example in domestic work, looking after 
livestock or poultry production. More recently, we 
have seen an increasing number of unaccompanied 
minors travelling to the Gulf. The data suggests that 
they currently amount to approximately 20% of the 
total number of Africans travelling to the region. 
This is a situation that we are closely monitoring.

The Horn of Africa is one of the main 
areas of origin for African migrants and 
refugees. Why is that?
The countries belonging to IGAD (Intergovernmen-
tal Authority on Development) in the East and Horn 
of Africa regions all have long histories of mobility. 
We had a long history of trade including the Saharan 
movements, Arab traders along the Indian Ocean 
coastline, and Portuguese settlers in East Africa long 
before the 1889 Berlin Conference organised Eu-
rope’s imperial ambitions in Africa. People from the 
region have also long travelled to Mecca for pilgrim-
age. Additionally, we have cultures and communities 
transcending national boundaries across the region.
In recent times, however, conflict and insecurity 

Charles Obila
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have driven large migration flows in and out of the 
East and Horn of Africa regions. Conflicts in Soma-
lia and South Sudan, the Eritrea-Ethiopia war, and 
the Ugandan government’s conflict with the Lord’s 
Resistance Army have all led to the death, suffer-
ing, and displacement. South Sudan’s civil war, for 
example, created around 1.9 million refugees and 
over two million internally displaced persons be-
tween 2013 and 2015. Secondary mobility, especial-
ly for the youth, is high in refugee camps as people 
move to urban areas in search of opportunities.

Beyond this, climate change and natural disasters 
are increasingly driving people out of their homes 
and communities. IGAD is one of the African re-
gions most affected by drought. IGAD was origi-
nally named the Intergovernmental Authority on 
Drought and Development when it was created in 
1986, and its purpose was to coordinate efforts to 
combat droughts and other natural disasters in the 
region. Droughts now occur every two years. We’ve 
worked hard to improve both our response and the 
resilience of communities, but these natural disas-
ters have intensified and are driving more and more 
people across borders.

So people are moving for many reasons. It’s not only 
displacement, it’s not only migration – it’s a mix of 
drivers and people with different protection needs. 
This has given rise to the phenomenon of mixed 
migration, which is now a permanent feature of mi-
gration dynamics in the region. You cannot really 
differentiate one ‘type’ of flow from another.

What has changed since the so-

called migration crisis of 2015?

The year 2015 was presented as a 
crisis of migration due to the un-
precedented and spectacular del-
uge of migrants into Europe. The 
majority of these migrants were 
from the war-ravaged societies of 

Afghanistan, Syria, and Iraq. Only a minority were 
from Africa.

Several dynamics explain the migratory flows from 
Africa to Europe at the time. Some are connected 
to demographic trends. While it’s true that many 
African migrants were running from conflicts 
in Eritrea, Ethiopia and the Sahel region, others 
were simply restless and unemployed youth. They 
wrongfully believed the hype about life in Europe 
and were prepared to bear any risk to get to their 
preferred destinations there.

There were political dynamics at play too, espe-
cially the destabilisation and collapse of Libya. 
Before its collapse, Libya had free healthcare, free 
education and high employment levels. It was also 
resource-rich and human resource-poor, so it wel-
comed other Africans and non-Africans who came 
there to work. The breakdown of social norms of 
governance that followed Qaddafi’s demise in 2011 
created a vacuum that allowed previously sup-
pressed tribal groups to spring up and take control 
of migration routes. This has had catastrophic con-
sequences for migrants.

The European response to these dynamics was nei-
ther appropriate nor effective. Europe subcontracted 
the defence of its borders to Mediterranean coun-
tries such as Morocco and Libya, even though the 
latter has long stopped being a functional state. At 
the same time, several countries failed to adhere to 
the principle of burden sharing and refused to ab-
sorb or even give temporary shelter to new arrivals. 
Countries like Greece, Italy and Spain complained 
of course, but in a context where right-wing polit-
ical parties were instrumentalising migration these 
states’ actions were, to an extent, understandable.

Aderanti Adepoju



1717

The EU’s relationship with migration

How does the EU approach 

mobility for non-citizens?

With the initiation of the Schen-
gen agreement in 1985, a signifi-
cant filter has been built into the 
European Union’s approach to 
mobility. The dismantling of bor-
ders inside the Schengen Area and 

the facilitation of free movement for EU citizens 
stand against the tighter control of external borders 
and intensified controls of the mobility of migrants 
from outside the EU. Free mobility is a fundamen-
tal achievement that has proven vital for European 
societies and economies. Yet, it is an exclusive right 

to which refugees and other migrants from outside 
Europe do not have the same access. They are thus 
often forced to immobility, either at ‘their places’ on 
the outside or in the marginal places inside the EU 
to which they have been allocated. Movements that 
disregard this logic are illegalised and demonised.

The Dublin system, which determines which mem-
ber state is responsible for a particular asylum seek-
er, is a central cornerstone of this policy. When it 
was first negotiated, the goal of powerful central 
states like Germany was to keep asylum seekers 
away from Western Europe, away from the core 
states of the European Union. They successfully 

managed to shift responsibility for receiving asy-
lum seekers to the margins of Europe, where situa-
tions have now been allowed to escalate.

The current conditions we see in the Greek island 
hotspot of Moria on Lesbos are a result of the de-
cisions taken back then. It is a place where there 
should be rapid asylum procedures, but many dis-
placed people have been contained in this camp for 
two or three years. Politicians suggest that people 
are eventually relocated out of hotspots like Moria 
to central parts of Europe, but the numbers are so 
minimal that you can’t say the system really works.

It doesn’t even reliably work for family reunification. 
There are plenty of stories of Syrian fathers who 

have lived in Germany for years now, yet their wives 
and children are still in Turkey, Jordan or even on a 
Greek island. Frequently this is by design. Germany 
temporarily suspended family reunification between 
March 2016 and August 2018 for people who were 
only granted subsidiary protection. For recognised 
refugees family reunification was much easier. Many 
wives and children have come to Germany over the 
past few years to reunite with their husbands and 
fathers. The situation has been very different for 
people with subsidiary protection. There have been 
many cases of people with subsidiary protection 
choosing to leave Europe for a precarious life in Tur-
key because family reunification was blocked.

Benjamin Etzold

“Secondary movement is demonised by European policy makers, 

but as a matter of fact existential threats do not simply end once 

someone arrives on the continent.”

— Benjamin Etzold
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Attempts to contain secondary movement within Eu-
rope – i.e. when a migrant or refugee moves between 
EU countries – are also an effect of the approach tak-
en by the Dublin system. Secondary movement is 
demonised by European policy makers, but as a mat-
ter of fact existential threats do not simply end once 
someone arrives on the continent. There are very 
good reasons why someone would want to move on 
from Italy, where refugees hardly have access to social 
welfare, and come to Germany, where the long-term 
perspectives to restart a life after displacement seem 
much better. Yet if their fingerprints have been regis-
tered in Italy, they’ll be sent back there once they try 
to apply for asylum in Germany. This is then often the 
moment when they say, ‘If they’re not going to let me 
apply for asylum, then I will go underground and live 
in an illegalised situation’, in which they are exposed to 
poverty, mistreatment and precarious work.

There are a lot of younger people from West Africa 
living working in Germany. Some have been in Eu-
rope for so long that they now also enjoy the right 
to free movement within Europe, but they cannot 
obtain residency in Germany. They frequently have 
to go back to Italy to renew their residence status 
even though they have worked for years in Ger-
many. Most people have no idea this is happening, 
but attempting to control and contain secondary 
movements is a trend. The whole question about 
free movement in Europe is both cynical and iron-
ic. Who’s free movement? European citizens have 
the right to move, but a lot of people in Europe do 
not have the right to move freely. What I also want 
to highlight is that displacement and migration of-
ten lead to the creation of people whose lives are 
no longer bound by either national or local bor-
ders. They think and act transnationally. Many of 
them embrace mobility and lead a highly flexible 
life across several places and countries. Others have 
settled at a new home – not necessarily at the places 
that policies foresaw for them – yet maintain mul-
tiple connections within Europe and all across the 
world. Policy often disregards this transnational 
way of life and migrants’ own mobility choices. It 
instead tries to forcibly contain people in certain 
places. Immobilising migrants, however, not only 

impairs human freedoms and rights while disre-
garding suffering. It also hinders people to live in 
dignity and to develop their potential – for them-
selves and for the European society.

What drives the securitisation 

of migration policy in Europe?

Several things are driving this 
trend at once. One is a certain cat-
egory of politicians who know how 
to capitalise on a constant sense 
of chaos. I can’t imagine anything 
worse for politicians like Matteo 

Salvini or Viktor Orban than migration ceasing to 
be a problem. They need it to remain a highly salient 
and problematic issue in order to gain votes. What’s 
worse, the radicalisation of migration policies has 
proved to be a real slippery slope. Things that would 
have been unimaginable only five or ten years ago are 
happening now. And not just in Europe. The United 
States, Australia and other developed countries in 
the Global North are all driving the securitisation 
of migration by introducing increasingly restrictive 
measures to reduce flows.

Malta, Italy, Germany and 

France agreed to redistribute 

some refugees among 

themselves. Is this progress?

It’s a clear example of putting a 
plaster on a problem and ignoring 
whatever’s going on underneath. 
It highlights the emergency-driv-
en nature of Europe’s response to 
migration to date. The agreement, 

which was signed in late September last year, basical-
ly says that people will disembark in Malta and Italy 
and then be relocated to Germany and France (and a 

Jean-Pierre Gauci
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few other countries which later joined the scheme). 
Some might see that as progress. But it essentially 
circumvents attempts to create EU-wide solidarity 
by creating a small coalition of the willing, which in 
turn makes it easier for other countries to get away 
with lagging behind and not showing any solidarity 
at all. That’s the sort of short-sightedness that is re-
flected in the broader migration dynamics and the 
relationship between the EU and African states. It is 
also a view of migration from a single angle, and one 
that ignores the rights of migrants, and the values 
that should underpin all EU measures. 

Solidarity in Europe has become conditional upon 
whatever is happening in a particular member state 

or at a particular point in time. The issues that in-
formed this development is also worrying regard-
ing people being left out at sea with disembarkation 
being denied because States do not want to be re-
sponsible for the asylum claims. This is one of many 
reasons why we should overhaul the Dublin system, 
which is what governs where people can apply for 
asylum in Europe. The Dublin system doesn’t work. 
It results in human rights violations and is unfair 
to border states. However, instead of radically re-
vising the Dublin system, we now have four coun-
tries trying to find a workaround between them. It’s 
solidarity a la carte. It is a short-term solution to 
a problem that is neither sustainable nor durable. 

http://opiniojuris.org/2019/08/09/solidarity-a-la-carte-the-eus-response-to-boat-migration/
http://opiniojuris.org/2019/08/09/solidarity-a-la-carte-the-eus-response-to-boat-migration/
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FOCUS: Search and rescue

What is the situation for 

private actors rescuing 

migrants in the Mediterranean?

Once a rescue takes place, then a 
dirty game begins about assigning 
a port of safety for where the mi-
grants will be taken. According to 
law, this used to be the responsi-
bility of the Maritime Rescue Co-

ordination Centre in Rome, which is responsible 
for the search and rescue area off the Libyan coast. 
In keeping with the Geneva Convention, the port 
of safety should be a place where rescued migrants 
are not detained and can claim asylum. This would 
mean a European not a Libyan port. However, since 
the start of 2019, rescue vessels are being ordered 
to take rescued migrants back to Tripoli or other 
Libyan ports as ports of safety. Rescue NGOs do 
not consider these ports safe and will not return 
migrants to Libya. Returning migrants to Lib-
ya contravenes human rights law. It is against the 
Geneva Convention and against the principle of 
non-refoulement.

In August 2019, I was on board the Spanish NGO 
rescue ship Open Arms when 150 rescued migrants 
were held on board for 19 days. This happened to 
several rescue ships last fall as governments refused 
to provide a port of safety on their territory. This was 
also the situation in which Sea-Watch found itself 
in June 2019. There were about 50 rescued migrants 
on board. They were desperate, sleeping on the open 
deck in bad weather conditions and with not enough 
food. Some were threatening suicide. After Captain 
Carola Rackete decided to enter Lampedusa harbour 
without permission the ship was confiscated as ex-
pected. This had happened to Sea-Watch twice be-
fore, and those times the ship was returned after two 
or three weeks. But in this case the authorities held 
on to the ship for much longer.

Do you think has there been a change in 
policy towards migrant rescues since the 
Democratic Party replaced the Northern 
League in the Italian government?
The change of government in Italy has meant that 
ports closed by the previous government have been 
reopened to NGO rescue ships and rescued mi-
grants, but otherwise little has changed. Luciana 
Lamorgese, the new minister of the interior, has 
proposed a code of conduct for NGO vessels. For 
me, this is ridiculous because there is already a legal 
framework – international law, maritime law, the 
Geneva Convention, the Human Rights Conven-
tion. There is an existing legal framework to which 
we have always adhered.

Italy tried this before in 2017, around the same 
time it started training the so-called Libyan coast 
guard to perform rescues and return the survivors 
to Libya. It did this despite evidence that the Liby-
ans were opening fire on NGO ships, shooting at 
migrants, and ignoring distress calls. The wording 
of the code of conduct presented to NGOs then, it 
seems to me, was intended to give the impression 
to the public that NGOs are breaking the law. For 
example, the proposed code required NGOs to 
stop using light signals to smugglers on shore, even 
though nobody had been doing this. The code also 
required NGOs to cease turning off the automatic 
identification system, though NGOs never turn it 
off! This proposed code of conduct was a political 
gesture for the consumption of the media and to 
influence public opinion.

The number of migrants attempting the crossing is 
supposedly decreasing, but we don’t know that for 
sure. There are many fewer rescue ships in the central 

Sandra Hammamy
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Mediterranean, which means that we have much 
less information about the crossing than we did 
before. It is also the case that migrants are being re-
turned to Libya by the Libyan coast guard. All this 
gives the impression that numbers have decreased, 
but we don’t have the full story.

Do the various NGOs involved in migrant 
rescues actively collaborate? What is the 
relationship between the NGOs and other 
actors operating in the area?
Yes, both in operations and advocacy as well as on 
the legal level. There is always a lot of crew sharing, 
and some financial solidarity as well. For example, 
Sea-Watch funded the last operation of Sea Eye, 
a rescue ship run by a completely different NGO, 
whilst Sea-Watch was impounded. The links are so 
close between the rescue ships that collectively we 
call them a ‘civil fleet’. It is important to have rescue 
ships saving people from drowning. It is not impor-
tant which organisation’s name is on the ship.

Since 2016 a meeting called Shared Awareness and 
Deconfliction in the Mediterranean (SHADE MED) 
has been held twice yearly at the EU Naval Force 
Mediterranean (EUNAVFOR MED) HQ in Rome. 
This conference brings together all actors operating 
in the Mediterranean to deconflict and coordinate 
their activities. EUNAVFOR MED warships in 2016 
accepted migrants from rescue ships and transport-
ed them to European ports. Commercial vessels 
sometimes respond to distress calls and sometimes 
ignore them. And while the arrest and prosecution 
of captains such as Sea-Watch’s Carola make the 

headlines, there are other captains from commercial 
vessels such as fishing trawlers who are being wrong-
ly arrested and prosecuted for assisting smuggling. 
There are a lot of commercial vessels avoiding search 
and rescue areas because they know that if they be-
come involved in a rescue it will be time-consuming 
and costly. However, the majority of captains I meet 
are clear that it is an obligation for any seafarer to try 
to rescue any vessel in distress.

How has Frontex’s role in the 

Mediterranean region changed?

Frontex’s role has become extreme-
ly important as the new EU regula-
tions governing the agency’s activ-
ities have taken effect in December 
2019. This new legal framework 
increases Frontex’s presence in 

specific border crossings, and expands its authority 
and role under which it operates. Frontex is and re-
mains a border security agency. It has coupled this 
security mission with a search and rescue (SAR) and 
a humanitarian rhetoric, for instance in the context 
of Operation Triton and Operation Themis. Frontex 
claims to be bound by international maritime law 
and international human rights law, with the term 
‘fundamental rights’ used more than 200 times in its 
2019 regulations. Yet Frontex has been progressively 
retreating from its presumed humanitarian mission. 
While the reach of its missions has expanded, their 
availability and capacity to conduct SAR has signifi-
cantly weakened.

Two other particularly problematic areas that 
emerged in the process of adopting these new reg-
ulations, are immigration-related decision-making 
and data protection. According to the earlier drafts, 
Frontex was to provide technical and operational 
assistance to Member States in the return process, 
including the preparation of return decisions, identi-
fication of third country nationals and other pre-re-
turn and return-related activities of the Member 
States. The wording ‘including the preparation of 

Noemi Magugliani

“Frontex has been progressively 

retreating from its presumed 

humanitarian mission.”

— Noemi Magugliani
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return decisions’ was eliminated from the text, and 
the new regulations now specify that Frontex will 
provide assistance at all stages of the return process 
without entering into the merits of return deci-
sions. This suggests a worrying move to increased 
Frontex’s responsibilities and authority in making 
decision on the return of an individual. 

The danger is that this new layer of complexity would 
serve to absolve individual member states of their re-
sponsibility for how immigration control is carried 
out in Europe. So while Frontex might be operating 
with the consent of member states, it is far from clear 
whether and to what extent these states can be held 
responsible for Frontex’s actions. It is also unclear if 
Frontex will be bound by specific criteria on mon-
itoring and accountability, and whether the catch 
would be that such criteria will be set by Frontex it-
self. The complaint mechanisms foreseen by Article 
111 of the new regulations remains weak and does 
not constitute an effective legal remedy. 

As for data protection, Frontex is allowed to share the 
personal data it collects with EU member states and 
EU agencies. This raises a number of questions, among 
which is the level of consent that needs to be granted 
before the data is collected, and whether the informa-
tion collected could also be shared with non-EU actors? 
These questions not only remain unanswered, but are 
little entertained by the relevant institutions. 

To add to this complexity, and focussing on the situ-
ation in the Mediterranean, the EU has been gradu-
ally withdrawing its vessels from sea to conduct res-
cue, and switching to the use of aircraft and drones 
to assist in surveillance. These changes and addition-
al layers serve to distance the EU and Member States 
from legal responsibility for the serious abuses of 
rights, as justification for the refusal to assume polit-
ical responsibility over the lives of those concerned. 

So what happens if, say, a Frontex aircraft spots a 
boat leaving the Libyan waters or a boat in distress in 
the high seas in the self-declared Libyan SAR zone 
and communicates this information to the relevant 
Maritime Rescue Coordination Centres (MRCC) 

– most likely the Italian and the Libyan MRCCs? 
Does that communication trigger responsibility for 
conducting a rescue operation? Would the people on 
board the boat fall under an EU member state’s juris-
diction? Would the Libyan Coastguard, or a private 
actor if the Libyan coast guard is unable or unwilling 
to perform the rescue, be called upon to intervene? 
If the interception and return of individuals from 
the high seas, and in violation of the non-refoule-
ment principle, is initiated by Frontex, coordinated 
by a member state’s MRCC, and implemented by the 
Libyan coast guard, would Frontex be responsible?

Conducting operations under such a framework 
means SAR is not completed until people are dis-
embarked in a ‘place of safety’. It is different from 
simply being out of immediate danger. Just because 
a person has set foot on land does not mean that 
they are in a place of safety, and despite both the 
EU and the Italian government have multiple times 
argued that Libya is a safe country, domestic courts 
and international organisations have found that it is 
not. In April 2020, the Libyan GNA itself declared 
its ports unsafe due to fighting around Tripoli, 
roughly at the same time when the Italian and the 
Maltese governments also declared their ports un-
safe due to the coronavirus pandemic. Some have 
argued that the decision to declare EU ports unsafe 
due to the pandemic is an excuse by member states 
to, once again, evade their responsibilities under in-
ternational law to respond to boats in distress at sea 
– which would represent a continuum of previous 
attempts of disengagement. For what concerns Lib-
ya, on the other hand, both before and during the 
pandemic, the argument that it is a safe country has 
always been, in light of the well-known conditions 
in the country, a political statement more than any-
thing else, aimed at allowing practices of externali-
sation of border control to continue.

Are there any legal avenues that can be 
used to prevent European governments 
from treating Libya as a place of safety?  
Italy’s domestic courts have ruled several times that 
Libya is not a safe country. Unfortunately, these de-
cisions have had little or no impact on the political 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/aug/04/drones-replace-patrol-ships-mediterranean-fears-more-migrant-deaths-eu
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/10/libyan-officials-migrants-stopped-seaports-unsafe
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behaviour of the government. What the Italian gov-
ernment systematically contested, besides the argu-
ment that Libya was – and still is – not a safe country, 
was the fact that, in their view, when individuals are 
returned to Libya by actors that are not Italian state 
actors (e.g. Italian warships as in the case of Hirsi 
Jaama and Ors v Italy), Italy does not exercise juris-
diction on such individuals – and is therefore not 
responsible under international law in the case of 
violations of, inter alia, human rights law. 

As the Global Legal Action Network (GLAN), rep-
resenting an individual whose journey from Libya 
was intercepted by a Panamanian merchant vessel, 
directed to do so by the Italian MRCC on behalf of 
the Libyan coast guard, we have filed an individu-
al complaint at the UN Human Rights Committee 
that contests  these claims. We chose to bring this 
case to the UN Human Rights Committee,  and not 
to the European Court of Human Rights, because 
this Committee is a trailblazer in establishing a 
new basis for its jurisdiction that can be triggered 
from the extraterritorial or transnational impact of 
a government decision. In the Committee’s 2018 
General Comment 36 on the right to life, it states in 
paragraph 63 that:   

a State party has an obligation to respect and to 
ensure the rights under article 6 of all persons 
who are within its territory and all persons sub-
ject to its jurisdiction, that is, all persons over 
whose enjoyment of the right to life it exercises 
power or effective control.  This includes persons 
located outside any territory effectively con-
trolled by the State, whose right to life is none-
theless impacted by its military or other activities 
in a direct and reasonably foreseeable manner.

We have structured our complaint around what we 
understand as a ‘third model’ of impacts. We have 
linked the abuses of our claimant’s rights to the EU 
and Italy’s decisions and their resultant use of “pri-
vatised pushbacks”: when EU coastal states engage 
commercial ships to return refugees and other per-
sons in need of protection to unsafe locations. In 
our claimant’s case, the EUNAVFOR MED Opera-

tion Sophia - the EU’s anti-smuggling operation in 
the Mediterranean – passed information to the Lib-
yan and Italian coast guards to facilitate the inter-
ception and pull back of the migrants’ boat to Libya. 
However, as the Libyan coast guards were unable to 
undertake this mission, the Italian coast guard re-
quested that the nearby Nivin vessel intercept the 
boat ‘on behalf of the Libyan coast guard’, who lat-
er assumed coordination of the operation through 
an Italian Navy ship moored in Tripoli acting as a 
communications hub for the Libyan coastguard. In 
sum, the pushback occurred through the Nivin and 
in collaboration with the Libyan coast guard.

The complaint argues that Italy and the EU both 
had decisive influence on the Libyan coastguard 
because they fund, train, and equip it. Without 
their support the Libyan coastguard would not 
exist, and would not be able to execute the iden-
tification of migrant boats and their interception 
and return by other vessels. This decisive influence 
and dependency substantiates our claim of ‘impact’, 
which brings individuals on migrant boats under 
Italian jurisdiction and makes Italian state actors 
legally accountable for them. The involvement of 
third parties does not absolve Italy of its respon-
sibility. Nor is it less responsible due to its involve-
ment in refoulement by proxy, rather than direct 
refoulement. The actions of Italian state actors and 
EU institutions continue to have a direct and rea-
sonably foreseeable impact on the rights of people 
trying to leave Libya – whether that is their right to 
life or their right to leave any country.

The legal premise of this argument is novel: It is the 
first case to test the Committee’s commitment in 
General Comment 36 to a more encompassing re-
medial approach to responsibility and jurisdiction 
in transnational settings. It is also the first case to 
challenge ‘privatised pushbacks’, the latest damag-
ing manifestation of European migration policies. 
The organic development of international human 
rights law in this direction, we believe, demands 
that our specific case and the broader implications 
of the violative practice behind it are given redress.

https://c5e65ece-003b-4d73-aa76-854664da4e33.filesusr.com/ugd/14ee1a_e0466b7845f941098730900ede1b51cb.pdf
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/Treaties/CCPR/Shared Documents/1_Global/CCPR_C_GC_36_8785_E.pdf
https://www.glanlaw.org/nivincase
https://www.glanlaw.org/nivincase
https://forensic-architecture.org/investigation/nivin
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Development: a tool of migration control

How has development work 

changed since 2015?

The so-called refugee crisis in 2015 
reframed the narrative around mi-
gration to Europe. Migration was 
no longer a phenomenon that 
had to be managed but a crisis 
that needed to be solved. Political 

discourse in Europe at the time made it seem as if 
there was an avalanche of migrants coming from 
Africa. It highlighted population growth and pre-
sented this movement as an unstoppable invasion.

Within this context of paranoia European leaders 
called the Valletta Summit in late 2015. The EU 
Emergency Trust Fund for Africa was born there, 
as were other measures designed to enrol departure 
and transit countries into the effort to counter this 
perceived crisis. This was set up a bit like a political 
framework for cooperation with these countries, 
but in fact it was an EU migration agenda that was 
imposed on African states. It took little account of 
African interests and was designed to externalise 
the EU migration agenda.

The focus on migration has reshaped development 
work in Africa. Migration is no longer part of de-
velopment programming but a centrepiece. For 
example, traditional development programmes 
like income creation or rural development – some 
of which have been implemented for a long time 
– must now have a migration component because 
that’s how you get funding.

Take a job creation programme in a rural area. 
In order to get it funded, we will argue that it ad-
dresses the root causes of migration by creating 
jobs. This will reduce the rate of immigration. But 
it’s well known that such programmes, for a varie-
ty of reasons, usually encourage migration rather 
than discourage it. The justification no longer holds 
water even though such programmes remain core 
to development work. It’s just one example of how 
European phobia is diverting development aid in 
service of this EU migration agenda.

For the same reasons NGOs that never used to 
have anything to do with this have suddenly started 
speaking in the language of migration. 

Marta Llonch



2525

Should the EU Emergency 

Trust Fund for Africa be 

considered a development 

programme?

The EU Emergency Trust Fund for 
Africa is more balanced on paper 
than in practice. On paper it com-
bines elements of development, 
managing legal and safe migra-
tion, and addressing root causes 

with elements to reduce irregular migration. But 
in practice it’s bent towards migration governance, 
migration management, reducing irregular migra-
tion, and reducing migrant smuggling. 

It’s also not new money. The trust fund’s money 
all comes out of the European development fund, 
so it was already allocated to development. It has 
now simply been relabelled as a trust fund for ad-
dressing the root causes of migration. One can be 
pragmatic about that and say, ‘if it leads to properly 
designed, effective, and well-functioning develop-
ment projects then who cares how it is labelled’. 

For me this is problematic. The issue is that money 
will increasingly go towards countries of relevance 
from a migration point of view, yet important 
countries of origin or transit are not always where 
development is most needed. For example, the de-
velopment money that used to go to low-income 
countries like Malawi now goes to middle-income 
countries like Tunisia. This is because the former is 
not as important from a migration point of view as 
the latter. That’s a big issue.

Is the EU’s focus on migration 

at least leading to effective 

programming? 

The answer to this will depend on 
how one defines effectiveness. As 
my colleague Idel Hanley has put 
it, these programmes frame mi-
gration – rather than the causes 
of forced displacement, the loss of 

life or human rights violations –  as the ‘problem’ 
to be addressed. Any assessment of effectiveness 
is therefore starting from the wrong premise. The 
EU’s primary goal is to stop people from coming 
in, and the main way it does that is through its re-
lationship with Libya, Turkey, and other places. A 
few things are worth noting here. First, these agree-
ments have themselves been in violation of inter-
national law including the principle of non-refoul-
ment. Second, they’ve made Europe vulnerable to 
‘threats’ by regimes in these states.  

There’s also the European Union Emergency Trust 
Funds, which, cynically, pays other countries to stop 
people from departing to Europe. It doesn’t really 
matter if a country does that by improving economic 
prospects and thereby reducing the need for people 
to leave, or by closing their border. To an extent it is 
up to them, as long as it results in people not com-
ing to Europe. There is a significant focus within the 
funded programmes on measures to stop onward 
migration towards Europe. 

I find this problematic. We’re not necessarily fund-
ing what we think a country needs to sustainably 
enhance the livelihoods of its nationals, but rather 
what we think they need to do to stop people from 
leaving. In some cases these two overlap – if you 
have better employment prospects in countries that 
are relatively safe, then migration might also reduce 
(although this is not a linear relationship). In other 
areas, like border management, these factors obvi-
ously don’t relate. It often feels as if the EU has gone 
in two seemingly opposite directions at the same 
time. One seeks to deal with the root causes of mi-
gration while the other tries to stop people arriving 
now. I think initiatives that help make countries of 
origin safe and developed are critically important. 
However, they must focus on issues of under-devel-
opment, insecurity and conflict rather than curbing 

Jean-Pierre Gauci

Bram Frouws
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migration as their main goal. Of course, this is not 
something that will be done within a few years. In 
the meantime, Europe (and other regions) must 
abide by their obligations including non-refoul-
ment and the right to asylum. 

Some of the measures that have been implemented 
do not, in my view, reflect the reality of the situation. 
Take awareness campaigns. There was a large one 
in Niger recently about the dangers of crossing the 
Mediterranean by boat. But do we really think that 
anyone believes this is safe and that somehow be-
ing told it’s unsafe will stop people from wanting to 
leave? These measures assume a lack of knowledge 
of risks and ‘willingness’ or agency to migrate, both 
of which are inaccurate. Other measures, such as the 
return of people – including, for instance, victims 
of trafficking from Libya to other states of origin, 
without adequate access to assessment of protection 
claims – raise very serious concerns about the EU’s 
(and its member states’) adherence to their interna-
tional obligations and their responsibility, albeit in-
directly, for violations of human rights.  

The programming that has been taking place is 
about externalising migration control. This has im-
plications in terms of framing it as an ‘over there 

problem’ and in terms of shifting responsibility (al-
though not absolving EU member states complete-
ly) to other countries. This is the wrong priority 
and the wrong frame of mind if we want effective 
humanitarian and development programming. 

Moreover, programming that takes ‘migration’ 
as the problem rather than the root causes of dis-
placement (human rights violations, conflict, un-
der-development, climate change) or indeed the 
loss of lives will result in the wrong things being 
prioritised. That sort of short-term thinking will 
never address the real root causes of displacement, 
just as long-term thinking will never create instant 
results. Addressing root causes will not reduce ar-
rivals now. Maybe in ten or fifteen years, but not 
now. That is where the contradiction lies. To have 
any sort of lasting results we need to think about 
long-term development solutions. But because 
that won’t have an immediate effect, many politi-
cians prioritise blocking people from coming in in-
stead (not least in response to short term political / 
vote-related priorities.  

On this question, another issue that is worth men-
tioning is the way programmes and projects are 
monitored and evaluated. Adherence to and pro-
motion of human rights standards ought to be 
included in the measurement of success of pro-

grammes and projects in this field.
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Is Europe out of ideas on migration?

Is securitisation the only policy 

idea on the board, or can more 

progressive thinking be found 

in certain parts of Europe?

To be honest, no. And that’s a 
missed opportunity. If you think 
about the meaning of the word 
‘crisis’ in Greek, it could have been 
a turning point. It was a chance to 
make significant changes in the 

way we approach migration. But that didn’t hap-
pen. Instead what happened was the introduction 
of measures, policies, and actions to quickly regain 
control of the situation.

To an extent that is understandable. What happened 
in 2015 was quite extreme in terms of numbers. Sud-
denly more than a million people came to Europe 
through irregular means, so you can see why people 
felt that extreme measures were needed to get the sit-
uation under control. But once it was under control, 
and it is under control right now, it should be com-
pletely manageable for a rich continent like Europe 
to deal with the low number of new arrivals while 
introducing smart and more rational migration poli-
cies. Yet it still all seems very piecemeal, very ad hoc. 
The fact that people still live under terrible condi-
tions in camps on the Greek islands shows that we 
haven’t made progress on implementing a more pro-
gressive approach for migration.

To be a bit more positive, I do think that this will 
have to change in the near future. The populations 
of many European countries are aging rapidly and 
there will be shortages in certain sectors of the la-
bour market. The demand for migrant labour will be 
unavoidable and policies will need to address that. 
So at some point countries will need to invest in legal 
migration channels. Some are doing it already, even 
in eastern Europe where we see a lot of anti-immi-
gration rhetoric. The number of work permits issued 
by countries like Hungary is breaking records at the 

moment. They’re primarily going to people from 
Ukraine and Belarus, but also to people from coun-
ties further away like Vietnam. It seems that, as long 
as they’re not from the Middle East, labour migrants 
can come to these countries – because they’re need-
ed. So we can imagine that, as this pressure increas-
es, we’ll end up in a situation of global competition 
for labour migrants. Europe will have to compete 
against emerging economies like China, Brazil or 
Russia to attract labour to their shores. That will cre-
ate a push for more progressive policies.

It’s also always important to remember that irreg-
ular migration is actually a relatively small phe-
nomenon when compared with the total scale of 
global human mobility. Many people assume that 
the number of irregular and regular migrants in the 
world is roughly the same, but that’s very far from 
the truth. The number of irregular migrants is, and 
has always been, small. 

Is the European Union running 

out of solutions?

I don’t think Europe is running 
out of ideas. I think Europe is 
running out of the will to serious-
ly look at those ideas. We are in a 
phase where the governments are 
avoiding engaging with real solu-

tions that are in line with Europe’s values and inter-
national obligations. Instead, they are seeking short 
term solutions and part of that comes from the fact 
that, too often, solutions to migration issues have 
been left to individual states with no real ‘European 
solutions’ being taken forward. It also comes from 
the wrong premise of what the problem is that 
states are trying to solve. 

This is, in part, related to Europe going from crisis 
to crisis: from the financial crisis to the so-called 
‘migration crisis’ and now the crisis relating to Cov-
id-19 and the economic crisis that’s likely to follow. 
These various crises have, I think, eroded the con-

Bram Frouws
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fidence in the underlying premise of the European 
Union, which is of solidarity and seeking shared 
solutions. This is coupled with populist govern-
ments (whether overtly so or otherwise) being in 
power in various European countries. Europe isn’t 
in a strong place at the moment and Brexit furthers 
that fear. We are seeing regressive measures being 
taken, not only as regards migration, but also more 
generally in various European countries with Hun-
gary being a prime example.  

However, the ideas, none of which are rocket sci-
ence, are there. They have been there. They include 
equitable long-term development assistance, eq-
uitable responsibility sharing in Europe, active 
engagement with diaspora communities, empow-

ering migrant communities to contribute to Euro-
pean economies etc. But these measures need the 
political will, funding and resourcing to be taken 
forward. This is where I think Europe is stuck at 
the moment.  

Beyond states, ideas and solutions will also come 
from within the European Union member states. 
We have seen individuals and communities provid-
ing solutions (for example through contributing to 
legal pathways to protection), and NGOs and other 
civil society organisations also proposing ideas for 
how to move things forward. Europe must reach 
out to its citizens through NGOs and other com-
munities, as well as to its cities, large and small. 

https://www.biicl.org/publications/legal-pathways-to-protection
https://www.biicl.org/publications/integration-of-migrants-in-middle-and-small-cities-and-in-rural-areas-in-europe
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Carrots and sticks: 
how the EU tries to 

keep Africans in Africa
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Sticks: preventing mobility through 
security and policing

Is there a link between 

migration and security?

The link is not straight forward. 
It’s complex. This is another area 
where there has been unnecessary 
panic from Europe and the West. 
Historically, cross-border move-
ment has been part and parcel of 

life in Africa. People have moved for centuries. The 
partitioning of Africa after the Berlin Conference 
in 1885 left ethnic groups spread over artificial 
borders. In these circumstances it is better to rely 
on identity rather than nationality – nationality is 
embedded in boundaries whereas identity goes be-
yond boundaries. People tap into identity networks 
when there are crises. Whether these crises are ref-
ugee flows, food shortages, climate change, flood-
ing, natural disasters, or fiscal emergencies, identity 
networks are important coping mechanisms.

It is only recently that migration has been seen as a 
big issue. This first started when Osama bin Laden 
and Al Qaeda moved to Sudan. Then, in the last dec-
ade or so, the international community – or rather 
the major powers – relocated their national security 
boundaries to Africa. So, after 9/11, with the West 
proactively pursuing terrorists, migration in Africa 
became securitised. Only in the last 20 years or so 
do you find the phrase ‘porous borders’ being used, 
because up until then it was not particularly signif-
icant that African borders were porous.

Faced with the perceived threat of trans-border 
terrorism, the Americans and the EU demanded 
stronger borders. I’m not denying bad guys cross 
borders, but I am arguing that the policy narrative 
that migration is a threat to peace and security, to 
stability, has been imported into Africa. So, when 
you look at the xenophobic violence towards mi-
grants in South Africa, you can see how, as in the US 
and Europe, migration has become a part of national 
politics. Governments are scapegoating migrants to 
distract from their failure to uphold part of the social 
contract, or to provide security for their citizens.

How does the EU try to contain 

‘irregular’ migration in the Sahel?

EU aid to Africa, and to the Sahel 
region in particular, has become 
incrementally re-directed from 
development to security. Notably, 
it is channeled towards a type of 
assistance that criminologists have 
referred to as ‘penal aid,’ namely 

aid to fix the ‘flawed penality’ of ‘fragile states’ so as 
to make them more effective in countering transna-
tional security threats. 

This trend was accelerated by the so-called ‘migra-
tion crisis’ of 2015 and the establishment of the EU 
Emergency Trust Fund for Africa (EUTF) – the aim 
of which is to mainstream migration management 
in all EU external action. Most of the EUTF’s now 
€4.7 billion in funding goes to development-orient-
ed projects such as job creation in areas from which 
migrants travelling to Europe originate. Yet a sub-
stantial amount of funds is also channeled towards 
security objectives – namely, fighting ‘irregular mi-
gration’, ‘human trafficking’, and ‘migrant smuggling.’ 

According to the EU, ‘irregular migration’ refers 
to the movement of persons to a new place of res-
idence or transit that takes place outside the regu-
latory norms of the sending, transit and receiving 
countries. In international law, ‘migrant smuggling’ 
is defined as assisting a migrant to enter a coun-
try irregularly in exchange for financial or material 
benefit. The scope of the crime of ‘migrant smug-
gling’ has been expanding within Europe, and it 
now encompasses activities that aid migrants with-
out any benefit in return. Although the definition 
of migrant smuggling in domestic law varies across 
member states, the offence can incorporate what 
would usually be defined as humanitarian action. 
‘Human trafficking’, on the other hand, essential-
ly refers to the exploitation, including coercion or 
the use of force, of a person for purposes such as 
prostitution or slavery. It is a violent crime against 
a person – not a state – and there are no require-

Olawale Ismail Eva Magdalena 
Stambøl
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ments to cross a border. Trafficking and smuggling 
are distinct crimes and distinct phenomena in real 
life.However, EU projects in Africa tend to conflate 
these three phenomena. There is now a substantial 
number of EU projects across Africa that seek to 
combat this ‘triangle’ of mobile illegalities simul-
taneously. For instance, the cross-regional, mul-
ti-country project ‘GLO.ACT’ received €11 million 
from the EU’s Development Cooperation Instru-
ment to assist countries to transpose the United 
Nations Convention against Transnational Organ-
ized Crime’s protocols on migrant smuggling and 
human trafficking into national laws and the devel-
opment of national crime policies. This project also 
has a component on helping victims of trafficking. 

Another cross-country project is the West African 
Police Information System, implemented by IN-
TERPOL to help West African countries develop 
digital criminal databases and intelligence sharing 
between national police agencies as well as with Eu-
ropean counterparts. Similarly, Frontex is involved 
through the Africa-Frontex Intelligence Commu-

nity, gathering intelligence and doing risk analyses 
of how migration-related crimes evolve. Addition-
ally, numerous projects are implemented at country 
level. For example, a €30 million project has em-
bedded EU judicial experts inside Niger’s Ministry 
of Justice to help with countering organised crime, 
migrant smuggling and human trafficking. In the 
same country, a €11.5 million project funds Spanish 
and French police officers to support their Nigerien 
counterparts in investigations. EU member states 
have even created ‘security development agencies’ 
specialised in training and assisting internal secu-
rity actors. One such outfit is France’s semi-private 
agency Civipol, which manages €143 million in 
EU contracts mainly in Francophone West Africa. 
These are just some examples of a growing trend 
whereby EU aid is used to fight crime in Africa.

Also, EU Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) mis-
sions, which traditionally dealt with state-building 
and security sector reform, are increasingly geared 
towards enhancing African states’ capabilities to 
fight ‘crimes of mobility.’ The most visible of these, 
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and the only mission with an executive mandate, 
was the naval mission EUNAVFOR Sophia in the 
Mediterranean. This was tasked with breaking the 
business model of smugglers by destroying vessels, 
intercepting smugglers, and training the Libyan 
coast guard. This mission’s mandate ended on 31 
March 2020. Yet, CSDP missions with mandates 
to train and reform the police forces in Niger and 
Mali are now progressively training border guards, 
equipping the security infrastructure of borders, 
and aiding the investigation of ‘migrant smugglers’ 
and ‘human traffickers’. 

These missions also engage at the ministerial level, 
assisting in the revision of penal codes and drafting 
security policies and action plans in the Ministries 
of Interior and Justice. This is specifically the case 
for EUCAP Niger, which has an antenna in Agadez, 
a town through which hundreds of thousands of mi-
grants have passed on their way to Algeria, Libya and 
Europe. Agadez is now the battleground for the Ni-
gerien government’s fight against migrant smugglers. 

Looking at the types of projects funded by EU aid, it 
becomes clear that we are dealing with a rather se-
curity-oriented approach to irregular mobility driv-
en by internal EU motives. While there are projects 
to assist victims of human trafficking, these seem 
outnumbered by those designed to enhance police 
and intelligence capabilities. In the case of the Sahel, 
there also seems to be less EU engagement in build-
ing transparency and accountability in the justice 
and security sectors, and minimal involvement in 
the prison sector – where the alleged smugglers, traf-
fickers, and sometimes irregular migrants, end up.

How has the Libyan crisis 

affected migration policy?

Not as much as you might think. 
While the European Union has 
had to adapt some of its policies 
and practices in light of the crisis 
in Libya, its overall approach to 

African migrants transiting through Libya has not 
substantially changed. 

The EU and particularly Italy, Libya’s main partner 
within the Mediterranean region, have sought to 
externalise their southern borders into Libya since 
the early 2000s. This method of deterring arrivals 
from Africa has been pursued at very high human 
cost. It has increasingly infringed on migrants and 
asylum seekers’ rights and led to an unprecedented 
loss of life. The smuggling and trafficking industry, 
in comparison with the Gaddafi era, is now com-
pletely out of control. Currently in Libya there ap-
pear to be more than 500,000 migrants and refu-
gees in need of humanitarian assistance. Of these 
over 20,000   are allegedly confined in detention 
centres where they face severe abuse, torture and 
even execution. 

Despite all of this the EU and some member states, 
such as Italy, have continued to use Libya as its bor-
der guard. Indeed, in some ways they have doubled 
down on that approach. Declaring that their actions 
are rooted in a desire to save lives and counter hu-
man trafficking, they have recently converted their 
push-back policy of migrants intercepted in the 
Mediterranean into a pull-back practice. As one UN 
report explained, pull-backs are design to “physically 
prevent migrants from leaving the territory of their 
State of origin or a transit State […], or to forcibly 
return them to that territory, before they can reach 
the jurisdiction of their destination State […]”. 

In the current context of statelessness and lack of 
institutional responsibility, the externalisation of 
migration border controls has not only shaped and 
boosted Libya’s criminal economy of violence, but 
also caused transnational displacement and forced 
migration in itself. The closure of sea routes and the 
increased number of interceptions at sea have led to 
a dramatic growth in the number of migrants and 
asylum seekers currently detained in both official 
and illegal detention centres. As a reward for their 
political support, members of armed groups and 
criminal gangs have been appointed by Libyan in-
stitutions to manage most of these centres or hired 

Monica Massari

https://migration.iom.int/system/tdf/reports/Libya_Migrant Report_R26.pdf?file=1&type=node&id=6579
https://www.globaldetentionproject.org/countries/africa/libya
https://www.globaldetentionproject.org/countries/africa/libya
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Torture/A_HRC_37_50_EN.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Torture/A_HRC_37_50_EN.pdf
https://www.un.org/press/en/2018/sc13371.doc.htm
https://www.un.org/press/en/2018/sc13371.doc.htm
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as officers in the coast guard – which is trained, 
equipped and financed by the EU and the Italian 
government. As such, European policy on  smug-
gling and trafficking acts as an economic incentive 
for everyone involved – legally or illegally – in mi-
grant-related security activities. 

The hardening and militarisation of borders have 
also made the services of smugglers and a wide 
array of passeuer and facilitators indispensable. 
Routes are becoming increasingly fatal and mi-
grants’ only chance for survival is to rely on them. 
Paradoxically, all the forces arrayed to prevent these 
migrants from making their journeys – external 
border controls, inceptions, detentions, deporta-
tions, etc. – do not achieve their goal of keeping mi-
grants in their countries of origin, nor to stop them 
in Libya. There is plenty of evidence that these 
practices cause further displacement, and in doing 
so they dramatically increase the already high hu-
man, civil and moral costs of current Euro-African 
border control policies.

How do states use statelessness 

to deter migration? 

Statelessness means not being con-
sidered a citizen of any sovereign 
state. In Africa, there is an overlap 
between statelessness and an even 
larger undocumented population, 
since many face severe restric-
tions in accessing documentation 

whether or not their citizenship is contested.

You’re starting to see statehood and nationality 
being instrumentalised against people. People are 
more documented than they’ve ever been. There’s a 
drive for people to carry ID documents, including 

in places where historically ID wasn’t carried – such 
as by nomads living in desert areas. Often bureau-
cratic obstacles to obtaining formal documentation 
are as problematic as the denial of citizenship. Peo-
ple often discover that their nationality is contested 
when they first apply for identity documents. South 
Africa, for example, has been using restrictions to 
try to reduce migration flows from neighbouring 
countries. This policy shift reflects deepening po-
litical and social xenophobia within South Africa. I 
argue in a briefing paper on statelessness in south-
ern Africa that South African politicians – mir-
roring populist politicians in Europe – are using 
exclusion as a political tool. Promising to remove 
foreigners wins political favour and votes.

Whilst South Africa has quite progressive immigra-
tion laws, the administration of those laws is restric-
tive. Migrants in South Africa struggle to access their 
rights and administrators create barriers to frustrate 
irregular migrants. Currently, the registration by 
migrants of children born in South Africa is being 
targeted. Existing laws only allow for modified birth 
certificates where one parent does not have valid 
proof of identification. And children of at least one 
South African parent have been denied birth certif-
icates and citizenship for a lack of documentation.

In 2018, the Department of Home Affairs called for 
the replacement of birth certificates for children of 
foreign parents with ‘birth confirmations’. The pro-
posals would put the burden on foreigners living 
in South Africa to register their child’s birth at the 
diplomatic mission of their own country of origin. 
Yet refugees and asylum seekers cannot easily ap-
proach embassies without jeopardising their status 
or exposing themselves to actual harm. And em-
bassies often charge unaffordable fees for identity 
documents. This is a deliberate policy to sanction 
parents for irregular migration and deter others.

Aimée-Noël 
Mbiyozo

file:///C:/Users/aa4858/Downloads/LembergPedersen2ForcingFlowskopi.pdf
https://issafrica.s3.amazonaws.com/site/uploads/sar32.pdf
https://issafrica.s3.amazonaws.com/site/uploads/sar32.pdf
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Carrots: preventing mobility by 
improving livelihoods

The EU’s strategy is to trade 

development assistance for 

secure borders within Africa. 

Can this strategy work?

By externalising the securitisation 
of migration, the EU is essential-
ly extending its borders, and the 
problems that come with them. A 
good example is in West Africa. 
Free movement exists within the 
15-member Economic Communi-

ty of West African States (ECOWAS). This means 
there’s no financial incentive to smuggle someone 
between Benin and Nigeria, for example, because 
people can move themselves. Meanwhile, attempts 
to secure Niger’s northern border with Libya and 
Algeria, which are not part of ECOWAS, have cre-
ated big business for smugglers.

European policymakers need to take the realities 
of African migration into account and understand 
that externalising its borders will not reduce mi-
grant numbers. It just criminalises the migrant 
journey and makes it more dangerous. That’s not 
ideal. Europe needs labour, and that labour should 
be allowed to migrate to Europe by legal means. 
The securitised approach also means that Europe 
is less likely to receive the kind of migrants it needs.

Please don’t get me wrong – there is nothing nec-
essarily wrong with Europe wanting to protect its 
territorial integrity. Not at all. The issue comes in 
when the protection of that territorial integrity 
stretches into other territories. Europe’s borders 
end at the edge of continental Europe and not on 
the African continent. They definitely don’t divide 
Niger from Libya, and by attempting to extend its 
reach Europe inadvertently contributes to insta-
bility in Africa. The situation in Libya is a case in 

point. The extent of human rights violations against 
migrants in the country would not be as great if the 
EU had not co-opted the Libyan coast guard – if 
we can call them that – into managing migration 
on its behalf. This short-term policy will have long-
term consequences. If we don’t address these issues 
in a sustainable way then it will be more difficult to 
rebuild the Libyan state and advance security and 
stability in the Sahel and North Africa.

There are ways the EU can encourage safe, orderly 
migration while discouraging the criminalisation 
of migration. It’s a careful balance that needs to 
be struck, but that would be more sustainable and 
have a better impact on stability, security and devel-
opment than current approaches. 

In terms of the development quid pro quo, Niger 
is a good example. The Nigerien state collaborates 
with the EU in some areas, but Nigerien society isn’t 
necessarily involved in the processes nor do they 
agree with this approach. As such, there is a discon-
nect between the state, which is meant to serve the 
people, and the population. Likewise, the Rwandan 
government has agreed to act as a third-party re-
turn country – where non-Rwandans are being re-
patriated to Rwanda from Europe. Questions have 
been raised as to whether Rwanda allows this out 
of altruism or because of the political mileage this 
generates with Europe.

Ottilia Anna 
Maunganidze

“Europe’s borders end at the edge 

of continental Europe and not on 

the African continent.”

— Ottilia Anna Maunganidze
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Will development assistance 

effectively lower migration?

I will try to give you an African 
perspective on migration. I want 
to undercut some of the assump-
tions about migration into Europe 
that are not grounded in Africa’s 
empirical realities. Migration from 

Africa to Europe – it has less to do with ‘underlying 
drivers’ than with the choices made by individuals. 
The choice to try for Europe or to stay in Africa. Un-
til you understand that you’re not going to effectively 
address migration into Europe from Africa.

The rationales behind the EU’s strategy are mis-
guided. For example, the assumption that people 
migrate because they are poor. This is not neces-
sarily the case. Take Nigeria. Nigerians who have 
been detained in Libya are mainly from southern 
Nigeria, where there is much less poverty than in 
the north. Also, there has been serious insecurity 
in the north over the past ten years, but again you 
struggle to find refugees from the north travelling 
to Libya. If migration was caused by poverty then 
this would be different. 

This can be explained by the simple fact that mi-
gration isn’t cheap. Talking to migrants who made 
the journey, the trip from Nigeria initially costs on 
average about $2,000. The migrants need to pay 
for transport and they need to pay to be smuggled 
across the border into Libya. Many of them have to 
send home again for money after crossing the bor-
der because they were shaken down somewhere en-
route. So, the cost goes up to $4,000. That’s a lot of 
money for an ordinary Nigerian. And it is why the 
wealthier southern Nigerians make the trip and not 
the poorer northerners. There is a minimum income 
or asset threshold that is necessary to migrate. If you 
don’t have the money, you can’t make the journey.

We’ve seen the EU intervene to try to secure the 
borders between African states, including by pro-

viding funding and equipment to ill-defined mi-
litias in Libya. And we’ve seen what the outcome 
of that has been. Some of those militia are actually 
part of criminal networks. Most specialise in smug-
gling or, for a fee, they’ll take bribes to let migrants 
through. There have also been some cases of mi-
grants being detained and sold into slavery. We’ve 
seen all of it. We’ve seen the unintended conse-
quences of poorly thought-out intervention. The 
EU needs to do something, or at least look like it’s 
doing something. 

African states may accept money for training border 
guards or for biometric fingerprint scanning at bor-
ders. Yet, whilst states are happy to accept funding, it 
doesn’t fundamentally alter their policies. That has 
always been the reality of bilateral, or even multi-
lateral, engagement in Africa. And it’s important to 
note that while criticism of the EU is often muted, 
Africa leaders do speak up against the EU’s strategy 
in Africa. For example, there was robust pushback 
at the African Union-European Union Summit in 
Abidjan in 2017, where African leaders accused the 
EU of funding the Libyan detention centres at the 
heart of a scandal in which detained migrants were 
being sold as slaves. Yet even when leaders articu-
late positions on migration that more authentically 
reflect the African reality, the EU sticks to its own 
particular assumptions about the issue.

No matter how much the EU pumps into African 
countries to mitigate migration flows, I doubt it 
will be enough. It’s not going to be a game changer. 
Because, you cannot stop migration. It is a fact of 
life. Also, migration cannot be isolated from broad-
er national realities. Most migrants are in their late 
teens and twenties. Nobody wakes up and decides 
to go to Europe. There are effective social networks 
that enable migration, sell the vision, inform peo-
ple how to go about it, explain the costs and how 
to raise the money and all of that. EU-funded en-
trepreneurial skills training for a few hundred peo-
ple a year is not going to outweigh the influence of 
these networks.

Olawale Ismail
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Do African states buy into the 

EU strategy or do they treat it 

instrumentally?

Well, there could be an element 
of opportunism as it is difficult 
to turn down funding when it is 
offered. That said, it is a not as 
clear as black and white. Over 
the recent past, there has been a 

growing momentum towards integration. In 2018 
the Continental Free Trade Areas and the Conti-
nental Free Movement of Persons Protocol were 
adopted by the AU summit. While the CFTA has 
been ratified by 28 states and is now in force, the 
Free Movement Protocol is lagging behind with 
just four ratifications: Mali, Benin, Rwanda and Sao 
Tomé and Principe. This could in part be because 

of the influence of the migration crisis narrative  or 
perhaps there is less political will in Africa for free 
movement of people than free trade.

The EU also prefers dealing with specific states or 
specific Regional Economic Communities (RECs) 
rather than the continent as a whole. If you look at 
the projects funded by the EU Trust Fund, you’ll 
see that countries of strategic interest to the EU 
in ECOWAS, MENA and IGAD are benefitting 
the most. Countries in the East African Commu-
nity and SADC receive almost nothing. Yet, some 
countries are increasingly hesitant about accepting 
EU funding. My understanding is that a number 
of West African states are more and more disap-
pointed with how the EU is delivering its side of the 
bargain. Majority of African countries for example 
have refused to sign agreements on return and re-
admissions despite funding incentives.

Charles Obila
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FOCUS: The Youth Empowerment Project

I am part of the team at the Youth 
Empowerment Project  (YEP) 
in The Gambia. Overall, YEP is 
working on improving employ-
ability and self-employment op-
portunities for youth through en-

trepreneurship and skills development; increasing 
employment opportunities along selected value 
chains and promoting the concept “Tekki Fii – 
Make it here”: Make it in The Gambia.

Regarding entrepreneurship, we’re supporting 
quite a wide range of enterprises: agro-processing, 
retail, tourism, creative industries, information and 
communications technology. We’re also trying to 
support young people to develop marketable skills. 
At the end of the day, trainees will have to either 
decide whether to join the labour market as em-
ployees or start their own business. 

In terms of supporting young entrepreneurs who 
are new to running their own business, one ap-
proach is to use the Empretec model. Empretec is 
the capacity-building programme of the United 
Nations Conference on Trade and Development 
(UNCTAD) that supports the inclusive growth of 
micro, small and medium sized enterprises. Par-
ticipants attend workshops to develop basic busi-
ness skills such as book-keeping. The experience is 
also intended to motivate young entrepreneurs and 
build self-confidence. 

Alongside skills training, the YEP offers material 
help to Gambian businesses. The Access to Finance 
initiative works with businesses at all stages. Our 
mini-grant scheme, implemented by The National 
Association of Cooperative Credit Unions of The 
Gambia (NACCUG), has so far supported more 
than 250 start-ups with the equivalent of $1,000 in 
seed money each. Support is not provided as cash, 
but in the form of materials and equipment.

We also offer technical guidance and support, and 
we monitor these new businesses so that we can in-
tervene if there are any problems. One sector that 
has particularly benefitted is poultry farming. We 

have 45 or 50 entrepreneurs involved in poultry 
farming, and most of them doing well. 

I can give you the example of one recipient of fund-
ing, also called Baboucarr. He started off as a mi-
grant on the ‘backway’, the overland route to the 
coast. He had a traumatic journey that lasted over 
two years, and at one point he was held hostage in 
Libya until his family sold their property to pay his 
ransom. On return to The Gambia, he set up a small 
poultry business with just 85 chicks. He successful-
ly applied for a mini-grant through the YEP and 
submitted invoices for 300 chickens, feeding equip-
ment and chicken feed amounting to about $850. 
The NACCUG, partnering with ITC, bought the 
goods and supplied them to Baboucarr. His busi-
ness now has nine employees and made $1,300 in 
profit in its first year.

As well as the mini-grant scheme, there is a mi-
ni-loan scheme implemented by the Social De-
velopment Fund (SDF). This is aimed at growing 
existing businesses. Collateral requirements are less 
stringent than the private sector and interest rates 
are about half those charged by the banks. Loans 
need to be paid back within a year. 

A third finance mechanism is called the Gambian 
Angels Investment Network (GAIN). This is aimed 
at established businesses too large to receive mi-
ni-grants or mini-loans. The idea is to connect these 
businesses with so-called ‘angels’, who are wealthy 
Gambian investors looking for high-potential busi-
nesses in which to invest.

The initiative was set up by the International Trade 
Centre (ITC) in partnership with the African Busi-
ness Angel Network and the Gambian Investment 
and Export Promotion Agency (GIEPA). GAIN 
follows in the footsteps of similar initiatives in 
Mali, Benin and Senegal. Its initial target is to bring 
together between ten and fifteen local and diaspo-
ra-based investors to fund between eight and twelve 
early and growth-stage start-ups. GAIN has received 
support from the YEP, but will eventually become 
self-sustaining.

Baboucarr Sallah

https://www.yep.gm/
https://www.yep.gm/
https://empretec.unctad.org/
https://yep.gm/blog/backway-back-home-making-it-gambia
https://yep.gm/blog/backway-back-home-making-it-gambia
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What is the profile of the YEP’s intended 
beneficiaries? 
Only a few of the technical training programmes 
require degree-level education. Many of the young 
entrepreneurs don’t have basic education, and some 
don’t speak or write English. So, most of our train-
ing programmes are delivered in local languages or 
in basic English. Also, we aim to support businesses 
throughout the country rather than just in the coast-
al areas. There is huge potential in the rural areas.

In terms of education, there is a complimentary 
project, the Tekki-Fii or ‘Make it in The Gambia’ 
project. Like the YEP, this is funded by the EU Trust 
Fund. Between them the projects will receive about 
€13 million between 2019 and February 2021. The 
project is aimed at those aged between 15-35 and 
not in employment, education, or skills training. 
It especially targets returning migrants and those 
thinking of migrating. It wants to change the per-
ception of young people from seeing their future 
abroad to seeing their future in The Gambia. 

Importantly, following assessment, the training can 
lead to a Gambia Skills Qualification Framework 
certificate accredited by the National Accreditation 
and Quality Assurance Authority. Tekki Fii also ac-
tively tries to link training with getting a job. ‘Enter 
the Labour Market’ workshops are held alongside 

skills training to improve communication and in-
terpersonal skills. The idea of the certificates and 
ELM workshops is to motivate the trainees to find 
a job or become self-employed. The target is for 
1,200 trainees to complete the ELM workshops by 
the end of the Tekki-Fii project in 2021. It is fund-
ed by the European Union Trust Fund for Africa 
(EUTF) and implemented by the ITC, German 
Agency for International Cooperation (GIZ), Insti-
tuto Marquês de Valle Flôr (IMVF) and the Belgian 
Development Agency, Enabel. The project builds 
on existing EU-funded initiatives such as the YEP 
and the EU-IOM Joint Initiative for Migrant Pro-
tection and Reintegration.

The main reason returnees give for migrating is the 
search for better opportunities abroad. So, the YEP 
is looking to unleash the potential of youth with-
out them leaving the country through risky routes. 
Give them a real alternative to the risky overland 
and oversea journey. Migration is by choice, and we 
cannot stop people from migrating. But we have an 
obligation to make sure that, before they migrate, 
young people are aware of the opportunities at 
home. Whether they explore these opportunities is 
up to them. But, from what I have seen through the 
YEP’s advocacy work, young people have changed 
their perception towards risky migration and are, 
instead, trying out opportunities here.

http://migrationjointinitiative.org/
http://migrationjointinitiative.org/
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Do such programmes achieve the EU’s goals?

Why have migrant numbers 

dropped if, as you argue, EU 

policy has not been successful?

First, awareness and education. I 
think campaigns such as the one 
by CNN on slavery has penetrated 
to the grassroots. A lot more peo-
ple who didn’t understand the per-
ils of the journey are now aware. 

Second, the security situation in Libya. This has be-
come a lot worse in terms of the fighting, killings, 
slavery, detention, etc. Third, states have increased 
their border security. This is partly a result of EU 
pressure I would think, but it also has to do with 
limiting the movement of jihadi terrorists, some of 
whom are also involved in human trafficking.

Also, people are still migrating. I think there has been 
a switch from migration to Europe to intra-African 
migration. People are still leaving The Gambia, Nige-
ria, etc. But since the journey to Europe has become 
a lot more dangerous, a lot more expensive, and the 
chances of success have gone way down, people are 
migrating to other African countries.

Is the EU’s strategy sustainable?

We have seen a decrease in north-
bound migration from sub-Saha-
ran Africa towards Europe. That’s 
a clear trend. We’re also seeing 
more involuntarily immobile mi-
grants who have become stranded 

in certain places. For example, people who have ar-
rived in Libya but are not able to leave. It’s unclear 
whether the flows towards North Africa have really 
reduced or have just become less visible because 
we don’t see them arriving in Europe anymore. Er-
itreans are still leaving Eritrea and refugee camps in 
Ethiopia in large numbers, but we don’t see them 
arriving in Italy anymore. Where exactly are they 
along the route through Sudan and southern Lib-

ya? On the West African side, we’ve clearly seen 
a big decrease in flows through Niger, especially 
through places like Agadez. In 2015 an anti-smug-
gling law was introduced which basically criminal-
ised migrant smugglers and put a lot of them out 
of business. Their vehicles were confiscated and 
many were put in jail. This really had an impact on 
irregular migration flows. The numbers have gone 
down, but whether that has translated into reduced 
numbers entering Libya is less clear. All we really 
know is that EU pressure on countries like Niger 
has reduced or at least diverted the flow of people 
that was passing through them.

As demonstrated in last year’s Mixed Migration 
Review, the securitisation of migration is present 
at every step of the journey. It’s ironic that while 
insecurity helps drive migration, migrants face 
securitised conditions all the way to their desti-
nation. This might have some short-term gains 
in terms of reduced numbers of migrants. But I 
think in the longer term these gains will come at 
the cost of more instability, which will itself lead to 
more irregular migration. This is what we see in a 
place like Niger. Disrupting the smuggling business 
around Agadez has stranded people in the coun-
try and increased tensions between migrants and 
host communities. Former smugglers are out of 
business, they’re unemployed. They are potentially 
susceptible for recruitment into the jihadist groups 
active in that area. I think all in all, this is really a 
vicious cycle that shows that a blanket securitised 
approach to migration is not going to work. Inter-
estingly, a report by the UK Parliament’s Foreign 
Affairs Committee came to the same conclusion.

In short, I think there is an imbalance between the 
various actors involved the migration issue. Whilst 
there is a need for a comprehensive approach, at 
present the conversation is circular. African coun-
tries say, ‘we’d like more legal migration channels, 
more work visas for the EU’. The EU says, ‘we’re not 
offering those unless you accept returns and failed 
asylum seekers’. And the Africans respond, ‘well, 
we won’t take returns unless we get more legal mi-
gration’. Someone needs to break the cycle.

Olawale Ismail

Bram Frouws

http://www.mixedmigration.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Mixed-Migration-Review-2019.pdf
http://www.mixedmigration.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Mixed-Migration-Review-2019.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201919/cmselect/cmfaff/107/10702.htm
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201919/cmselect/cmfaff/107/10702.htm
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African responses to the EU’s agenda

What is Africa’s overall  

position on migration?

Politics in Africa is a thorny issue 
and migration is not always at the 
top of the agenda for a number 
of reasons. Some countries in the 
Sahel see migration as a relief to 
the pressures of the labour mar-

ket. Other countries like Nigeria and Côte d’Ivoire 
do not have adequate statistics and cannot provide 
planners with up-to-date information on migration 
flows. I have also found the responses of African 
states to vary along the lines of the old colonial re-
gimes. In Francophone countries, for example, the 
migration issue is largely influenced by France. This 
is true when it comes to their philosophy, technical 
capacity and policy-making. That is why you find 
that migration from Francophone West Africa is 
almost uniformly routed towards France.

More generally, African states have adopted a lais-
sez-faire approach to migration. This was evident 
in the attitudes of the African officials attending 
the Euro-African Dialogue on Development and 
Migration, as well as in the failure of African states 
to develop a comprehensive migration policy. Ni-
geria first devised a migration policy in 2007, but 
only ratified it in 2015.  It was only then that other 
countries like Rwanda, Ghana, Liberia, Uganda and 
South Africa started to develop their own migra-
tion policies and programmes.

The problem with many of these policies is the lack 
of sustainability and ownership by African states. 
Indeed, many of these programmes were funded by 
the EU through the International Organisation for 
Migration (IOM). The same goes for the meetings 
organised to discuss this issue. As a result, we tend 
to get policies that are Eurocentric and emphasise 
the destination point of view of migration, whereas 
Africa should be focusing on the country-of-origin 
perspective of migration. This is what is needed for 
migration to become a win-win process.   

The term ‘migration crisis’ 

is common in Europe. Do 

African states see it this way?

There are two sides to it. I think the 
creation of the narrative around 
the ‘crisis’ does not correspond 
with the African understanding of 
migration. This is because African 
migration is more regional than 

between continents. The International Labour Or-
ganisation estimates that over 80% of African mi-
gration occurs within the African continent. This 
is highest in the Economic Community of West 
African States (ECOWAS) region, which has had 
the longest history of free mobility as a result of the 
Free Movement of Persons Protocol adopted back 
in 1979. It’s also true for the IGAD states in the East 
and Horn regions of Africa.

In 2015, there were many pockets of conflict across 
the globe and in Africa as well. So, the ‘crisis’ itself 
was largely defined in Eurocentric terms. As num-
bers were increasing in the Mediterranean, countries 
in the East and Horn of Africa we were responding 
to regional conflicts and related disasters. For exam-
ple, Uganda registered almost a million refugees in 
2015. And that is just one country. Ethiopia saw large 
increases in refugee flows from South Sudan. The 
same for Kenya. States could not close their doors. 
And no country in the IGAD region did close their 
doors to refugees from South Sudan or Somalia. 
Those borders have remained largely open. I know 
Kenya threatened to close Dadaab refugee camp in 
2016. But even then, a solution was found where 
only those who were willing to return were helped 
to return. So, both in their perception of migration 
flows and their response, states in the IGAD region 
were not part of this narrative of ‘crisis’.

If anything, more countries in the region have re-
vised their refugee management policies to provide 
refugees with more opportunities for inclusion par-
ticularly in education, livelihoods and health.

Charles Obila

Aderanti Adepoju



4444

We do not see migration as a crisis. In fact, in 
IGAD we’re currently negotiating a protocol on 
free movement of persons that is intended to pro-
mote the circulation of people within the region. 
Why? Because if you go into the border areas be-
tween IGAD countries, basically the same ethnic 
communities are living on both sides of the border. 
Mobility is a permanent feature of cross-border 
community life and trade volumes are high in those 
areas. Is there a ‘security’ crisis? Yes, there are some 
security challenges. But I would not call it a threat 
to the national sovereignty of IGAD member states. 
I think for us, mobility and migration will still re-
main a permanent feature.

What is IGAD’s position on the European 
response to the supposed crisis?
We have to go back to the African Union-European 
Union continental dialogue of 2015. The 2015 Val-
letta Summit adopted the Joint Valletta Action Plan 
and established the EU Emergency Trust Fund for 
Africa to operationalise it. The action plan identi-
fied five priority domains: development benefits of 
migration and addressing root causes of irregular 
migration; promoting regular channels for migra-
tion; protection and asylum; preventing irregular 
migration, migrant smuggling and trafficking; and 
return and admission.  However, if you listen care-
fully to the dialogue, I think the summit was fun-
damentally divided. The African group was keen 
on expanding regular pathways for migration while 
the EU was keen on addressing irregular migration 
flows, trafficking and smuggling – mainly through 
securitisation and development support. 

In terms of support for development, research in-
dicates that up to a certain level of development 
migration tends to increase. So, there is a funda-
mental misconception on the part of the EU that 
supporting development will lead to less migration.  
I also think that we should not aim to do away with 
migration, but rather deal with the challenges asso-
ciated with irregular migration. In my opinion, the 
best way to address irregular migration is to expand 

channels for regular migration. If migrants have the 
means, but don’t have expanded pathways for regu-
lar migration, they will find smugglers to facilitate 
their movement.

When it comes to securitisation, of course, a lot of 
EU money has been spent to address irregular mi-
gration. If you go to the trust fund’s website, you’ll 
find that the Horn and West Africa are the largest 
recipients of funding. However, it’s unclear how 
effective some of this programming has been. For 
example, border security has been emphasised and 
guards have been trained to more rigorously check 
documents at the border. Some people have been 
arrested because they were not carrying the prop-
er documentation, but most of the time they have 
turned out to be from states with free movement 
or labour movement bilateral agreements. In other 
words, they were travelling legally, they just didn’t 
have the right papers. This is quite common. I can 
give you the example of Kenya and Ethiopia, which 
have a bilateral agreement dating back to the 1970s. 
Ethiopians trying to cross into Kenya are now being 
arrested because they don’t have the correct doc-
umentation, and not because they’ve committed 
any offence. So on the one hand you can say that 
the trainings have had their intended effect: border 
guards are now performing their jobs to a higher 
standard. But on the other hand, you can rightly ask 
if this money has been well spent if the majority 
of people getting caught turn out to be false posi-
tives. People’s legal rights are being infringed upon 
because the training programme didn’t adequately 
account for the documentation issue.

We are seeing this more and more: migrants are 
ending up in detention because they don’t have the 
right documentation. And this comes down to in-
competent bureaucracy in African states. Mobility 
frameworks are negotiated but then don’t function 
properly. So, in my view some securitisation meas-
ures are misplaced. They need to offer real security, 
not create barriers to beneficial labour mobility.

https://ec.europa.eu/trustfundforafrica/index_en
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How have governments and 

civil society in the Sahel 

responded to the EU strategy? 

Migration is a contested issue in 
Africa-EU relations. African gov-
ernments do not tend to have 
much interest in stopping migrants 
from travelling to Europe beyond 
attracting EU aid monies condi-
tioned upon it. On the contrary, 

remittances from the diasporas in Europe are cru-
cial for these states and generally bring in far more 
revenue than development aid does. Travelling mi-

grants also spend money and create livelihood op-
portunities for local communities along the routes. 
Moreover, intra-African migration has been a long-
standing and vital strategy of survival, especially in 
the semi-desert and semi-nomadic region of the 
Sahel. This divergence in interests is perhaps most 
explicit in the negotiations around readmitting ex-
pelled migrants. Some African countries have out-
right refused to cooperate – as doing so would make 
governments very unpopular at home. 

It is, however, a bit different when it comes to pe-
nal aid, which seems to be much more welcome to 
African governments. In fact, aid for internal secu-
rity always comes at the request of the beneficiary. 

The willingness to actually implement projects and 
to change the penal sector, however, varies greatly. 
It seems to depend on whether the project aims at 
a comprehensive restructuring and reforming of 
criminal justice institutions or merely the enhance-
ment of security and intelligence capabilities and 
equipment to fight crime. While the former is no-
toriously difficult, and state apparatuses often ‘lack 
willingness’ to transform, support for enhancing 
security capacities is often welcomed. It also seems 
that EU aid and Common Security and Defence 
Policy (CSDP) missions are increasingly geared to-
wards the latter: building border security and short 
term, ad hoc capabilities to more effectively fight 
crime. A sort of ‘state-building lite’.

African states are not just passive recipients of EU 
aid, nor are they forced into becoming the EU’s 
border guards – although that task tends to come 
with a financial benefit and the EU increasingly 
relies on conditionality to make African govern-
ments cooperate. Some state leaders actively seek 
out security assistance to build their state’s internal 
security capacity and thus their ability to govern 
territory and populations. This aid inevitably ends 
up serving state leaders’ interests whether aligned 
with that of a majority of their constituencies or 
not. Researchers have noted that in countries such 
as Niger, police and security forces have not only 
taken bribes from and harassed traveling migrants, 
but they have also been used to crack down on civil 

“The EU’s re-direction of aid may contribute to creating African 

‘security states’ – entrenching elites in power by bolstering their 

internal security capabilities”

— Eva Magdalena Stambøl

Eva Magdalena 
Stambøl

https://www.law.ox.ac.uk/research-subject-groups/centre-criminology/centreborder-criminologies/blog/2019/03/projecting
https://www.law.ox.ac.uk/research-subject-groups/centre-criminology/centreborder-criminologies/blog/2019/03/projecting
https://www.clingendael.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/turning_the_tide.pdf
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society and political opposition. Some civil society 
members have been repeatedly arrested and falsely 
accused of terrorism and coup attempts. This adds 
to the critique of the EU’s longstanding strengthen-
ing of the security capacities of governments with 
questionable human rights track records. 

It should also be noted that civil society organisa-
tions in Niger and Mali are very much opposed to 
the criminalisation of mobility, which has been cru-
cial to the region for centuries. They accuse their 
governments of being more accountable to the EU 
as a donor than to their own populations. Niger’s 

crackdown on migrant smugglers, for example, vi-
olated the ECOWAS Protocol on Free Movement – 
to which Niger is a party – as most of the migrants 
are from other ECOWAS countries and should in 
principle be able to travel freely. This, civil society 
claims, shows how pleasing EU security interests is 
prioritised by their governments over respecting 
regional legal frameworks. 

To sum up, an increasing amount of EU funding 
is channeled towards penal aid. This is aimed at 
strengthening the short-term and ad hoc capa-
bilities of African states to more effectively fight 
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‘crimes of mobility’, and includes intelligence-led 
policing, risk assessments and border manage-
ment infrastructure. Conversely, less aid seems 
to be channeled to the victims of trafficking or to 
building an accountable criminal justice chain that 
is responsive to human rights. This is a trend that 
should be carefully monitored, as there is a risk that 
the EU’s re-direction of aid may contribute to cre-
ating African ‘security states’ – entrenching elites in 
power by bolstering their internal security capabili-
ties rather than protecting human rights of popula-
tions, migrants and victims of trafficking.

How do you interpret Africa’s 

response to the EU’s strategy?

Migration is seen as less of a prob-
lem in Africa. There’s a strong cul-
ture of migration. I think originally, 
it was seen as a way of contributing 
to development. The idea of mi-
gration as a security threat is more 

recent, a response to European pressure and, to an 
extent, increased global concerns about the securi-
ty implications of migration. This has changed the 
perception of migration, certainly in some African 
countries. For example, in Kenya, Somali refugees 
suffer recriminations as a result of al-Shabaab terror-
ism.  And South Africa has witnessed a rise in viru-
lent anti-migration and anti-foreigner sentiment at 
the grassroots level.

I think there are also African politicians following 
the money. Some leaders and policy makers recog-
nise that there is money to be made out of migra-
tion. There is the danger of a slippery slope as far as 
‘migration diplomacy’ is concerned with refugees 
and migrants used as bargaining chips to attract 
donor funding. Qaddafi was a good example. He 
threatened to ‘turn Europe black’ if the EU or It-
aly did not increase financial assistance to Libya. 
The EU strategy based on development funding in 
return for enhanced securitisation provides an in-
centive for African leaders to talk up the migration 

issue in the expectation of receiving a share of the 
trust fund’s financial assistance.

How do African NGOs address 

the challenge of mass migration? 

My charity AFRUCA works with 
victims of human trafficking from 
Africa to the UK. Over the past 
nineteen years the charity has 
supported over 500 children and 
young people trafficked for dif-

ferent purposes including domestic slavery and 
sex trafficking. Even though we work with victims 
trafficked from different parts of Africa, the major-
ity of our users have been trafficked from Nigeria. 
This has enabled us to build up a strong expertise 
in UK-Nigeria human trafficking intervention. 
In addition to our direct victim support services, 
AFRUCA conducts nation-wide community ed-
ucation programmes focusing on specific areas of 
human trafficking and exploitation. Based on our 
long-term involvement in the UK anti-trafficking 
sector, and in recognition of the relative lack of in-
volvement of many affected diaspora communities 
in helping to address human trafficking, we estab-
lished BASNET – the UK Black and Minority Eth-
nic (BME) Anti-Slavery Network to help improve 
diaspora engagement in UK anti-trafficking work. 

My experiences of delivering an array of services 
at AFRUCA over the years and the impact we have 
made demonstrate that efforts to tackle human traf-
ficking and mass migration at the source in Africa 
would achieve a lot more success if local NGOs were 
at the forefront of this work. The reasons are not far-
fetched. Just like AFRUCA in the UK, local anti-traf-
ficking NGOs in Africa have considerable knowledge 
and understanding of the local issues at play. Those 
leading the NGOs might have related personal sto-
ries motivating them and driving their interventions 
rather than pecuniary gain. In particular, the gener-
al desire for change driven by the negative images of 
Nigerian women as victims of sex trafficking on the 

Debbie Ariyo

Bram Frouws
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streets of Europe is a key motivating factor for many 
anti-trafficking NGOs in Nigeria. Despite this, the ca-
pacity of local NGOs to tackle both subjects is very 
much reduced due to a lack of financial support from 
the government as well as a lack of capacity.

In particular, there is very little funding available 
for local NGOs to help address the human aspects 
of mass migration to European countries. The 
EU-IOM Assisted Voluntary Return Programme 
provides moderate support for migrants from 
countries like Nigeria and Senegal rescued from 
the detention camps in Libya. But aside from this, 
the bulk of European funding directed at African 
countries is to address human trafficking and not 
migration as a whole. In Nigeria, NGOs are usually 
given short-term funding for anti-trafficking work, 
often as sub-contractors to the National Agency 
for the Prohibition of Trafficking in Persons (NAP-
TIP), the anti-trafficking agency in Nigeria partly 
funded by the EU. Their task is generally limited 
to providing shelters for victims or to conducting 
community awareness programmes. Experts have 
questioned why an intermediary is necessary for 
this, when money could be paid directly to those 
performing the role on the ground. 

These constraints have limited the capacity of local 
NGOs to tackle human trafficking and irregular mi-
gration. They also put NGOs in a difficult position, 
as in order to attract income they must contend with 
a top-down approach to address issues that may or 
may not be priorities for the beneficiaries. Some-
times local organisations must compete amongst 
themselves for service delivery contracts from in-
ternational organisations, thereby fostering com-
petition rather than collaboration and partnership. 
There is a similar approach in the UK as well – some 
agencies seeking to ‘engage’ with diaspora organisa-
tions like AFRUCA on anti-trafficking matters come 
to us with a top-down way of doing things. These 
agencies impose their views upon us while ignoring 
the ideas we or other partners put forward. They of-
ten insist on doing things their way even when it is 
clear to partner organisations that the intervention 
will not work. Such an approach to community en-

gagement is of course counter-productive. Rather 
than helping to address the subject of human traf-
ficking, they actually alienate the communities who 
are essential to creating the change we seek.

Despite these challenges, some NGOs continue to 
offer certain services such as public education pro-
grammes, shelters for victims, employment and 
vocational training programmes, counselling and 
psychosocial support as well as policy advocacy. 
They can claim some success in helping to raise 
awareness of the dangers associated with mass mi-
gration and human trafficking, as well in pushing 
for government action. 

How does European intervention  affect 
African NGOs’ anti-trafficking work?
Within Africa itself, Europe’s anti-trafficking and 
anti-migration interventions are at best inter-
twined or focused mainly on ‘fighting human traf-
ficking’. Significant funds are going to countries like 
Niger or Nigeria where many of the victims of hu-
man trafficking for sexual exploitation in European 
countries either originate or transit. Yet the bulk of 
these programmes are focused on short-term inter-
ventions, such as awareness raising or small scale, 
low-skill training programmes like hair dressing or 
soap, bead or hat making. This is the sort of thing 
offered in the NAPTIP shelters in Nigeria. Such 
programmes do not systematically tackle the root 
causes of irregular migration and human traffick-
ing or provide returning victims with long-term 
support and sustainable employment options. 

In Niger, a transit country to Libya, the EU Emergency 
Trust Fund has provided millions of euros in funding 
to the government to help stop the flow of migrants. 
Unsurprisingly, the Nigerien government recently 
enacted a law forbidding anyone from facilitating the 
movement of migrants into or out of the country. But 
they haven’t been trying to encourage other sorts of 
economic activities in its place. Investments in social 
re-integration programmes for those formerly in the 
‘migration business’ are grossly inadequate in com-
parison to the huge incomes previously derived from 
transporting mass numbers of migrants to Libya. Un-

https://www.iom.int/news/un-missions-senegal-visit-kolda-home-many-returnee-migrants
https://www.thenation.com/article/niger-agadez-migration/
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less attractive alternatives are created it is unlikely this 
new policy will prove sustainable.

Local NGOs in Nigeria have questioned why the 
EU’s intervention on human trafficking has centred 
solely on addressing sex trafficking, while other 
forms of trafficking and exploitation like domestic 
slavery and forced labour prevalent across Nigeria 
are ignored. In the UK, for example, while govern-
ment statistics on human trafficking from Nigeria 
show a high number of victims of domestic slavery, 
UK/EU intervention in Nigeria has never sought to 
address this issue – despite the advocacy work by 
AFRUCA and other diaspora organisations. Again 

this demonstrates that the opinions of small local 
or diaspora NGOs do not matter when the donor 
agency has its own agenda to fulfil.

At present, while it might seem that the EU’s top-
down intervention to address human trafficking 
and mass migration in Africa is working, based on 
the reduced number of migrants to Europe via Lib-
ya, there is no evidence at all that these changes are 
sustainable. The root causes of human trafficking 
are not being addressed and the important role of 
local NGOS is being ignored. Both are necessary for 
real progress to be made.
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The role of regional economic 
communities

What role, if any, have regional 

economic communities played 

in the development of an 

African migration policy?

There are eight regional economic 
organisations, but of these ECOW-
AS has been the most proactive in 
the area of migration management. 
ECOWAS was established in 1975. 
Four years later its member states 

adopted the first protocol relating to the Free Move-
ment of Persons, Residence and Establishment.

ECOWAS has recorded several achievements. It has 
created a borderless area and galvanised intra-re-
gional commerce and trade, in spite of occasional 
hiccups such as the recent closure of Nigeria’s land 
borders. Today, intra-regional trade in West Africa 
has been enhanced and citizens from the region can 
travel to neighbouring countries with a uniform 
ECOWAS passport. There is now also the proposed 
ECO, which is the region’s single currency. A third 
potential area of achievement would be the har-
monised accreditation of diplomas, which would 
facilitate the exchange of students and render them 
more marketable in neighbouring countries.

The EU and particularly France have tried to un-
dermine these efforts. I could provide numerous ex-
amples to prove this point. When I lived in Senegal 
many years ago, there was a vibrant trade exchange 
between Nigerians and Senegalese women until 
France encouraged Senegal to stop buying Nigerian 
products. Senegal believed at the time that Nigeria 
was having undue influence in the region and abid-
ed by France’s request. When I was president of the 
Union for African Population Studies, I observed 
that French diplomats would often stay in the hotel 
where we held our meetings and subtly influence the 
position of our Francophone colleagues.

Others point to Morocco’s membership of ECOW-
AS and Egypt’s membership of COMESA as further 
evidence of France’s hidden agenda. These coun-
tries have almost no geographical, historical, eco-
nomic or cultural ties with the regions concerned 
and many suspect that the only possible reason be-
hind their membership is for them to serve as a foot 
in the door for Paris. In fact, such is France’s hold 
on Francophone Africa that the former AU Ambas-
sador to the U.S., Dr Arikana Chihombori-Quao, 
gave a speech in which she criticised France’s “con-
tinued colonialism.” She was eventually removed 
from her post.

IGAD in the Horn and Eastern regions of Africa is 
still at a very primitive stage of free movement of 
persons, and SADC in the south only agreed to a 
Protocol on the Facilitation of Movement of Per-
sons in 2005 after many years of negotiation. The 
problem here is one of lack of foresight by the Af-
rican leadership. To illustrate, if Zambia and Zim-
babwe had foreseen that their economies could one 
day collapse, they would not have vigorously op-
posed free movement of persons when it was first 
proposed in 1995. Zambia only ratified the SADC 
Protocol on the Facilitation of the Movement of 
Persons in 2013. Unfortunately, most of our politi-
cal leaders think only short-term.

What has IGAD done to try to 

manage migration in the region?

IGAD followed in the steps of 
the African Union, which in 
2006 adopted a Migration Policy 
Framework and recommended 
that regional economic communi-
ties and national governments for-

mulate regional and national policy frameworks. In 
2012, IGAD therefore adopted the IGAD Region-
al Migration Policy Framework, a comprehensive 
document that identified twelve broad priorities 
that speak to the migration dynamics of the region. 

Charles Obila

Aderanti Adepoju

https://www.aljazeera.com/ajimpact/nigeria-land-borders-closed-goods-official-confirms-191015191736317.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/ajimpact/nigeria-land-borders-closed-goods-official-confirms-191015191736317.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jOTEs2UHego
https://www.chronicles.rw/2019/10/14/african-union-fires-diplomat-for-criticising-frances-continued-colonialism/
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/icp/igad-regional-migration-policy-framework1.pdf
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/icp/igad-regional-migration-policy-framework1.pdf
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These range from irregular and labour migration 
to forced displacement, climate change, pastoral 
mobility, returns and readmission.  In 2014, IGAD 
also adopted the Migration Action Plan 2015-2020 
to operationalise the policy framework. This plan 
is under review in light of new realities and the re-
gion’s changing migration dynamics.

IGAD is the only regional economic community 
to have adopted a regional policy framework and 
adapted it to regional realities. This is largely due to 
the fact that our leaders were accustomed to deal-
ing with drought- and conflict-related displace-
ment and so, unlike in other regions, they did not 
need to be convinced of the relevance of this policy. 
The IGAD Protocol on Free Movement of Persons 
is vital in promoting freer mobility, particularly la-
bour migration across East and the Horn of Africa.

In terms of the impact of our policy response, I 
would say that there are things that we have done 
well, such as setting up a migration governance 
architecture. IGAD has established several mech-
anisms to facilitate interactions between member 
states, between member states and the IGAD sec-
retariat, and between member states and our de-
velopment partners. These include coordination 

platforms, such as National Coordination Mecha-
nisms (NCM), the Regional Migration Coordina-
tion Committee (RMCC), and the Regional Con-
sultative Processes on migration (RCP). Member 
states use these mechanisms to share experiences, 
best practices and lessons learned from different 
approaches to migration management.

Furthermore, IGAD, in collaboration with other 
actors such IOM and GIZ, is currently supporting 
governments to develop national migration strat-
egies and national plans to implement the Global 
Compact for Migration. We also work with groups 
known as intermediate sectoral committees, which 
include national agents of change and which are 
crucial in pushing for policy developments and im-
provements at the national level.

Unfortunately, the implementation of key regional 
commitments requires a lot of resources and time. 
This is further exacerbated by the fact that major-
ity of our programmes are dependent   on donor 
funding, and in some instances our priorities and 
donor priorities may not align. For instance dias-
pora engagement and remittances remain largely 
underfunded.

https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/our_work/ICP/RCP/2018/igad/igadmigrationactionplan2015-2020.pdf
https://refugeesmigrants.un.org/sites/default/files/180713_agreed_outcome_global_compact_for_migration.pdf
https://refugeesmigrants.un.org/sites/default/files/180713_agreed_outcome_global_compact_for_migration.pdf
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FOCUS: Returning migrants

Returns are complex. They can be 
individual or en masse. And they 
can be voluntary, compulsory 
or forced. The African Union is 
taking a firm line against forced 
returns, insisting that African 
states can’t accept returns unless 

migrants want to return voluntarily. For African 
states it’s a human rights issue as well as a logistical 
and financial issue. And then there are the political 
costs. Take the example of Mali. Its government did 
agree to take forced returns and paid a hefty politi-
cal price. It ended up reversing that policy because 
there was a domestic backlash from Malians largely 
positive about the benefits of migration and often 
unaware of the distinction between regular and 
irregular migration. I think that reflects the im-
portance of migration to communities as well as a 
grassroots perception that elites are taking big pay-
offs from Europe to take people back against their 
will. There is a price to be paid for that politically.

The return of migrants to their country of origin is 
part of the EU policy towards African migration, 
alongside increased development assistance. Rising 
populism has led to European politicians, parties 
and pressure groups demanding that migrants be 
returned to where they came from if they are not 
granted the right to remain in Europe. Fear-mon-
gering about the number of migrant arrivals has 
underpinned the recent electoral success of popu-
list parties. However, with the number of migrants 
arriving in Europe declining since 2015, populists 
need to come up with new issues to bolster their 
political base. One issue that populists are currently 
focusing on is returns. The issue is being raised in 
fora you wouldn’t expect. In trade discussions that 
have nothing to do with migration, you’re seeing 
European politicians raising the issue of returns.

You also see the returns issue linked with activities 
funded by the EU Trust Fund. The EU are, essen-
tially, leveraging development assistance. They’re 
calling these activities ‘projects’ but they are really 
an anti-migration strategy. The price tag is huge. 
The EU often incorporates returns into a broader 
package of securitisation measures required as a 
quid pro quo for increased development assistance. 
I think at the end of the day, a lot of these meas-
ures are very short-term. They also reflect short-
term thinking. Forced returns involve substantial 
due process, logistical and financial elements, so 
European states should carefully consider the costs 
and benefits of expanding return programmes and 
turning them into formal policy. There have been 
some – I’m going to call them unofficial – agree-
ments on returns. A few people have been returned 
through them, but not nearly enough to have an 
impact.

It seems that African states, especially West African 
states, are resisting returns. As I point out in a re-
port on returning migrants from Europe, returns to 
Africa from the EU are low in comparison to other 
parts of the world. In 2017, only 5% of all returns 
were to Africa. And while the return rate – the 
number of returns ordered divided by the number 
of actual returns – is 36% for all returns from Eu-
rope, it is just 9% for returns to Africa. This reflects 
resistance to Europe’s return policy from African 
states, together with the practical difficulties of ac-
curately identifying African migrants’ nationalities. 
Difficulties in making an accurate identification 
are exacerbated by migrants not declaring their na-
tionality on arrival. In 2015, 17% of asylum seekers 
arriving in Europe were categorised as from an ‘un-
known country’. That makes it hard to send them 
back. I see this as a resilience strategy.

Aimée-Noël 
Mbiyozo

https://issafrica.s3.amazonaws.com/site/uploads/pb-127-2.pdf
https://issafrica.s3.amazonaws.com/site/uploads/pb-127-2.pdf
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The future of 
African migration



5555

Migration as a way of life

Will free movement across 

Africa happen?

Going back over 40 years, there 
has been an ambition on the part 
of some African states – resist-
ed by others – to establish free-
dom of movement for both goods 
and people within the continent. 
ECOWAS led the way at the re-

gional level and proved that these freedoms did not 
lead to neighbouring countries being flooded by 
either competing goods or people. Today, the ISS 
estimates that of the African Union’s 55 member 
states, 42 are in some form of freedom of move-
ment arrangement – although some of these ar-
rangements are limited to a specific time period.

Given that Africa is much larger than Europe – 
with twice as many countries and around 65% 
more people – the dynamics are different. As such, 
internal migration should be settled within regions 
before it is rolled out across the continent. And this 
should be in three phases: first free movement, then 
work rights, then settlement. How long this process 
will take depends on political will. Already, this is 
the plan of action for the AU in implementing the 
free movement protocol and the African continen-
tal free trade area. 

In ECOWAS, there is already evidence of political 
will, but less so in southern Africa. Most countries 
in southern Africa follow a political system that 
requires parliamentary approval for major consti-
tutional changes. In the farming region of West-
ern Cape, for example, there are concerns about 
migrant workers from Lesotho willing to work for 
less than locals. It wouldn’t be that simple though. 
Research undertaken by the African Centre for Mi-
gration & Society at the University of Witwaters-
rand at part of the Migrating for Work Research 
Consortium (MiWORC) indicates that migrant 
labour is a complex phenomenon. For example, 
there seems to be more foreign migrant labour in 
the service industry (such as in retail, hospitality, 

maintenance, accounting and law), construction 
and manufacturing than in mining, farming and 
similar sectors.

What is clear is that migration impacts all aspects 
of the host society regardless of whether it is reg-
ularised or not. The current Covid-19 pandemic 
demonstrates this clearly, and as a recent ISS report 
argues, it is essential that non-nationals are includ-
ed in the country’s response. Prevention, testing 
and treatment should be available to all. 

How does Afrobarometer 

engage African leaders and 

what does it recommend?

We share our data with African 
leaders and civil society organisa-
tions. These findings on migration 
provide better context and are espe-
cially useful for policy makers who 
seek to address the challenges of 
international migration. Last year, 

for example, we launched the Pan-Africa Profile 
Report on Migration in Kenya in collaboration 
with the IOM  Regional Office for East and Horn of 
Africa and the European Union Delegation to Ken-
ya. Our findings featured prominently in the 2019 
Mo Ibrahim Forum Report and have been cited in 
a number of publications, including a research pa-
per that we jointly published with the Mo Ibrahim 
Foundation. I believe that this work goes a long way 
in changing narratives on African migration.

Above all else, we believe that the data we collect 
on the causes, forms and patterns of migration are 
critical in identifying key areas that need to be tack-
led. One is the issue of brain drain. Our data indi-
cates that the two most important groups that are 
critical to Africa’s development – the youth and the 
highly educated – are those most likely to migrate. 
Second, we need to critically examine the reasons 
why people want to migrate. The reasons we hear 

Ottilia Anna 
Maunganidze

Josephine Appiah-
Nyamekye Sanny

https://issafrica.org/iss-today/covid-19-responses-in-africa-must-include-migrants-and-refugees
https://afrobarometer.org/publications/ad288-search-opportunity-young-and-educated-africans-most-likely-consider-moving-abroad
https://afrobarometer.org/publications/ad288-search-opportunity-young-and-educated-africans-most-likely-consider-moving-abroad
https://mo-s3.ibrahim.foundation/u/2019/03/15121250/2019-Forum-Report.pdf
https://mo-s3.ibrahim.foundation/u/2019/03/15121250/2019-Forum-Report.pdf
https://mo.ibrahim.foundation/sites/default/files/2019-09/Updata-ing the narrative about African migration.pdf
https://mo.ibrahim.foundation/sites/default/files/2019-09/Updata-ing the narrative about African migration.pdf
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are strikingly similar to what we are told when we 
ask people to identify the most important challeng-
es that their governments should prioritise. Unem-
ployment ranked among the most important driv-
ing factors of migration. Similarly, when you look 
at how Africans assess the performance of their 
governments, employment is one of those areas 
where African governments are consistently rated 
poorly. African governments must make conscious 
efforts to grow their economies and expand oppor-
tunities for gainful employment and secure liveli-
hoods in their countries. Development agencies 
and host countries can also help create enabling en-
vironments in Africa for the youth so they are not 
tempted to go seeking greener pastures elsewhere. 
For example, we could aim at creating development 
hubs in each region that can provide quality jobs 
and good educational systems for the youth.

That said, migration is not all bad, and it is impor-
tant to highlight the positive dimensions as well. 
We asked our survey participants about remittanc-
es, for example, and we found that 21% are relying 
on remittances from relatives living abroad. More-
over, there is great support for free movement on 
the continent. Overall, 56% of our respondents 
stated that they should have the right to move free-
ly to another country within the region, for work or 
business. This support is highest in the ECOWAS 
region, which has the longest experience with free 
movement, and in Central Africa. Even in Southern 
Africa, 51% of respondents support free movement. 
African leaders should consider acting on citizens’ 
call for the removal of barriers to intra-African mi-
gration in order to foster intra-regional trade.

How can perceptions of 

African migrants be changed?

If you think about migration in 
marketing terms, Africa is selling 
but Europe isn’t buying. That’s not 
to say that migrants aren’t needed 
in Europe. They are. Its popula-
tions are shrinking, and without 

migrants to fill gaps in the labour market future 
growth will not be guaranteed. But they aren’t ex-
actly welcome.

From an African perspective, do we have a strategy 
to market what we have? Europe needs migrants 
while Africa has an oversupply of potential mi-
grants – people who are ready and able and willing 
to migrate and take wages at any cost. Why aren’t 
the two sides negotiating labour migration like 
you would in a normal market? Couldn’t there be 
a mechanism that would allow both sides to have 
self-reinforcing strategies? This isn’t happening 
right now because while the demand side is strong, 
the labour supply chain is extremely weak.

In my view, African countries need to do three things 
to improve their position. First they must alter their 
demographics by implementing strategies to mini-
mise rapid population growth. Right now African 
countries have very young populations and chang-
ing that will be fundamental. Second, they must seek 
to upgrade nationals’ skills so that labour migrants 
will have more to sell. Highly skilled professionals 
can be marketed internationally, whereas unskilled 
migrants that will do anything at any time can always 
be dislodged at will. Third, they must create multilat-
eral agreements to manage migration flows between 
countries. That has already been done on a bilateral 
basis, but I’m not sure it’s the best way. What about 
multilateral agreements between the European Un-
ion and, say, ECOWAS, or SADC or even the Afri-
can Union? That could be one way of ensuring that 
the supply of migrants matches the demand in terms 
of both skills and volume.

“A long-term solution would be 

intra-African circulation of labour.”

— Aderanti Adepoju

Aderanti Adepoju
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It would also be a way of tackling brain drain with-
in Africa. Migration takes a hard knock on Afri-
ca’s human capacity and human capacity building. 
It takes a lot of national resources to train highly 
skilled professionals, especially in the most sought 
after professions like medicine. There is currently 
an apparent overproduction of medical personnel 
in Africa and Europe is skimming off that excess. 
Meanwhile, Africa imports doctors from elsewhere.

It’s not the correct way to do it, but the problem 
is that we don’t have policies that optimally utilise 
what we already have. For example, locally trained 
doctors in Zimbabwe don’t generally want to work 
in rural areas. They’d rather stay in the cities like 
Harare. And the government, instead of creating 
proactive policies to encourage them to go, instead 
said, ‘let’s go to Cuba and bring in doctors who 
cannot speak a word of the Zimbabwean language’. 
That’s where the dilemma is. Our nations take 
short-term solutions to long-term problems.

A long-term solution would be intra-African circu-
lation of labour. We speak similar languages from 
Kenya to South Africa and from Ghana to Nige-
ria, and there’s no reason doctors from Nigeria or 
Kenya can’t go to South Africa, or the other way 
around. Such a system could address so many of 
Africa’s skilled labour shortages. If you look at the 
recommendations from the World Health Organi-
sation, not a single African country has reached the 
threshold for number of doctors per population. So 
why do we say we have an oversupply of doctors? 
We don’t, really. They are just poorly distributed. 
That’s true of many other parts of the economy. 
We have poor distribution between sectors of the 
economy, between sectors of the population, and 
between urban and rural areas. It’s a problem of in-
frastructure deficits. It’s a problem of incentives. It’s 
a problem of management. It’s bad management.

Will the Global Compact 

on Migration help or hinder 

African migration?

From an African perspective, I 
think that the Global Compact 
for Migration (GCM) can play an 
important role in the governance 
of African migration – perhaps 
naively so. It is a nice document 

that provides a comprehensive overview of what 
can and should be done to deal with migration. 
At the same time I appreciate that it is broad and 
politically sensitive, and so I understand why there 
are doubts about its global uptake. Already, we see 
some states adopting a pick-and-choose approach 
to the GCM whereby they apply the elements they 
agree with and disregard others. Other states are 
simply avoiding any mention of it in policy docu-
ments and official statements.

This is not the case in Africa, though. African coun-
tries were proactive throughout the GCM negotia-
tions. They’ve developed an action plan for the im-
plementation of the GCM, and regional bodies like 
IGAD are pushing for the implementation of the 
GCM as well. It would be great to see African states 
continue to be as proactive and progressive on this 
as they have been, rather than see them follow on 
the heels of Europe’s securitisation agenda. They 
must continue to embrace migration as an issue 
that is as old as humanity and that, in many ways, 
contributes to economic growth and development 
in their countries and beyond.

Bram Frouws

https://au.int/sites/default/files/newsevents/workingdocuments/36788-wd-gcm_plan_of_action-rev_2_1.pdf


5858

FOCUS: Ethiopia and the jobs compact

The Ethiopian government has its 
own political and economic agen-
da to facilitate, regularise, and if 
possible formalise migration to 
different countries, particular-
ly the Middle East. According to 

some sources, Ethiopia, a country with a popu-
lation of around 110 million, has over 14 million 
unemployed people. It also suffers from shortages 
of foreign currency. Increasing migration to the 
Middle East would alleviate both of these problems. 
Citizens would get jobs, they would channel for-
eign currency back to their family, and at the end of 
the day the country would benefit.

Many Ethiopians already aspire to go to the Gulf 
and are heading in that direction. In 2018 and again 
in 2019 we saw a ridiculously high number of Ethi-
opians arriving in Yemen. The Ethiopian govern-
ment wants to create a migration regulatory frame-
work for the Middle East to give this movement 
more structure. As part of this it recently created 
a new policy to license migration facilitators. Over 
400 agencies have received their licenses so far. The 
government has also started developing a training 
infrastructure for domestic workers and drivers, 
the two main sectors occupied by Ethiopians in 
Gulf countries.

The government is also changing its approach re-
garding the people who have come to Ethiopia as 
refugees. One way they’re doing this is through the 
Ethiopian Jobs Compact, which reserves a portion 
of the jobs it seeks to create for refugee workers. 
Seen from a refugee’s perspective the government’s 
new approach is very positive. I just got back from 
a refugee camp in northern Ethiopia and you can 
already see its impact. Refugees have been issued 
with ID cards, for instance, which will allow them 
to move around more freely and even access banks. 
They also got access to telecommunications system, 
which they didn’t have before. The refugees are now 
waiting for further steps to happen like the issuance 
of work permits or driving licenses. Both of these 
would make it far easier for them to get jobs.

How many ultimately get jobs, however, remains an 
open question. How many refugees can the Ethiopi-
an labour market absorb when millions of citizens 
are also unemployed? Gambella, one of the states 
within Ethiopia, has more refugees in it than citi-
zens. How can all those refugees possibly integrate? 
The job market has problems, there is a shortage of 
land for those who want to go into agriculture, etc. 
It’s not an easy situation.

Fekadu Adugna Tufa
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Towards a place of mutual respect

Is Europe slowly changing its 

stance to migration? 

I am not confident that Europe 
will change its stance on the secu-
ritisation of migration, not even in 
the face of heavy criticism. There 
are a few instances where the EU 
has somewhat backed off from 

this policy. In our latest annual Mixed Migration 
Review, for example, we documented how it was 
forced to suspend cooperation with the Sudanese 
government after growing reports that the Rapid 
Support Forces, its allies in the fight against irreg-
ular migration in Sudan, were involved in a violent 
crackdown of Sudanese citizens. However, I don’t 
see this happening elsewhere. I mean, the EU has 
been heavily criticised for turning a blind eye to the 
illegal arrests and detention of African migrants by 
the EU-funded Libyan coastguard. Yet, that’s con-
tinuing and I don’t anticipate that there will be a 
fundamental change of strategy. On the contrary, 
we see more extreme ideas and measures being 
adopted at the national and continental levels.  

What will it take to reset 

attitudes on migration?

European Union policy seems to 
have gone down a blind alley at 
the moment, and in many ways 
it seems to have taken African 
heads of state with it. Demograph-
ic pressure in Africa isn’t going to 
slow down and neither will demo-

graphic pressure in Europe. Europe is getting older 
and it will need migration to cope with that fact. 
So as long as Africa remains young, and as long as 
Europe continues to age, the two continents will 
have no choice but to come together in more criti-
cally constructive engagement. Take a country like 
Germany. Its median age is 47. Some communities 
have peak employment and some communities are 

shrinking, yet there are still jobs to do that aren’t get-
ting done. Germany needs to be honest with itself 
about its need for labour. Whether it comes from 
Africa or Asia or somewhere else is secondary. The 
point is, the need is there.

The good news is that I think we’re getting to a point 
where we can have an honest conversation about 
our different needs: the need for labour in Europe, 
the need for more regular pathways to get there, and 
the need to address the key drivers of displacement 
on the African continent. Migration, it goes without 
saying, will not end. It may not continue at the same 
level in the future but it will certainly continue. Our 
shared goal must be to ensure that the movement 
taking place is free. It shouldn’t be forced, or forced 
to be elicit. That is the shared challenge. 

What could prompt European 

governments to view migration 

in a more positive light?

A lot of countries say that they 
need workers, including low-
skilled workers. And, while not all 
refugees are low-skilled, non-rec-
ognition of qualifications results 
in many of them only being able 

to seek low-skilled work in Europe. There is a need 
for a greater acknowledgement of beneficiaries of 
international protection as a tool towards address-
ing labour shortages in Europe, but also other de-
mographic concerns in many European countries. 
Research I did for the European Committee of the 
Regions recently clearly highlighted the fact that 
migration (coupled with effective integration) can 
help overcome demographic challenges in small 
cities and rural areas. 

I see the argument for not letting the refugee sys-
tem get too mixed up with the labour markets. We 
need that system to protect people that should be 
protected. However, there is a need to think cre-

Ottilia Anna 
Maunganidze

Bram Frouws

Jean-Pierre Gauci

http://www.mixedmigration.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Mixed-Migration-Review-2019.pdf
http://www.mixedmigration.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Mixed-Migration-Review-2019.pdf
https://www.biicl.org/publications/integration-of-migrants-in-middle-and-small-cities-and-in-rural-areas-in-europe
https://www.biicl.org/publications/integration-of-migrants-in-middle-and-small-cities-and-in-rural-areas-in-europe
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atively about how Europe can meet multiple ob-
jectives concurrently. Improving access to labour 
markets will provide further spaces for interaction, 
support integration and enhance the contribution 
of migrants to their host states. It will also allow ref-
ugees and other protected persons to live in dignity 
whilst addressing the dependency on welfare sys-
tems. If done well, win-win solutions can be found 
which both respect the rights of beneficiaries of 
protection and help address some of the challenges 
facing Europe today. The right to work is already 
established in both international and European law 

for beneficiaries of protection; however, this must 
be made effective. 

Moreover, there is a clear need to communicate 
the benefits of migration to Europeans and to do 
so in an honest way. This is critical to ensure trust 
but is difficult at a time when populism and mi-
grant-blaming is a considerably more attractive 
politically. It is only through changing the rhetoric 
and framing of migration to a positive attribute that 
the political demands and thus political will and 
prioritisation will also begin to change.
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