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Abstract:

Migratory movements from the African continent have long been perceived as a

security issue in European political discourse and migration policies. This article

explores the incorporation and reproduction of a security-based approach within the

financial dimension of the EU based on the EU Emergency Trust Fund for Africa

(EUTF) and its presence in Libya. In particular, it examines the ways the EUTF, which

is primarily defined as a development tool, reveals a mainstreaming of a securitarian

understanding into policy responses to migration. Using the qualitative analysis of

official and publicly available documents, results show the multifaceted

manifestations of theoretically established aspects of the migration-security nexus in

the framework of the EUTF. The development-based narrative of the EUTF is

steered and instrumentalized by EU institutions and member states to effectively

disrupt northbound human mobility. EUTF activities in Libya confirm and reinforce

these results. Projects implemented overwhelmingly aim at securitizing the borders

of and containing migrants in Libya. Acknowledging the dire situation migrants in

Libya find themselves in, a central pillar is the evacuation and “voluntary” return to

sub-Saharan Africa. Implemented actions are guided by narratives mirroring the

perception of migration as a threat. The article concludes that the EUTF as an

institutional framework and its projects in Libya contribute to the securitization by

employing securitizing practices aimed at preventing and containing (irregular)

migration towards Europe.

Keywords: Migration; securitization; EU Emergency Trust Fund for Africa; Libya;

border management; development; security
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Introduction

While migration has traditionally been analyzed as a social phenomenon, this

perception changed in the 1990s when the movement of people was increasingly

linked to the field of security, leading to the construction of migration and migrants1

as security threats. In Europe, this process is mainly attributed to the creation of the

Schengen area (Zapata-Barrero & Gabrielli, 2017) and was reinforced by the events

of 9/11 in 2001, binding migration tightly to a security context (Messina, 2017). The

so-called “refugee crisis”2 in 2014-2015, further contributed to this securitization in

political discourse and migration policies. Contemporary efforts to manage

migratory movements reveal the underlying assumption that migration constitutes a

security concern, as this sentiment is increasingly mainstreamed in European

migration management. While this process is exemplified on the creation and

militarization of FRONTEX, security-driven approaches have also been incorporated

into the area of development (Lavenex & Kunz, 2008).

Scholarly attention towards the securitization of migration has been significant

(Huysmans, 2000; Humphrey, 2013; Faist, 2005; Bello, 2017; 2020; Panebianco,

2020; Bourbeau, 2017). Academia has focused on (normative) implications of the

migration-security nexus and its reproduction through various actors. As highlighted

by some (see i.e. Zardo, 2020), however, one of the major but under-analyzed EU

responses to migration has been its financial arm. In terms of thematic and

geographic scope, the EU Emergency Trust Fund for Africa (EUTF) is among the

most extensive frameworks of that dimension. Established in 2015 as a direct result

of the Valletta Summit on Migration, the EUTF aims at “addressing the root causes

of destabilisation, forced displacement and irregular migration by promoting

economic and equal opportunities, strengthening resilience of vulnerable people,

security and development.” (European Commission [EC], 2015a, p. 1) by realizing

the principles established in the Joint Valletta Action Plan (JVAP)3.

3 These are: (1) creating economic opportunities, (2) strengthening the resilience of migrants and improving (3)
migration management and (4) governance (JVAP, 2015).

2 “Refugee crisis’ is presented in quotation marks to emphasize the socially constructed nature of such a ‘crisis’

1 For readability, the term migrant is used to refer to people arriving in Europe through migratory routes.
Although being aware of the differences between asylum seekers, refugees, (irregular) migrants and so-called
“economic migrants” the purpose of this article is not to assign labels.
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In combining the securitization of migration with the EUTF, this article addresses

the necessity of analyzing not only the EU’s political discourse around migration but

especially the impact of the security-based approach on the instruments with which

it tries to govern migration. Therefore, this article sets out to examine the explicit

and implicit reproduction of the securitization process through the EUTF. In doing

so, the question is explored on two levels: the institutional framework of the EUTF

and its activities on the ground, based on the case of Libya.

Structurally, this article is divided into four sections. Section 1 discusses the

relevant concepts by reviewing the respective literature and establishing the

theoretical framework. Analyzing and understanding the multifaceted manifestations

of the migration-security nexus is crucial to successfully find reproductions of said

concept within the framework of the EUTF. The methodological approach taken in

this article is introduced in section 2. Following these theoretical elaborations,

section 3 conceptualizes the EUTF framework and structure, allowing for an

assessment of prioritized objectives defined by stakeholders. Lastly, section 4

moves from the general to the concrete by exploring the activity of the EUTF in

Libya.

1.   Migration and security

The securitized approach to migration defines the constructed correlation between

migration and security that is expressed in migration “management”. As a result,

migrants are subjected to policies managing risks (Humphrey, 2013). International

migration is thought to constitute an existential danger or threat to destination

countries (Faist, 2005). The securitization process instrumentalizes objective (welfare

state, employment) and subjective (cultural values, national identity) fears,

translating into restrictive policies to stop or disrupt migration flows (Messina, 2017).

Measures reflecting a security-based approach mainly revolve around preventing

migratory movements and containing migrants. Securitization manifests primarily,

therefore, in border controls, return and readmission schemes and detention in

countries of origin, transit and destination. Although experience and research since

then has shown that a militarization and securitization of borders does not

effectively curb irregular migration movements, it creates the politically symbolic
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perception that the borders are under control (Rudolph, 2003). Migrants themselves

have been turned into “surrogate borders” embodying state sovereignty through

inclusion or exclusion (Humphrey, 2013, p. 190). Policies are driven by security

concerns aiming at preventing and criminalizing human mobility (Besteman, 2019).

This criminalization has been especially focused on irregular migration. With the

overarching objective to reduce or stop migration flows, the securitized approach

has led to limiting regular and fiercely combating irregular migration (Abebe, 2019).

Ultimately, the securitization process boils migration down to a dichotomous nature

of good versus bad, in the case of migrants regular versus irregular. This creates a

political and societal climate in which irregularity is not purely a status a person finds

itself in but also constitutes a sense of criminality that deserves no moral

consideration by the destination state (Zapata-Barrero & Gabrielli, 2017, p. 128).

Migration as a security concern is constructed through several narratives. Apart

from the dominant perception of the state being threatened, the humanitarian

narrative, for example, perceives migrants, not as the subject but the object of a

threat and constructs them as victims in need of saving (Ibid.). Claiming to protect

migrants from dangers on migration routes, such as human trafficking, violence,

etc., this narrative is instrumentalized to legitimize restrictive border and migration

policies (Panebianco, 2020). Ironically, humanitarian narratives lead migrants into

more dangerous routes, exposed to greater security threats.

Geographically, the migration-security nexus is primarily expressed in the

externalization of migration control. Externalization as a strategy to outsource

migration management to countries of origin and/or transit and international

organizations beyond Europe’s borders has greatly contributed to the security

narrative. Humphrey (2013), in particular, has conceptualized the geographical

scope of external migration management. Understanding externalization as a

“hypergovernance of migration”, he asserts that the EU has formed four concentric

circles, all of which reflect the geographical scope of the securitized approach. First,

the EU as “Fortress Europe”. Second, states which aspired to join the EU after the

end of the Cold War and during the Balkan wars, namely central and eastern

Europe. Migration flows from these countries were firstly subjected to a securitized

narrative. The third circle reaches Turkey to the east and North Africa to the south.
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Cooperation from Europe’s immediate neighborhood has been ensured with the

European Neighborhood Instrument, in the case of Turkey the agreement of 2016,

and is enacted to function as Europe’s bouncers, enforcing restrictions on migratory

movements. The last and strategically latest circle drawn encompasses sub-Saharan

Africa and the Middle East. This circle includes numerous countries of origin, in

which EU external migration policies aim at eliminating migration “root causes”

through development aid conditional on the support of Europe’s objectives

(Humphrey, 2013, p. 186). The process of securitization, therefore, implies sealing

off Europe and containing (in countries of transit) and preventing (in countries of

origin) migration.

Measures are, however, not implemented merely by a small group of political

elites on the national or European level, but by a multiplicity of actors. The

interaction and involvement of different state and non-state actors causing the

reproduction and reinforcement of a “prejudicial narrative of migration” (Bello,

2020, p. 2) is part of a process that Bello (2017; 2020) calls the “spiralling

securitization of migration”. By willingly adopting security-driven migration

strategies non-state actors are crucial for their success. Referring to the role IGOs

(such as the IOM and UNHCR) play in managing migration flows, Geiger and

Pécoud (2017) assert that as intermediaries in a globalized phenomenon such as

migration, they have the power to advocate and disseminate positive narratives

concerning migration. However, they consider IGOs to be contributors to the

framing and conceptualization of migration as a security issue. They argue that a

security-centered discourse is central to the cooperation between IGOs and states.

Not critically questioning stances on migration management, border control, and

state sovereignty harbors the risk to further legitimize restrictive measures driven by

security concerns (Geiger & Pécoud, 2017). Observing NGOs, Gerard and Weber

(2019) assert that the common assumption of NGOs being close allies to migrants

can be misleading once they are integrated into state migration policy frameworks.

Contractual obligations can dictate a transition from a humanitarian to a

security-based approach.

The reluctant cooperation of non-EU states with EU-imposed migration

strategies has been a dominant concern for EU policymakers. The success of
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readmission agreements, in particular, is highly dependent on third countries taking

“unwanted” migrants back. According to Lavenex and Kunz (2008), the conclusions

of the Seville European Council (2002) illustrate the gradual integration of a

securitized understanding to the intersection of migration and development. This

process is primarily expressed in a conditionality of development aid on the support

in migration control. The focus on controlling migrants reveals a dominant

securitarian narrative. What can be conceived as a securitization of development

aid, is what McConnon (2020) refers to as the “migration-security-development

nexus”. Within this strategy, development aid is instrumentalized to enforce

securitized narratives of migration (Humphrey, 2013). Resistance against such power

play can lead to negative conditionality, which entails “punishments” for

non-compliance, such as the threat of Visa restrictions (Statewatch, 2021). The

condition to cooperate in the management of migration flows has increasingly

become an integral part of future development programs.

2.  Methodological remarks

The article is based on a qualitative methodology. Data was primarily gathered

using the analysis of documents. Document analysis enables the researcher to

systematically review and evaluate documents by finding, selecting and making

sense of contained data (Bowen, 2009). Taking aspects from thematic, content and

discourse analysis, document analysis entails the reading, understanding and

interpreting of texts (Ibid.). The theoretical framework above established themes or

manifestations of the securitization of migration, which were deductively applied to

the analysis of the documents. The securitization of migration, as a concept, was

operationalized according to the theoretical framework. I reviewed and analyzed

numerous documents including the EUTF’s Annual Report (from 2020), the Strategic

Orientation Document from the Strategic Board (published in 2015), the minutes of

the annual meetings of the Strategic Board (from 2015 to 2020), the website of the

EUTF and, in the case of Libya, the official project descriptions (Action Fiche). The

systematic analysis provided a good understanding of the political context in which

the EUTF was conceived and developed.
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The document analysis was complemented by a semi-structured interview.

Qualitative interviewing is a robust strategy when “‘how’ or ‘why’ questions are

being posed” (Yin, 2003, p. 1) and people’s knowledge, views, understandings,

interpretations, experiences, and interactions are meaningful properties of the social

reality (Mason, 2002, p. 63). The interview was conducted with a renowned

journalist with specific experience in reporting on the EUTF and its activity in Libya.

The interview was utilized to triangulate data to achieve “convergence and

corroboration through the use of different data sources” (Bowen, 2009, p. 28).

3.  Mainstreaming security into the EUTF framework

Geographically the EUTF encompasses three regions (windows) of concern (North of

Africa; Sahel/Lake Chad; Horn of Africa). The focus on these regions is justified by

the Constitutive Agreement (CA), which attributes it to the geographical location

along the most common migratory routes towards Europe (EC, 2015).

The rationale of the EUTF is the overseeing and ultimately implementation of

projects in line with its objectives. It allocates funds to approved interventions,

which are implemented by external (state/non-state) contractors. The EUTF is

primarily envisaged as a temporary emergency development tool. The sense of

emergency originates from the aim to use the fund when emergencies arise. For

Europe, such an emergency constituted the relatively high amount of irregular

Mediterranean crossings in 2014 and 2015, which consequently created the EUTF.

This starting position, however, has the potential to hinder the implementation of

sustainable solutions. Shortly after the creation of the EUTF, critics, therefore,

pointed to the apparent contradiction in creating an emergency fund to tackle

long-term root causes (Castillejo, 2016). Development aid projects, in particular, are

tailored to achieve a short-term curbing of migration flows, while ignoring possible

long-term consequences. The EUTF suffers from the inherent contradiction between

recognizing migration as a structural and deep-rooted phenomenon and meeting

these challenges with short-term and reactive answers (Barana, 2017). On the other

hand, the huge contribution originating from the European Development Fund

(EDF) places the EUTF formally in the field of development. According to the

Annual Report of the EUTF (2020), this allocation amounts up to almost € 3,4 bn,
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translating into around 68 % of the whole fund. The dependency on EDF funding

illustrates a move from traditional development objectives, such as poverty

eradication, to a strategy with migration as its primary concern. Mainstreaming

migration into development cooperation, however, harbors the risk that the EU

weakens its development aims for the sake of migration management (Barana,

2017).

3.1.  Governance & state of play

As far as the governance of the EUTF goes, two bodies, whose roles are defined in

the CA, are crucial. These are the Strategic Board (Art. 5) and for each window one

Operational Committee (Art. 6). The Strategic Board (or just Board) defines the

global strategy of the EUTF by reviewing and analyzing the geographical or

thematic scope and the agreed-upon guidelines. The Operational Committee

approves the actions to be implemented on the ground. Both bodies are composed

of members and observers. Member status is dedicated to representatives of the EC

and donors (as long as the donation exceeds € 3 Mio.). The status of observers is

reserved for regional partner countries and/or organizations if invited. Unless a vote

is required, both bodies work based on consensus (Art. 5, 6). Voting rights are

limited to entities having member status. The EC further functions as Trustee in the

management of the EUTF (Art. 7). This role assures the EC the positions of the

secretariat and chairs of both the Strategic Board and the Operational Committee

and other special rights.

As of 2021, the EUTF is worth € 5 billion (bn). An allocation of € 4,4 bn (88 %)

makes the EU the biggest contributor. These resources are provided by the EDF and

other EU financial instruments. The remaining 12% are provided by the European

Member States and external donors, which consist of non-EU states, IGOs, NGOs

and the private sector (EUTF, 2020). Budget allocated from the EDF falls outside of

the regular EU budget (Kipp, 2018), which weakens the control of the European

Parliament. As this was met with heavy criticism, the EP has been incorporated in

both bodies as an observer (Ibid.). Until 2021, 254 projects have been approved in

the three regions of interest: 99 actions in the Horn of Africa worth 1,808 Mio., 40

actions in North Africa worth 900 Mio. and 111 actions in Sahel/Lake Chad worth
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2,145 Mio. The remaining 4 actions are classified as cross-window, which describes

actions touching more than one window and are not attributed to one specific

region (EUTF, 2020).

3.2.  Reproduction of the migration-security nexus

3.2.1  Prevention and Containment

One strategy driving the EUTF is “prevention and containment”. The prevention

and containment approach is part of the “hypergovernance of migration”

(Humphrey, 2013) and tackles human mobility on two fronts. The aim of

containment is the disruption of further mobility towards Europe by closing borders

and implementing voluntary return schemes, central for the strategy of prevention is

tackling migration at its earliest stage through development cooperation. Critics of

this “help them at home approach” (Caselli, 2019) mainly disagree with the implicit

notion that development reduces migration flows (McConnon, 2020). While the

belief that human mobility can be prevented through development seems to be a

prevalent conviction of policymakers, it contradicts academic findings. Studies (de

Haas, et al., 2020) have shown that development can have the opposite effect.

Migration necessitates resources. Ironically, when people experience economic

growth they can afford to migrate and, therefore, might do it in higher numbers.

Regional priorities reflect the prevention and containment approach. While

development cooperation projects financed by the EUTF tend to prioritize countries

of origin, migration management and security projects are implemented in countries

of transit in higher numbers (Davitti & Ursu, 2018).
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Figure 1: Allocation of funds in regards to objectives and region. Source: Annual

Report EUTF (2020)

The North of Africa window, as the immediate neighborhood of Europe, represents

the only region that almost exclusively consists of countries of transit. This window is

active in Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya and Egypt, all of which are deemed key

countries migrants pass on their journey to Europe. Accordingly, the North of Africa

window funds solely projects aimed at improving migration management (see

Figure 1). According to Raty and Shilhav (2020), 55 % of funds for the North of

Africa window are allocated directly to migration governance, with the central aim

to contain migration.

In the Sahel/Lake Chad region the efforts of the EUTF are the most diverse. This

window includes countries of origin and transit, which is reflected in the fund

allocation. Noteworthy, however, is the implementation of projects aiming at

migration management in crucial countries of transit, such as Niger and Mali (EUTF,

2020).

Most development projects are implemented in the Horn of Africa window. This

mainly reflects the fact that this region is home to many countries of origin, some

with long-lasting migratory movements (i.e. Somalia). According to Raty and Shilhav

(2020), 71% of projects are classified as development programs. Following the

prevention strategy, most funds (more than half) flow into enhancing economic

opportunities (EUTF, 2020).
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3.2.2.  Stopping migration as a primary goal?

While the director of DG HOME highlights “that the EU policy objective is not to

stop migration but rather to introduce an orderly management of migration” (Board

EUTF, 2018, p. 1), this statement does not hold up against common themes voiced

within Strategic Board meetings. That is mainly due to the expectations of influential

stakeholders, namely EU institutions and member states, that the EUTF’s primary

aim is to fight and prevent irregular migration. An aim which, when realized, is

regularly applauded. Confirming that the EUTF is an appropriate tool to respond to

migratory challenges, the director of DG HOME attributes this to a decrease of

arrivals in Italy. While this is framed as a positive outcome, the director further

“underlined the need to put in place rapid responses to avoid the creation of

alternative routes” by increasing border management cooperation with North Africa

(Board EUTF, 2018a, p. 2). Especially projects funded under the objective of

migration management should more effectively be instrumentalized to reduce

arrivals to Europe indiscriminately and strengthen efforts for readmission schemes

(Board EUTF, 2018a). Reflecting on the lengthy and costly implications of the “root

causes'' approach, delegates (NL, NOR) quickly indicated that “the EUTF should

focus its efforts to stop the flow of illegal migrants'' (Board EUTF, 2016, p. 2, 5). A

sentiment shared by the delegates from Spain in regards to an increase in arrivals on

the West African route. The delegates urged for more support to Morocco, in

particular, to “prevent the arrival [of irregular migrants] in Spain” (Board EUTF,

2018a).

With an almost unanimous consensus that irregular migration should be

prevented and stopped, enhancing possibilities of regular migration should be a

central aim. Reality, however, leads to different conclusions. In 2017, an analysis of

the EUTF projects showed that only 3% of the budget allocated to migration

management flows into efforts to provide safe and regular migration possibilities

(Kervyn & Shilhav, 2017). As a subsequent analysis shows, the EUTF has further

followed a downward trend in that regard. Between 2018-19 funds supporting

regular migration schemes sunk to less than 1,5% (Raty & Shilhav, 2020). The focus
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on combating irregular migration and the simultaneous limitation of regular

migration routes, reveals the real strategy behind the initial statement of the

director of DG HOME.

3.2.3.  Conditionality of development aid

Board meetings document the instrumentalization of development aid. Although

officials state that due to a broad willingness to cooperate strategic conditionality of

development aid is not always necessary, the Chair of the Board nevertheless makes

no secret of the fact that the EUTF will readily implement a so-called “negative

conditionality” to increase cooperation (Board EUTF, 2016, p. 4). Compliance of

African partner countries should be achieved by using the funds as leverage,

ensuring “that countries of origin and transit cooperate more readily with the EU

and its Member States in areas of interest for the EU” (Board EUTF, 2018, p. 5). EU

officials reported a "more is more" logic underlying the finding: African partner

countries which are more cooperative on border management and readmission

schemes are more likely to be financially compensated (Castillejo, 2016). Even

though such conditionality has not been officially integrated into the EUTF

framework, critics still point out that this strategy is prevalently used behind the

scenes in informal negotiations over specific projects in different countries (G.

Zandonini, personal communication, May 28, 2021). The success of the

conditionality strategy is in strong correlation with existing power imbalances

between countries of destination and origin/transit. In the case of Europe, such

power imbalance originates not only from the colonial history that connects Europe

and Africa but also, as a consequence, from not conceding countries a place at the

bargaining table (Zapata-Barrero & Gabrielli, 2017). Power imbalances,

consequently make conditionality of development aid possible and exist in the

institutional organization of the EUTF. Despite recognizing that managing migration

entails the sharing of responsibility among countries of origin, transit and

destination (EC, 2015b), representatives of African states voiced their distrust and

reservations regarding a “shared” migration strategy, which favors European

interests. While these lie in the prevention and containment of irregular migration,

reducing arrivals in general and increased cooperation within readmission schemes,
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African partners wish for the expansion of existing and the creation of new channels

for regular migration and the use of remittances for development (Castillejo, 2017).

The first meeting of EUTF’s Board in 2015 confirms these reservations. The

importance of full participation4 of African countries in Board meetings have been

highlighted by Egypt, Libya, Mauritania and Senegal. At the end of the meeting,

Egypt and Libya voiced their regret over remaining observers at the board (Board

EUTF, 2015).

4.  Examining the situation on the ground: The case of Libya

Historically, Libya has always been a country of destination for migrants. Especially

attractive for labor migration, Libya embodied the possibility of employment and

sending remittances to sub-Saharan Africa. When tensions escalated to conflict in

2011, Libya saw a steady transition from a major country of destination to the last

step in the journey of migrants wanting to reach Europe. Because of this transition,

which peaked during the so-called “refugee crisis”, and its established status as

“launch-pad” for Mediterranean crossings, Libya became crucial in Europe’s efforts

to stem migration movements (G. Zandonini, personal communication, May 28,

2021). This importance is vividly underlined in several descriptions of EUTF projects

active in Libya. Considering all migration routes to Europe “the central

Mediterranean route is currently most used and [....] Libya is currently the most

important migration gate for refugees and irregular migrants aiming to reach

Europe by sea” (Project 3, p. 4).

It is in Libya, therefore, where Europe’s migration agenda in Africa reveals itself

in its most unfiltered form. The immense allocation of resources further underpins

the sense of importance attributed to Libya. Around € 900 Mio. are allocated to the

North of Africa window. More than half of these resources are pledged to Libya (€

455 Mio.), which makes it the biggest recipient in the North of Africa window and

one of the biggest in the EUTF as a whole (EUTF, 2020a).

4 While Burkina Faso, Djibouti, Mali and Senegal all contributed to the EUTF financially, none of the donations
exceeded € 3 mio. They have, therefore, not earned member status.
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As of the time of writing, 13 projects (excluding regional projects) have been

implemented. Of these 13, one project does not have a publicly available project

description and has therefore been excluded from the analysis.

Nr. Project title Implementing

partners

Adoption

date

EUTF funding

(€ Mio.)

1 Strengthening protection and

resilience of displaced populations

in Libya

DRC not defined 6,9

2 Supporting protection and humanitarian

repatriation and reintegration of

vulnerable migrants in Libya

IOM, IRC 16/12/2016 19,8

3 Managing mixed migration flows in

Libya through expanding protection

space and supporting local

socio-economic development

UNDP, UNHCR, UNICEF,

IOM, GIZ

17/04/2017 90 (total 95)

4 Support to Integrated border and

migration management in Libya -

First phase

Italian Ministry of

Interior

27/07/2017 42,2 (total 46,3)

5 Support to Integrated border and

migration management in Libya -

Second phase

Italian Ministry of

Interior

13/12/2018 15

6 Recovery, Stability and

socio-economic development in

Libya

UNDP, UNICEF, Agenzia

italiana per la

cooperazione allo

sviluppo

07/03/2018 50

7 Integrated approach to protection

and emergency assistance to

vulnerable and stranded migrants in

Libya

UNHCR, IOM 06/07/2018 29

8 TOP UP- Managing mixed

migration flows- Enhancing

protection and assistance for those

in need in Libya

UNHCR, UNPF, CESVI 02/07/2019 23 (total: 25,2)
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9 Libya - Continuation - Managing

mixed migration flows- Protection,

health assistance, resilience and

community engagement

WHO, IOM 02/07/2020 30,2 (total: 32,6)

10 TOP UP- Strengthening Local

Capacities for Resilience and

Recovery

UNDP 02/07/2019 18

11 Libya - Protecting most vulnerable

populations from the COVID 19

pandemic in Libya

IOM 02/07/2020 21 (total: 21,7)

12 Libya - Recovery, stability and

socio-economic development in

Libya – Phase 2 (RSSD 2)

UNICEF, UNDP, Agenzia

italiana per la

cooperazione allo

sviluppo

02/07/2020 25

13 Scale-up of programme “Managing

mixed migration flows in Libya” -

local governance and

socio-economic development pillar

GIZ, UNICEF 10/12/2019 17

Figure 2: Detailed project information. Source: based on EUTF Libya website

(available at: https://ec.europa.eu/trustfundforafrica/region/north-africa/libya)

According to the EUTF’s classification, implemented actions mainly revolve around

community stabilization, protection and border management (EUTF, 2020). This

threefold categorization can, however, be misleading. Based on their objectives,

projects tackle a variety of topics, often intersect in some ways or complement each

other. Projects can be boiled down to the common goal underlying most EU

external migration policies: the reduction of Mediterranean crossings. Consistent

with the prevention and containment theory introduced earlier, the primary strategy

in Libya is the containment of migration and the returning of migrants to their

countries of origin.
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Containment

of migration

Included measures:

- Strengthening resilience of migrants as a “durable” solutions

(containment through development)

- Border management

- Surveillance of migration flows

- Awareness campaigns

Respective projects: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 12

Returns and

evacuations

Included measures:

- Voluntary returns to country of origin

- Evacuations from Detention Centers (DC’s) via Evacuation Transit

Mechanism run by IOM and UNHCR

Respective projects: 1, 2, 3, 7, 8, 9, 11

Figure 3: Classification of projects. Source: Own elaboration

Noteworthy and consistent with critical assessments of the EUTF as a whole (see

above) is the lack of funds flowing into the creation of regular migration routes

towards Europe. Even though “promoting regular channels for migration and

mobility from and between European and African countries” (JVAP, 2015, p. 8) is

one of the central goals of the JVAP, which the EUTF is set up to pursue, only about

1% of funds aim to do just that (G. Zandonini, personal communication, May 28,

2021). The issue of regular migration is mentioned in projects in two different ways.

At least in one case (Project 7) regular (labor) migration is supported as long as

regular migration from sub-Saharan Africa to Libya is concerned. The other

mentioning can be found in several project descriptions when defining the DAC

codes5 (Projects 4, 5, 9, 10, 11). Apart from being named there, actions do not

elaborate or explain how regular migration to Europe is facilitated. Even if possible

resettlement programs (mainly implemented by IOM and UNHCR) represent a

5 The Development Assistance Committee is an OECD development forum that monitors international
development funding. The DAC code lists are used by donor countries to report on their aid allocation and
flows. http://www.oecd.org/dac/ (retrieved June 1, 2021)
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regular route to Europe, the actual outcomes are limited and reflect the importance

given to this pillar of the JVAP.

4.1.  Recurring narratives

4.1.1.  Mediterranean crossings as a threat

When referring to migrants using Libya as a country of transit on their journey to

Europe, actions repeatedly reveal underlying security narratives that perceive this

segment of a migrant’s journey as threatening. This is underpinned by project

descriptions stating that “emergency continues along the central Mediterranean

route, as expressed in continuing high numbers of arrivals, deaths at sea and lives

saved in rescue operations” (Project 4, p. 2; own highlighting). Containment

measures, if not implemented effectively, harbor the risk of renewed irregular

migration flows towards Europe (Project 2). A decrease in the number of crossings is

prevalently celebrated and equated with the success of implemented actions.

Efforts to improve the capacities of Libyan border authorities, for example, are

considered to have shown results once “figures [were] substantially lower” (Project

5, p. 4). The disruption of movement is closely aligned with success in fighting

criminal smuggler organizations and reducing arrivals of irregular migrants (Project

4). This creates an implied connection between human smuggling and irregular

migration characterizes a certain group of people with a sense of criminality that

consequently justifies cracking down on migration flows.

4.1.2.  “Managing migration - saving lives”

This slogan, which is referenced in several projects (3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 12), originates

from a Joint Communication of the EC from 2017 outlining measures taken to

ensure a “humanitarian” approach to migration management. Measures primarily

include reducing the number of crossings to save lives through an EU-funded

strengthening of the Libyan Coast Guard (LCG), the fight against smugglers and the

creation of readmission schemes (EC, 2017). What it reveals, however, is the idea

that secured and militarized borders save the lives of migrants. As has been shown

above, this humanitarian narrative is commonly used to divert attention from the
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security-based approach by putting the spotlight on the apparent safety of

migrants. Proclamations to “save migrant lives” or “prevent migrants from

embarking on dangerous journeys” have to be understood under the pretense to

justify a securitization and militarization of border and migration policies in countries

of origin or transit (Davitti & Ursi, 2018, p. 1).

Action papers reproduce this sentiment. The capacity building of Libyan border

authorities through training and material support is framed to indirectly benefit

“future migrants rescued at the sea [and] future migrants rescued in the desert”

(Project 4, p. 2). Actions aim to “reduce even further the numbers of people dying

at sea” (Project 5, p. 3). After being intercepted at sea, migrants are, with the EU’s

full awareness, brought into DC’s, which sheds doubt on these operations being

executed for the safety of apprehended migrants. Migrants are repeatedly

constructed as victims, who:

“are underprepared for the environmental hazards of desert travel and potential abandonment

by smugglers in the harsh climate of southern Libya. With international aid resources mainly

concentrated along the coast, vulnerable migrants making their way through southern Libya are

left without life-saving assistance when they are abandoned by smugglers, trafficked, injured, or

become lost in the inhospitable desert” (Project 7, p. 4).

After crossing the Sahra and “surviving the dangerous route to Libya” migrants are

facing “more threats, dangers, and exploitation as their lives are constantly under

the auspice of growing lucrative trafficking and smuggling trade” (Project 8, p. 4).

While not denying these dangers, it is the policies and apparent solutions that are

consistent with a security-based approach. Efforts should be focused on “activities

that disrupt or deter [....] criminal groups [which] are likely to have an impact on

reducing the flow of irregular migrants into the EU “ (Project 4, p. 5).

A different tone, however, is used when defining the crucial role of Libyan

authorities in reducing migratory movement northbound. While Libyan border

authorities have committed severe crimes smuggling organizations are repeatedly

accused of, the former is working towards EU’s objectives and the latter do not.

“Managing migration - saving lives” achieves the opposite of what it proposes. This
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reveals the contradictory nature of this narrative, namely arguing for

humanitarianism but, in reality, undermining the security of migrants.

4.2.  Containment as dominant goal

Containment measures (figure 3) are roughly built on (1) strengthening the resilience

of migrants in Libya, (2) improving border management through capacity building of

national/local migration-related authorities. Other measures being implemented to

a lesser extent are the (3) surveillance of migration flows for reports and assessments

(Projects 2, 3 in particular) and (4) awareness campaigns informing migrants “about

the risks of perilous land and sea journeys” (Project 1, p. 9; also Project 7).

4.2.1.  The strengthening of resilience

Efforts to strengthen the resilience of migrants generally aim at “preventing

potential further movement of migrants or potential displacement of host

communities, by enhancing local socio-economic conditions and promoting

cohesion and by offering alternative economic opportunities for persons involved in

smuggling and trafficking activities or tempted to do so” (Project 3, p. 2). This

strategy, aspiring to pursue a “durable” (i.e. Project 1, p. 9) solution for migrants in

Libya, can especially be identified in projects proclaiming development-based

approaches. Building resilience as a concept used in migration policies is, however,

highly contested. Not only is there no consensus on what resilience means, how it

translates into practice and what the long-term implications are, but it has been

identified as a crucial strategy to contain migration (Anholt & Sinatti, 2020). As a

response to the “refugee crisis”, the EU empowered a resilience approach under

the framework “Lives in Dignity: From Aid-dependence to Self-reliance: Forced

Displacement and Development”. References to this framework are found in several

actions (Projects 1, 2, 3, 6, 12). A Joint Communication from the EC defines this

approach as “fostering self-reliance and enabling the displaced to live in dignity as

contributors to their host societies, until voluntary return or resettlement” (EC, 2016,

p. 1). Despite insufficient research into the long-term consequences, this strategy is
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widespread as it keeps migrants out of Europe under the pretext of stabilization and

economic growth. An aim, which the EUTF will not achieve in its current form.

“Based on my research, so far the EUTF's focus on reducing migration and controlling borders

has hindered any stabilization effort. Of course, the impact of different projects and programmes

is still to be assessed and it's impossible to express a definitive judgement. Some of the

problems raised by observers attain, for example, to an existing contradiction between the EU's

recognition of the Tripoli UN-backed government as a legitimate representative, and the

support - through the EUTF - to local municipalities, which often express other interests and are

linked to the same militias that are obstructing attempts to consolidate a central power. We can

argue that Europe's search for any partner in Libya (municipalities, branches of the security

forces, militias, traffickers) in order to stop migration, played against any stabilization target.” (G.

Zandonini, personal communication, May 28, 2021).

4.2.2.  Border management

Highly contested are the € 61 Mio. poured into an Italian-led effort to improve

Libya’s border management (Projects 4 and 5). The overall objective of the action “is

to strengthen the capacity of relevant Libyan authorities in the areas of border and

migration management, including border control and surveillance, addressing

smuggling and trafficking of human beings, search and rescue at sea and in the

desert” (Project 4, p. 10). This action is envisaged to complement other EU

programs securing Libya’s border, such as Operation Sophia and EUBAM6.

Cooperation further includes providing relevant authorities with a legal framework

through a Maritime rescue coordination center and a search and rescue zone at sea

and in the desert (G. Zandonini, personal communication, May 28, 2021).

The actual implications of these actions on migrants (and ultimately the

securitization of migration) are well-documented. The EU-funded LCG has been

repeatedly accused of being involved in human trafficking and of violating

international law (Raty & Shilhav, 2020). According to D’Agostino (2020), around

36,000 people have been intercepted by the LCG since 2017. Additionally,

investigations show that LCG personnel was, and is, involved in a series of crimes.

6 The EU Border Assistance Mission (EUBAM) in Libya is a planning mission, to advise, train and mentor Libyan
counterparts in strengthening the border services in accordance with international standards and best practices
(Project 4).
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These include “detaining and extorting ransoms from migrants, whipping shipwreck

survivors, shooting migrants, sinking their dinghies, and ignoring distress calls”

(D’Agostino, 2020). While project descriptions remind readers that implementation

and execution are fully in line with human rights standards, such reports reflect the

actual reality. The European Council, nevertheless, makes no secret of the fact that

these measures play a key role. Project 4 (p. 4) refers to a statement of the European

Council stating that “training and equipping the LCG is a key component of the EU

approach and should be speeded up”. Europe’s willingness to continue cooperation

with Libya reveals the immense length Europe accepts to go to reduce the arrival of

migrants.

4.3.  Returns and evacuations

Other efforts to stem migration flows have manifested in (1) return and repatriation

programs to countries of origins and (2) evacuations from DC’s to Niger and a lesser

extent Rwanda. Such interventions too are framed as “durable” solutions. Assisted

Voluntary Returns are overseen by IOM. Return procedures are described as

“providing otherwise unavailable safe and dignified solutions” (Project 2, p. 5) for

migrants unable or unwilling to stay in host or transit countries and wishing to

voluntarily return to their countries of origin. Upon arrival, migrants are supposed to

be assisted to facilitate their sustainable reintegration. For this purpose camps in

countries of transit, such as Niger, are run by IOM and funded by the EUTF. Their

main task is to provide incentives for migrants to return to their countries of origin

and help them make wiser migratory decisions (IOM, 2016).

Consequently, the assumption underlying these interventions is that the

experiences of migrants in Libya and the DC’s, in particular, will motivate them to

remain in their country of origin and ultimately function as a verbal deterrent for

others (Rodriguez, 2019). Examining the case of Nigerian women trafficked to Libya,

Borlizzi (2020) further asserts that “voluntary” repatriation carries the significant risk

of being re-trafficked. Re-trafficking refers to the phenomenon in which women

escape the cycle of exploitation, but once “voluntarily” returned to their home

country, are subjected to trafficking again. Additionally, such returns cannot be

considered truly "voluntary" due to the lack of coercion-free and fully informed
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decisions: many migrants accept repatriation because they are in a condition of

detention or due to the absence of real alternatives (Borlizzi, 2020). In light of these

critical assessments, the aspects of voluntariness, assistance and sustainable

reintegration should, therefore, be seriously questioned.

Evacuations are carried out by IOM and UNHCR via a by the EU, UN and AU

specially created tool called the Evacuation Transit Mechanism (ETM). The ETM has

been envisaged to relocate refugees from DC’s to other countries better suited for

protection. It should further facilitate voluntary return or resettlement procedures.

Concerns, however, have been raised about the capacities of the ETM and its

underwhelming success in regards to transfers from transit countries to Europe due

to the lack of will of receiving countries (Raty & Shilhav, 2020). Between 2017 and

2020 only 3,386 migrants have been evacuated to Niger and Rwanda. Of these, a

mere 393 have been resettled to Italy. In contrast, in roughly the same time more

than 31,000 people have been returned from Libya, while only 2,233 have benefited

from reintegration support. These numbers published in project 9 indicate Europe’s

preferred geographical placement of migrants.

4.4.  The involvement of different securitizing actors

As noted before, the furthering and upholding of a securitized approach to

migration is not limited to state actors. While not denying that governments and

state officials play an important role in portraying migration as a security threat, the

cooperation of IGOs and NGOs with state actors to reinforce a securitized narrative

can not be disregarded. This interplay of various securitizing actors can be observed

in the case of Libya. Of the 12 implementing agents only three7 can be considered

state actors. The remaining contractors consist of IGOs8 and NGOs9.

4.4.1.  The role of state actors

In examining the role of state actors in Libya, the level of interest and influence on

the part of Italy becomes abundantly clear. Of the three state agents acting as

9 Danish Refugee Council (DRC), International Rescue Committee (IRC), CESVI (Italian NGO)

8 UN Organizations (i.e. UNICEF; UNHCR; UNDP; WHO; UNPF) and the IOM

7 German Gesellschaft für internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ); Italian Ministry of Interior; Agenzia italiana per la
cooperazione allo sviluppo (Italian Development Cooperation)
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implementing partners, two are Italian. The Italian Ministry of Interior is overseeing

the efforts to build up a more secure sea and land border in Libya. Its contribution

to an increasingly securitized approach towards migration is, consequently,

impossible to deny. Noteworthy, however, is the instrumentalization of the EUTF to

further Italy’s migration policies. While sealing off borders has been Italy’s strategy

for some time, with the provision of EUTF funding the EU officially declared its

support. 2017 saw the emergence of the Memorandum of Understanding (MoU),

which itself built on an earlier framework10 created between Italy and Libya,

identifying three key areas of cooperation: development, irregular migration and

border control. References to the MoU can also be found in respective project

descriptions stating that they were pivotal in maintaining a bilateral cooperation

framework. Italian state-owned development agencies, one of which is active in

Libya, seem to follow one dominant narrative: instrumentalizing classic development

programs to contain migration by offering on-site alternatives to migrants wishing to

reach Europe (Zandonini, et al., 2020).

4.4.2.  The role of non-state actors

Following Rossi (2019), IGOs like UNHCR and the IOM, in particular, have gradually

adopted the narrative of managing migration and through cooperating with the EU

on migration policies aimed at border management and combating irregular

migration have consequently reproduced a security-based approach to migration.

Various examples include the willingness to cooperate with entities in charge of

DC’s and legitimizing atrocities committed there or the IOM’s primary concern of

returning migrants to their country of origin.

Other UN organizations are mainly integrated into projects stating a

development-based approach with objectives that can be summarized under

containment through development. These implementers, therefore, play a vital role

in the re-conceptualization of development aid to fit Europe’s migration agenda.

Even if projects are dedicated to creating stability and recovery, the underlying goal

of reducing migrant crossings to the EU cannot be ignored. Although a stabilization

10 The “Treaty on Friendship, Partnership and Cooperation” between Italy (Berlusconi) and Libya (Gaddafi)
covered many issues from colonial history to economic cooperation, but most importantly the fight against
irregular migration (Ronzitti, 2009)
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of Libya by the extended end of the EUTF, in 2021, is highly unlikely, traditional

development IGOs continuously support the disruption of human mobility bound

for Europe.

The actual influence of NGOs within the EUTF framework in Libya is, in

comparison to IGOs, rather limited. However, the lack of a powerful position should

not be equated with less willingness to enforce the goals of the EUTF. As has been

stated above, NGOs risk losing their humanitarian objectives when being employed

by public authorities following a securitized approach to migration. Project 1, in

particular, confirms this finding for the case of Libya. Implemented by a consortium

of NGOs, led by the DRC, it aims to “strengthen protection and resilience of

displaced populations in Libya (including refugees, asylum seekers, migrants,

internally displaced people (IDPs) and host communities) and build the capacity of

local authorities to manage migration flows in a protection sensitive manner” (p. 2).

Specific actions include assisting the IOM in voluntary return procedures, awareness

campaigns and support of relevant authorities (like the LCG) in charge of migration

management. All activities are incorporated into the EU-led coordination with

Libyan authorities. NGOs are consequently employing activities aimed at the

disruption of human mobility and willingly support the EU’s stance on migration.

The cooperation with NGOs establishes a sense of humanitarianism, without,

however, changing the ultimate goal at which the actions are aimed. While

individuals within NGOs struggling to repair the imbalance between securitization

and humanitarianism should not be ignored, the incorporation into the EUTF

framework diminishes their status as allies to the migrants (Gerard & Weber, 2019).

Although scholars argue that non-state actors can de-securitize migration by

constructing and disseminating alternative narratives (Geiger & Pécoud, 2017), this

is solely possible as vehement opposition to the EU. To be integrated into the

migration regime of the EU and work from “within the system” non-state actors of

any kind will have to bow to priorities and narratives dictated by the EU. Since these

are security-based and aim at hindering migratory movements towards Europe,

IGOs and NGOs have to get in line. As has been established, many do.
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4.5.  Sustainable solutions or durable solutions?

The combined strategy of creating “durable” solutions for migrants by

return/evacuation or containment is in contradiction with the actual situation in

Libya. Project descriptions unanimously agree on the desperate and defenseless

situation migrants in Libya find themselves in. They are confronted with “arbitrary

arrests by both state and non-state actors, abandonment in not survivable desert

conditions, forced labour, gender-based violence (GBV), torture, and murder”

(Project 7, p. 3). Irregular stay in Libya is criminalized and strict punishments are

enforced by security forces and the Directorate for Combating Illegal Migration.

Apprehension of irregular migrants typically entails arrest, indefinite detention.

Libya has further not signed the 1951 Refugee Convention and no national asylum

system. This condensed reiteration of the situation migrants face, when entering,

staying, or trying to leave Libya irregularly reveals a security-based approach driving

project implementations in Libya. Acknowledging the horrendous conditions for

migrants, most projects still aim at creating “durable” solutions for migrants through

strengthening the resilience to remain in Libya or “voluntarily” returning to their

country of origin while, at the same time, sealing off Libya’s borders by training and

equipping relevant authorities. The immensely neglected development of more

efficient regular pathways to Europe never seems to be a valid option to explore.

The message is clear: there is no way north, only south. This comprehensive

overview of measures employed in Libya through the EUTF illustrates the EU’s

objective to securitize migratory movements northbound at the cost of the security

of migrants.

Conclusion

This article set out to explore the mainstreaming of a security-based approach into

EU policies aiming at managing migration. The EUTF has mainly been positively

framed as a development tool addressing “root causes of migration”. The analysis

of the EUTF framework and its presence in Libya, however, has shown that Europe’s

responses to migratory movements follow a shared idea. Migration, irregular

migration, in particular, is perceived as a threat to Europe and needs to be
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prevented. This security-based understanding was manifested in every level of the

EUTF structure. The minutes of Board meetings documented an instrumentalization

of EU institutions and member states of the EUTF to reduce arrivals in Europe and

facilitate return procedures. Regional tendencies of implemented projects

confirmed the strategy to prevent migration in countries of origin and contain

migrants in countries of transit. Power imbalances between migrant-sending and

receiving countries have been used to threaten the use of conditionality of

development aid on cooperation in migration management. The case of Libya

further solidified these findings. The status of Libya as primarily a country of transit

entailed strengthening the resilience of migrants in Libya and an Italy-led effort to

securitize all borders by financing and training the LCG. With these measures as a

central pillar of action, migrants have been and are effectively contained and

mobility towards Europe is disrupted. Implemented actions are guided and

accompanied by narratives framing migration as a threat and justifying border

closings with saving migrant lives. Evacuations and “voluntary” return schemes are

designed as a way to leave behind the dire conditions migrants in Libya are facing.

Such efforts transport migrants from the European proximity to respective countries

of origin or, in case of evacuations, to mostly Niger. Resettlement procedures to

Europe exist but are ineffective and grossly disproportionate to the number of

migrants returned or evacuated. The involvement of state and non-state entities (as

project implementers) confirmed the notion that the securitization process is

influenced by a variety of actors playing important roles in placing migration within

a security context. IGOs and NGOs cooperate in following EU dictated perceptions

of migratory movements and therefore contribute to the containment and

disruption of migration flows in Libya.

No research is without its limitations. While documents provide static and

“non-reactive” (Bowen, 2009, p. 31) data, the analysis and interpretation of themes

guided by a theoretical framework can lead to biases, which a thorough analysis

attempts to limit but cannot altogether eliminate. Although data generated from

the interview was complementary to the document analysis, a bigger sample size

has the potential to better triangulate findings and put them on firmer ground.

Future research could benefit from a significant interview sample size to divert such
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limitations. In light of the interplay of narratives, measures and actors contributing to

the securitization process, choosing the most appropriate methodological approach

entails difficulties. Although document analysis is well suited for the use of texts, the

possibility of more refined frameworks remains. Notwithstanding these limitations,

this present article contributes to the understanding of the subtle but effective and

far-reaching influences of the migration-security nexus on the European migration

agenda. Although the EUTF does not portray the perception of migration as a

security issue as obvious as FRONTEX, this analysis has shown the EU’s willingness

to utilize a € 5 bn. financial “development” tool to reproduce and reinforce this

exact sentiment. However, such an approach can not undermine the naturalness of

migration and people on the move. As long as this reality is ignored and migration

strategies remain unchanged, people will continue dying in the Sahara and the

Mediterranean, be “voluntarily” returned, detained in DC’s and criminalized.

Ultimately, migrants will stay the ones facing security threats, not the EU.
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