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ABSTRACT
The externalization of the EU’s migration policies has seen a sharp
increase in recent years but many aspects of its historical roots,
internal dynamics, and broader implications remain insufficiently
explored. This special issue analyses recent developments in the
EU’s external migration policies including the extra-territorial
reach of EU migration policies; the power relationships between
the EU and third countries involved in EU migration policies; the
overlap with critical development studies and post-colonialism;
the replication of many of Australia’s external migration policies;
the impact of EU external migration policies on third countries,
and civil society contestation of those policies. As the
contributions show, the series of policies discussed here go
beyond the specific empirical area of migration control to have
significance for both the future of the European Union and its role
in global affairs.
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The externalization of EU migration governance

According to the International Organization for Migration’s (IOM) Missing Migrants
project, 2297 migrants have died crossing the Mediterranean in 2018 alone, with an
additional 115 in Europe. The total of migrants and reported casualties over the last
four years brings that number close to 18,000 (IOM, 2019). These figures testify to a huma-
nitarian catastrophe at the EU border. But they also expose a failure of the EU and its
Member-states to live up to the principles that it is founded upon: respect for human
dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law and respect for human rights,
including the rights of persons belonging to minorities.

Importantly, a compilation of available data from national authorities and IOM offices
shows that a total of 133,489 migrants and refugees arrived in Europe between January and
November 2018, 81% of which crossed the Mediterranean Sea (108,246), mainly using the
Western Mediterranean route, which leads mostly to Spain, where 59,747 new arrivals
were registered between January and November 2018 (IOM, 2018, p. 4). In recent
months, the Western Mediterranean route replaced other alternative routes as the
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chosen way for migrants to enter the EU. This change in the route is a direct result of some
specific EU policies, in particular the agreement with Turkey adopted in March 2016, by
which “All new irregular migrants crossing from Turkey into Greek islands as from 20
March 2016 will be returned to Turkey” (European Council, 2016).

These developments are part of a broader tendency in EU migration policies: the
growing externalization of the EU’s migration management to the countries situated in
Europe’s vicinity to the South and to the East. As will be explored in several articles in
the special issue, the externalization of the EU’s migration policies started in the 2000s
as a movement by which these policies became first increasingly centralized in Brussels
away from the national capitals, and then understood as requiring an international dimen-
sion. The culmination of this process can now be observed in full display, as the most rel-
evant measures of EU’s migration management are implemented outside the territory of
the EU. Indeed, as the number of migrants arriving at the EU borders reached unprecedent
numbers in 2015, the importance of de-localised migration policies grew exponentially.
Today, countries such as Libya, Niger and Turkey are central pillars of the regulatory
system through which the EU controls access to its border. Whereas the deaths in the
Mediterranean are just a part of the wider discussion on the externalization of EU
migration policies, they point to the broader – and, to our mind, crucial – aspect of the
moral failure of EU migration management. This, in turn, deepens the tensions
between these policies and the larger values of EU’s foreign policy and external action.

The expansion of the EU’s external migration policies had two additional implications.
The first one is that contemporary EU migration policies in African countries became
enmeshed with other EU policy agendas, including development, aid, and counter-terror-
ism. Military missions of the EU’s Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP), such as
EUCAP Sahel Niger, have expanded their mandates to include “the fight against irregular
migration and associated criminal activities” (European External Action Service, 2018).
The securitization of migration, ingrained in the development of EU migration policies
over the last two decades, has now reached higher levels. This is connected with the
second implication: the management of the EU–Africa, the EU-Balkans and EU-Turkey
borderlands increasingly rely upon high-tech borders (Csernatoni, 2018). In other
words, a complex socio-technological system employing different technologies of surveil-
lance and control has been established to monitor the border movements and the
migration journeys into the EU.

Since 2015, it has become increasingly clear that EU Member-states are unable or
unwilling to sufficiently coordinate so as to better manage the movement of persons cross-
ing the EU borders. New anti-migration policies proliferated in the Union over the last
four years while central propositions of the EU as a political project, from the Schengen
agreement to the respect for fundamental rights, have been grossly violated. New govern-
ments with an anti-migration agenda have been elected in this period while far right par-
liamentary representation has grown steadily across the continent. While some of these
policies have indeed reduced the number of migrants entering the EU, they have done
it with great costs: death, moral relativism, and the unfortunate proliferation of the con-
structed equivalence between a migrant and a security threat. Furthermore, it is far from
clear that EU Member-states are any closer to having a coherent political vision by which
to address longer-term economic and societal interests that could ultimately reduce
migratory pressures.
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Looking to third-parties

The articles gathered in this special issue address recent developments in the EU’s
migration policies and their increasingly prominent external dimension. The failure of
the EU’s attempts to deal with the matter internally based on intra-EU solidarity has
led to mounting externalization. In recent years, migration policies have grown increas-
ingly focused on the management of the border(land/zone), on agreements with third
parties, on financial incentives for transit countries to retain migrants, and de-localisation
of reception centres for asylum applications to areas outside the EU. Whereas benevolent
interpretations of these policies emphasize the wish to protect the migrants from danger-
ous crossings into the EU, other readings highlight practices that favour the delegation of
responsibility to foreign countries, the lack of interest in exploring people-centred sol-
utions, and neo-colonialist behaviour towards the countries in the southern bank of the
Mediterranean. Among the issues discussed in this compilation are the extra-territorial
reach of EU migration policies; power relationships between the EU and third countries
involved in EU migration policies; the overlap with critical development studies and
post-colonialism; the impact on third countries of EU externalization of migration
policy, and civil society contestation of those policies.

Importantly, the research exposed in the following pages shows that the normative
underpinnings of these policies, as well as actual concrete measures, travel around the
globe. Whereas the increasing militarization of many EU migration-related policies
finds echo in the US/Mexico borderland, the extreme measures imposed by Australia
have become consistently replicated by the EU or by individual member states, and
have integrated the policy toolbox advanced to contain migration.

At the same time, the growing externalization of EU migration policies has opened up
the door to new actors that became increasing central in the political economy of
migration. Here we find NGOs and rescue entrepreneurs, local politicians, private security
companies, technology developers, security and defence industries, and civil society organ-
izations. Their participation in this phenomenon is multifaceted and multi-layered, and
this has brought new dynamics that we aim at exploring in these articles. In so doing,
the contributions in this volume also question what is happening to the European
project and its Member-states when engaged in such policies – not just in terms of the
ethics behind that politics, but what is left of the European society when regulations to
control human movement are designed to exclude humanitarian concerns at the substan-
tive level of impact. That is, the externalization of EU migration governance concerns not
only the development of this specific policy sphere or the global role of the EU, but comes
back to fundamentally question the societal relevance of the EU if it is to be constituted as
an ongoing normative project.

Which normative basis?

To understand the present and future trajectory of the externalization of EU migration
policies it is necessary to examine its normative basis, which is something where the articles
presented here provide a clear contribution. All of the articles, in some form or other, focus
on the ideas through which this particular area of EU governance is made possible, drawing
out the logical inconsistencies that help us better understand several key puzzles.
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For example, the text by Emanuela Roman asks what EU migration governance exter-
nalized to Tunisia means when approached from the perspective of civil society organiz-
ations (CSOs) based in the country. Asking this question provides much needed clarity on
what is meant by, in this case, EU-Tunisian relations on migration. Roman’s central argu-
ment is that the degree of engagement of CSOs within the Tunisian side of this relation-
ship provides a measure of its stability, as the potentially high domestic costs for Tunisia
that come from assisting the EU require a societal consensus if they are to be accepted in
the long-term. What the author finds is a general lack of awareness amongst Tunisian
CSOs, the majority of which have for now taken a stand alongside their government in
tempered opposition to EU demands, but at the expense of promoting domestic civil
rights. As such, we see a gradual hollowing out of the public sphere that had flourished
in the aftermath of the Tunisian revolution and has been key to helping the state
develop a functioning democracy despite terrorism and economic troubles. By undermin-
ing Tunisia’s democratic foundations, the EU’s migration interests come in direct tension
with its other stated policy goals within the region.

When it comes to their normative basis, EU migration policies exhibit a clear parallel
with the example of Australia’s externalization of migration, which remains an important
model often used to justify current EU developments. In his article, Fabio Scarpello shows
how headline statistics that indicate Australian success at controlling migrant arrivals hide
a political timebomb as the general dehumanizing of migrants has included shifting
migrant pressure over to several Asian nations and the formation of alliances and arms
deals that have encouraged authoritarian tendencies in countries like Sri Lanka, Papua
New Guinea, and Nauru. In other words, a short-term national policy success has the
very real potential to become a long-term regional crisis that ultimately only exacerbates
migratory pressure with many more effects that are much more clearly negative. The pres-
ence of an Australian Immigration Detention Center in Nauru, a small island with 13,000
inhabitants situated more than 3000 km away from Australian territory, illustrates how far
a democracy is willing to go in order to keep undesired migrants away from its territory. It
also highlights the temporal dimension, where short-term “gains” outweigh likely long-
term “costs” as such policies undermine civil rights within third party states.

A large set of more than 2000 documents leaked from the Australian immigration
system and exposed by The Guardian in 2016 portray “every reportable ‘incident’ on
the island”, including “attempts at self-harm, sexual assaults, child abuse, hunger
strikes, assaults and injuries”, unmasking in detail the harm caused by “prolonged deten-
tion in Australia’s notorious offshore detention camps”. (The Guardian, 2016). Both in the
case of Australia and in the case of the EU, migration politics have altered the interest-cal-
culations of the dominant actors such that current actions towards third party states
severely undermine longer-held goals intended to enhance their normative regional
influence.

Inherent tensions

What stands out in these first two articles is the contradiction between initial claims and
the deeper reality, something which can be seen at the more general level of how the EU
interacts with African states in the field of migration governance, as argued in the contri-
bution by Michael Strange and Bruno Oliveira Martins. The externalization of EU

198 B. OLIVEIRA MARTINS AND M. STRANGE



migration governance to third states in Africa relies extensively upon a framing process of
African-EU partnership, going beyond just political speeches to include the design of insti-
tutional forums such that there is a formal impression of balanced decision-making power
between actors on either side of the Mediterranean. The partnership frame is central in all
major political documents and declarations, but also in the institutional set up of the
broader EU–Africa relations, including frameworks such as the Joint Africa–EU Strategy,
the AU-EU Civil Society Forum, the Euro-African Dialogue on Migration and Develop-
ment, the Rabat and Khartoum Processes, and some measures of the Joint Valletta
Action Plan. That this hides gross power asymmetries is not surprising, but what does
stand out is the extent to which the frame of equality between the two sides is important
to making the process possible and that it is maintained by both European and African
actors.

The normative basis of the externalization of EU migration policies contains several
paradoxes, as is further illustrated throughMartin Lemberg-Pedersen’s article. His histori-
cal analysis is provoked by the claims of some European politicians that EU attempts to
prevent human smuggling at sea were similar in moral stature to those naval interdictions
that brought about the end of the slave trade in the late eighteenth century. Amongst
several paradoxes constitutive to both the politics around Eighteenth and Nineteenth
Century slavery and modern-day migration from Africa, securitization of human move-
ment has been interwoven into the political language of humanitarianism such that
actors have moved easily between practices of care and control. For example, how
different societies handled the abolition of slavery reveals many tensions that question a
simple positive narrative of events but that also highlight startling parallels with the con-
temporary world, such as the creation of camps in which rescued and freed slaves were
imprisoned whilst awaiting deportation to the disembarkation zones of Sierra Leone
and Liberia where many died soon after arrival. The analysis shows how recent “crisis”
moments around migration are not particular to our time but are part of a longer
process made possible through racialised narratives used to legitimise broader aspects
of international political economy. Lemberg-Pedersen praises the British abolition of
slavery as a “cornerstone for universal human rights”, whilst highlighting the paradox
in which this also led to new forms of slavery from the US as well as between African
states, and that through being used to legitimise increasing European involvement in
African states made possible the British-dominated “Scramble for Africa”. This latter
point is particularly salient given that the externalization of EU migration governance
includes a much greater level of direct EU engagement in African domestic governance
in a way that is not necessarily conducive to the interests of those societies.

Good governance?

The externalization of EUmigration governance is, at face value, a series of interconnected
policy initiatives directed towards third-party involvement in the enforcement of EU
border controls. As explained in the contribution by Strange and Martins, this phenom-
enon has received significant attention from the literature from the mid-2000s onwards.
Carrera et al argue that EU’s external migration policies “have generally aimed at
drawing and persuading non-EU countries into agreements, policy instruments, infor-
mation exchanges, projects or cooperation mechanisms and regional processes on
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various migration-related issues” (Carrera, Radescu, & Reslow, 2015, p. 6), and they have
emerged after the gradual creation of a common EU migration policy. Sandra Lavenex has
recently claimed that the development of common asylum/immigration policies is indica-
tive of normative tensions implied in the EU’s transition from a regulatory polity towards
a political Union (Lavenex, 2019, p. 1). Similar emphasis on tensions can be made to an
even larger extent in the case of the external dimension of those same policies, where the
contradictions between EU’s commonly referred to normative power and the conse-
quences of its external migration governance are explicit (see Carrera, Kostakopoulou,
& Panizzon, 2018; also Papagianni, 2013). The articles in this special issue refer to
different bodies of literature within the broader field of external migration policies,
from historical accounts of specific policies and general work on externalization to critical
border studies and the place of these policies in the broader outlook of EU’s foreign pol-
icies, including strategic partnerships. Indeed, the article of Strange and Martins place
EU’s framing of its relationship with African countries in terms of partnership as part
of a broader tendency of the EU to pursue multipolarity, engage external actors, and to
more efficiently manage specific globalization challenges through strategic partnerships.

If indeed EU external migration policies aim at involving third countries in the
reinforcement of EU borders, the immediate measure of success of those policies would
be the extent to which migration is controlled. This is one of the key points raised by
Natasja Reslow in her concluding text, which builds upon the other contributions to
ask how we might look forward towards new research that helps us to better understand
this phenomenon. She makes two key points. First, it is that there are no easy measures of
success, as Fabio Scarpello’s discussion of Australian migration policies shows. Any short-
term reduction in migration numbers, whilst political “gold dust” for certain publics, risks
hiding consequences with much more far-reaching effects that not only undermine
migration management in the long-term but also threaten the normative basis of Euro-
pean power. To subject the externalization of EU migration policies to criteria of good
governance must, therefore, mean going beyond statistics that may well be misleading,
to consider the full impact for both the EU, its Member-states, but also importantly not
to exclude third-party states from that assessment.

Indeed, Reslow’s previous research on whether the EU’s external migration policies can
be deemed successful or not has shown that the EU governance system represents a con-
ceptual challenge for “traditional” analytical frameworks (Reslow, 2017). In other words, it
is far from established that the EU’s external migration policies are successful given their
impact upon third parties but also on a longer time period. Second, Reslow warns that, like
many states globally, EU migration governance lacks sufficient parliamentary oversight.
Strange and Martins’ contribution notes that the European Trust Fund for Africa – a
key product of the Valletta Summit and a pivotal financial instrument by which the Euro-
pean Commission engages in supposedly migration-related projects in Africa – has
managed to avoid many of the usual mechanisms through which the European Parliament
would otherwise be able to hold such projects to account. Here again the externalization of
EU migration governance would have an uncertain assessment if subjected to good gov-
ernance principles, given that it has lifted a significant set of policy instruments outside the
gaze of normal scrutiny with questionable consequences.

Whether the output of such policies might ultimately be deemed legitimate, despite
such concerns, and so counterbalance legitimacy problems at other stages of the
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process. It should therefore be noted that the externalization of EU migration governance
has gone beyond its specific issue-area to enact a new way of conducting EU governance
that eschews tenets of good governance on which the institution was originally based.
Whilst this might just be a temporary response to a “crisis”, the scale of resources involved
and the apparently unabated media appetite for further migration controls towards par-
ticularly those states South of the Mediterranean, there is reasonable basis for assuming
that many of the developments outlined in the contributions presented here are sympto-
matic of a longer-term phenomenon with consequences for the future of the European
project and the societies affected.

Pointing to a stark contradiction, Nick Vaughan-Williams, in his 2015 book on
Europe’s border crises, asks why European humanitarian border practices often expose
to dehumanization and death the very “irregular” migrants they are supposed to protect
(Vaughan-Williams, 2015). What the articles in this special issue show is that not only
has the EU embarked on policies that undermine the right to life for third party citizens,
but that through disconnecting migration management from key tenets of good govern-
ance and foundational norms historically underlying the European project, the externali-
zation of the EU’s migration governance alters the basis of European society.

That this may threaten the continuation of the European project is, of course, paradox-
ical given that these policies are publicly justified according to the usual claim that they are
needed to protect that project. Whilst this paradox is still unfolding, we believe the articles
in this special issue provide new elements to better understand the origins, the scope, and
the impact of the externalization of EU’s migration governance, as well as what is needed
in future research.
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