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Introduction 

The promise of democracy enshrined in the „Arab Spring‟ has been 
accompanied by significant developments in migration flows across 
North Africa and to Europe (Pascouau, 2011 and Fargues, 2011). 
With political turmoil sweeping across North Africa and the Middle 
East, hundreds of thousands of persons, mainly from Libya, have 
been displaced since January 2011. Related to this, the political order 
of the region has altered as key international actors rescinded their 
alliances with despotic rulers and took the side of pro-democracy 
protesters. According to some, the fight against now-former dictators 
attests to the growing relevance of human rights in foreign policy1. As 
Anne-Marie Slaughter has eloquently argued, in the case of Libya, 
supporting democracy and human rights was in western interests 
(Slaughter, 2011). The skeptics, in her view, must now admit that the 
real choice in Libya is between temporary stability and the illusion of 
control, or fluidity in the name of much larger forces based on 
principles of democracy and civil society. This, she continues, has 
pushed both Western and Arab governments into taking a more 
comprehensive approach than straight geo-strategic logic would 
dictate. In brief, it is argued that ongoing events in North Africa 
expose important elements of discontinuity in terms of the principles 
and practices of statecraft. This is the opening hypothesis of the text 
to follow, which elaborates on the relationship between putative 
changes in the international arena and evolving migration trends and 
policies in the Euro-Mediterranean region between January and 
September 2011. Accordingly, I ask two interrelated questions: to 
what extent have political upheavals across North Africa affected 
migration trends and policies in the Euro-Mediterranean context? 
And, how can we understand the relation between the gradual 
repositioning of international dynamics and broad migration trends 
between the European Union, its Member States, and individual 
North African countries?  

In establishing a link between migration and political change 
from the angle of international relations, I examine the multiple modes 
of collaboration between the following actors: the European Union, 
European Member States, and North African countries, where I focus 

                                                
1
 See The Economist (2011, August 25). “A modest win for liberal internationalism”. 

American Politics, Democracy in America,  
<http://www.economist.com/blogs/democracyinamerica/2011/08/libya-1>.  
Last accessed 11 September 2011. 

http://www.economist.com/blogs/democracyinamerica/2011/08/libya-1
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on Libya, Tunisia and Egypt. To do so, I document and compare how 
selected European states have repositioned themselves towards 
North Africa and concurrent developments in their migration policies.  

The paper is divided into three sections. First, I sketch migra-
tion trends in North Africa between January and September 2011 and 
compare these with data over, roughly, the last four years. In the 
second section, I investigate overlapping modes of collaboration 
between EU and North African countries, identifying three levels of 
interaction: (1) between individual European Member States and 
Libya, Egypt and Tunisia; (2) between the European Commission and 
the three selected Northern African countries; and (3) migration 
policies among individual EU Member States. In the last section, I 
draw tentative conclusions on the impact of migration on foreign 
policy and vice-versa in the light of recent events and reflect on the 
broader relationship between migration and political change. 

Before turning to the analysis, two provisos on methodology 
and generalizability are warranted. First, to examine the links 
between migration and international relations in the context of political 
turmoil across North Africa in 2011, I rely on official sources drawn 
from, inter alia, Italian parliamentary debates and documents from the 
European Commission and European Parliament. This excludes a 
plethora of other accounts, such as those of non-state actors and 
unofficial accounts captured in interviews, for example. Second, at 
the time of writing the turmoil in the region remains an unfinished 
story. The post-revolutionary political processes underway in Libya, 
Tunisia, and Egypt are as hazy as they are conflict-ridden. 
Furthermore, domestic instability in, for example, Syria and Yemen 
are even more bewildering, both in terms of the international 
response and the broader implications for migration trends and 
policies. Therefore, the interpretative framework being advanced 
herein is intended to offer an exploratory contribution towards more 
systematic research into continuing political events in the Euro-
Mediterranean region.  
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The Empirical Background 

Since the outbreak of protest in North Africa in December 2010, 
migration flows to Europe and across North Africa have changed in 
significant respects. To unpack these developments, I will review the 
available data following a two-pronged approach2. First, I shall 

compare the number of arrivals to Europe with arrivals across North 
Africa and the Middle East in 2011. Second, I shall consider arrivals 
to Europe and across North Africa since 2007. The appreciation of 
the relative size of migration trends sets the necessary basis for the 
subsequent sections on differing levels of diplomatic engagement.  

Since January 2011, third country nationals fleeing North 
Africa and on their way to Europe have reached either Italy or Malta. 
In particular, between January and August 2011, 52,000 people 
landed in Italy by boat from North Africa, including 27,000 from Libya 
and the remainder from Tunisia (UNHCR, 2011). The number of 
people who landed in Malta over the same period is in the order of 
1,5573. As data below indicates, the arrivals by sea to Europe 
recorded during 2011 are high by historical standards although they 
represent a fraction of those estimated across North Africa. 

According to the International Organization for Migration 
(IOM), as of 14 September 2011 a total of 685,744 migrants, broadly 
defined as third country nationals (TCNs), have crossed Libya‟s 
borders into Tunisia and Egypt, as well as into Nigeria and Niger 
(IOM, 2011). IOM and its partners have helped 208,000 migrants 
return to their countries of origin (IOM, 2011). In comparing flows 
across North Africa with those towards Europe, one important feature 
is already manifested. As of September 2011, the number of TCNs 
reaching European countries is far below that of people moving 
across North Africa. As the Commissioner for Human Rights at the 
Council of Europe, Thomas Hammarberg documented in the report 
following his visit to Italy on 26-27 May 2011, arrivals from Libya to 
Italy represent just 2 per cent of people who have left Libya as a 

                                                
2
 The employment of available statistics necessitates a word of warning. The manner 

in which data on both regular and irregular flows is defined, collected, and compared 
raises substantive questions about reliability and broader representativeness. 
Because of these limitations, the utilization of such data, which is unavoidable, must 

be cautious but remains relevant. 
3
 See Times of Malta (2011, September 14). “New Libya „must adopt asylum 

system‟”. <http://www.timesofmalta.com/articles/view/20110914/local/New-Libya-
must-adopt-asylum-system-.384612>. Last accessed 15 September 2011.  

http://www.timesofmalta.com/articles/view/20110914/local/New-Libya-must-adopt-asylum-system-.384612
http://www.timesofmalta.com/articles/view/20110914/local/New-Libya-must-adopt-asylum-system-.384612
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result of the conflict. Indeed, according to the Commissioner‟s count, 
as of 7 September 2011, 98 per cent of those leaving Libya crossed 
land borders into Tunisia, Egypt, Niger, Chad, and Algeria4. This 
observation is relevant in so far as it contextualizes the idea of either 
a developing or imminent migration crisis for Europe. Notably, risks 
related to the presumed migration of „biblical proportions‟ have been 
at the center of the European debate (De Haas, 2011). In fact, the 
emphasis on the unprecedented number of arrivals to Europe 
misinterprets the migration trends recorded across North Africa.  

Similar conclusions can be drawn if we turn to the second 
level of comparison, that of arrivals in Europe over the last few years. 
The comparison between regular and irregular arrivals is particularly 
helpful. With regard to the first, according to Eurostat, in 2008, EU 
Member States received a total of 3.8 million immigrants but at least 
2.3 million emigrants left EU Member States. Compared to 2007, 
immigration5 to EU Member States decreased by 6 per cent and 
emigration increased by 13 per cent (Eurostat, 2011)6. In terms of 

irregular arrivals, according to the European Commission, in 2009 the 
number of TCNs with irregular travel documents apprehended at all 
EU borders was in the order of 570,000 (7 per cent fewer than in 
2008), while Member States returned about 250,000 persons to third 
countries7. Compared to such figures, the number of irregular 
migrants intercepted at the EU‟s external borders in the south is 
minor. A report produced by Frontex in 2011 indicates that such 
interceptions peaked in 2008 with over 55,000 apprehensions 
(Frontex, 2011: 11). The same is true for Italy. While 37,000 migrants 
were intercepted at sea in 2008, the number fell to 9,600 in 2009 and 
to fewer than 3,000 in 2010 (OECD, 2011). Two observations then 
follow.  

                                                
4
 See Council of Europe (2011). Report by Thomas Hammarberg, Commissioner for 

Human Rights of the Council of Europe, following his visit to Italy from 26 to 27 May 
2011, Strasbourg, 7 September 2011, Comm DH(2011)26,  
<https://wcd.coe.int/wcd/ViewDoc.jsp?id=1826921>. Last accessed 12 September 
2011. 
5
 Eurostat defines immigration as „the action by which a person establishes his or her 

usual residence in the territory of a Member State for a period that is, or is expected 
to be, of at least 12 months, having previously been usually resident in another 
Member State or a third country‟. Conversely, emigration denotes „the action by 
which a person, having previously been usually resident in the territory of a Member 
State, ceases to have his or her usual residence in that Member State for a period 
that is, or is expected to be, of at least 12 months‟ (Eurostat, 2010).  
6
 It is important to keep in mind that these figures remain contentious. For instance, 

according to the OECD, the inflows of foreign populations into EU-24 (including 
Norway and Switzerland) amounted to 2.8 million in 2004, 2.7 million in 2005, 2.9 in 
2006, and 3.3 million in 2007 (OECD, 2011b).  
7
 See European Commission (2011a). Communication from the Commission to the 

European Parliament, the Council, the Economic and Social Committee and the 
Committee of the Regions Communication on migration, Brussels, 4.5.2011 
COM(2011) 248 final: 8-9,  
<http://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/news/intro/docs/1_EN_ACT_part1_v11.pdf>. Last 
accessed 15 August 2011.  

https://wcd.coe.int/wcd/ViewDoc.jsp?id=1826921
http://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/news/intro/docs/1_EN_ACT_part1_v11.pdf
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First, in 2011, arrivals from the coasts of Northern Africa 
sharply increased compared to similar flows documented in previous 
years. It is thus reasonable to assert that migration patterns since 
January 2011 have put the European system of reception of migrants, 
including asylum seekers, under strain (Frontex, 2011)8. This carries 

implications for my initial analysis. As we shall see, the heightened 
pressure on European external borders has an impact on the shifting 
mechanisms of collaboration between the EU, individual European 
Member States, and third countries. Second, migration flows to 
Europe since January 2011 are lower than those registered across 
North Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa over the same period. There is 
more. The numbers have not exceeded overall yearly irregular 
arrivals to Europe. Despite this, numerous European policymakers 
have raised the alarm about a „migration crisis‟ from North Africa. This 
tells us that a thorough appreciation of irregular migration needs to be 
maintained in the long-term. As fear of an emergency is precisely one 
of the factors that drives the European response to migration policy, I 
am now led into the terrain of politics.   

                                                
8
 See also Council of Europe (2011). 
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Changing Dynamics 
in EU-North Africa Relations? 

Changing patterns in the international milieu are signaled by two 
interrelated developments, one pertaining to the modes of engage-
ment between Europe and North African countries, the second to 
migration policies, whether within the Schengen Area or towards third 
countries. I shall now review the overlapping patterns of bilateral and 
multilateral cooperation in response to the events in 2011 with a view 
to documenting and analyzing mechanisms of political interaction on 
migration. To do so, I begin by looking at state-to-state relations 
between selected European Member States – chiefly between France 
and Italy – towards Tunisia, Libya, and Egypt.  

EU Member States 
vis-à-vis North African countries 

While France, Malta, and Italy have been affected differently by 
migration flows, their actions have remained largely within the scope 
of bilateral engagement. The outstanding example is Italy.  

In order to tackle the escalating influx of irregular migrants 
from Tunisia, on 5 April 2011, Italy and Tunisia signed an „exchange 
of notes‟9. This accord with Tunisia, which at the time of writing 

remains undisclosed, foresees active cooperation, both to prevent 
irregular arrivals in Italy and to repatriate Tunisian nationals (Senato 
della Repubblica, 2011b: vi). Over 20,000 Tunisian migrants who 
landed in Italy between 1 January and 5 April 2011 were granted 
temporary protection status10 and, in principle, free circulation within 

the Schengen area (Pascouau: 2011: 1). As I document in the next 
section, this decision was opposed by France.  

                                                
9
 See Il Secolo (2011, April 3). “Berlusconi verso Tunisi, i motivi del viaggio”. 

<http://www.ilsecoloxix.it/p/italia/2011/04/03/AOsTOmJ-
berlusconi_viaggio_tunisi.shtml?hl>. Last accessed 15 September 2011. 
10

 See European Parliament (2011a). Member States' answers to migration flows and 
their impact on Schengen, Parliamentary questions,  
<http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=OQ&reference=O-2011-
000094&format=XML&language=EN>. Last accessed 3 August 2011. 

http://www.ilsecoloxix.it/p/italia/2011/04/03/AOsTOmJ-berlusconi_viaggio_tunisi.shtml?hl
http://www.ilsecoloxix.it/p/italia/2011/04/03/AOsTOmJ-berlusconi_viaggio_tunisi.shtml?hl
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=OQ&reference=O-2011-000094&format=XML&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=OQ&reference=O-2011-000094&format=XML&language=EN
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In terms of repatriation, any Tunisians arriving in Italy after 5 
April 2011 have been returned to Tunisia11. To most Italian politicians, 

the immediate decrease in migrants from Tunisia to Italy since the 
agreement came into force has amounted to evidence of its success 
(Senato della Repubblica, 2011a: 18). As the Italian Minister of the 
Interior declared on 31 May, „the agreement with Tunisia works. In 
fact since April the number of arrivals from Tunisia has been very 
small‟ (Camera dei Deputati, 2009: 9).  

In the relations between Tunisia and France, migration has 
also been the key to a broader bilateral engagement. Shortly before 
Ben Ali left power, on 7 January and again on 4 February 2011, 
Michèle Alliot-Marie, French Minister of Foreign and European Affairs, 
met her Tunisian counterparts, i.e. first Kamel Morjane and then 
Ahmed Ounaies, to discuss, inter alia, cooperation in the area of 
migration and security. As stated by Alliot-Marie before the French 
Parliament, the collaboration was intended to offer „French savoir-
faire‟ to assist Tunisia in dealing with the security situation at the time 
(Assemblée Nationale, 2011a). The now-ex French minister made the 
case for boosting security cooperation to guarantee the right to 
demonstrate while ensuring „public order‟12 . 

With the demise of Ben Ali, France swerved towards suppor-
ting the Tunisian interim government. This major political shift notwith-
standing, France‟s security-centered approach to migration as well as 
its long-standing economic priorities were not significantly altered. 
Alongside other issues on the agenda such as economic cooperation 
and institution building, in the area of migration and at the level of 
public discourse, combating irregular migration and repatriations 
remain the main priorities (Arieff, 2011: 31). This approach clearly 
emerges from the following statement made by Brice Hortefeux, 
former French Minister of the Interior, following an abrupt intensify-
cation of irregular migration from North Africa in February 2011: 

European policy gives us the means to act, particularly 
through the Frontex Agency, which has operational instruments to 
deal with these kinds of challenges [irregular migration from North 
Africa]. The principle that we will apply will be in line with our migra-
tion policy whereby a foreigner with irregular status has to be returned 
to his/her country of origin, unless the humanitarian situation is 
serious. (Ministère de l‟Intérieur, 2011a).   

                                                
11

 It is noteworthy that the Italian Ministry of Interior publishes regular news updates 
on the repatriation of third country nationals (Ministero dell‟Interno, 2011b, 2011c, 
2011d). 
12

 See Le Monde (2011, January 13). “Tunisie : les propos „effrayants‟ d'Alliot-Marie 

suscitent la polémique”.  
<http://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2011/01/13/tunisie-les-propos-effrayants-d-
alliot-marie-suscitent-la-polemique_1465278_3212.html>. Last accessed 10 
September 2011. 

http://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2011/01/13/tunisie-les-propos-effrayants-d-alliot-marie-suscitent-la-polemique_1465278_3212.html
http://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2011/01/13/tunisie-les-propos-effrayants-d-alliot-marie-suscitent-la-polemique_1465278_3212.html
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In fact, the several high-level meetings between Tunisia and 
France on migration dovetail with this general principle13. Between 20 

and 22 March, the French Foreign Affairs Commission visited Tunis 
to boost investment by French companies (Assemblée Nationale, 
2011b)14 and in a separate mission the French Minister of Foreign 

Affairs, Alain Juppé, announced a €350 million package of bilateral 
aid to Tunisia (France Diplomatie, 2011a). A high-level meeting 
focused on migration took place on 16-17 May when Claude Guéant, 
French Minister of the Interior, met his counterpart in Tunis 
(Ambassade de France, 2011a). Reportedly, the first emphasized 
France‟s position: that it rejected „all illegal migrants on its territory‟ 
but welcomed regular migration (Web manager, 18 May 2011  and 
Ambassade de France, 2011b). France also announced that Tunisian 
nationals who had arrived in Tunisia through irregular channels would 
be offered €300 to return to Tunisia. The two countries agreed on the 
creation of a military center for professional training in Gafsa, Tunisia 
(Ambassade de France, 2011c) and the consolidation of training 
activities on maritime issues at the Institut de formation aux métiers 
de la mer15.  

Similar broad discussion on migration was further pursued by 
the Tunisian Minister of the Interior, Habib Essid during his visit to 
France on 15 June 2011. The objective of the mission was to 
consolidate pre-existing arrangements on migration quotas and boost 
repatriations to Tunisia (Ministère de l‟Intérieur, 2011b). The two 
interior ministers visited the „business and enterprise campus‟ of 
Bobigny which delivers training programs for would-be Tunisian 
trainers (AFP, 15 June 2011). As Guéant explained, this initiative was 
part of the overall bilateral engagement in the area of migration with 
Tunisia stipulated in 2008 that provides for the reception of 9,000 
Tunisian workers per year in addition to a commitment to reduce 
irregular immigration (AFP, 15 June 2011).  

Overall the official discourse in the context of French-Tunisian 
engagement on migration confirms pre-existing modi operandi. The 
general aim of stemming irregular migration and pre-empting unwan-
ted departures from Tunisia represents a main line of continuity with 

                                                
13

 For the full list of high level visits see Assemblée Nationale (2011c). 
14

 The analysis of economic relations between the two countries goes beyond the 
initial purposes of this article. As evidence, however, of the centrality of the economic 
dimension it is worth pointing out that on 23 May 2011, Nadine Morano, French 
Minister of Learning and Training, made an official visit to Tunisia, and signed with 
her Tunisian Counterpart a convention that supports the Tunisian economy and aims 
to decrease the youth unemployment rate. See Tunisia Live (2011, May 23). 
“Tunisian and French Ministries of Employment sign a new convention”. 
<http://www.tunisia-live.net/2011/05/23/tunisian-and-french-ministries-of-
employment-sign-a-new-convention/>. Last accessed 23 May 2011. 
15

 See Le Figaro (2011, May 16). “Guéant veut „décrisper‟ les relations avec Tunis”. 
<http://www.lefigaro.fr/actualite-france/2011/05/16/01016-20110516ARTFIG00741-
gueant-veut-decrisper-les-relations-avec-tunis.php>. Last accessed on 7 September 
2011. 

http://www.ambassadefrance-tn.org/spip.php?article1053
http://www.tunisia-live.net/2011/05/23/tunisian-and-french-ministries-of-employment-sign-a-new-convention/
http://www.tunisia-live.net/2011/05/23/tunisian-and-french-ministries-of-employment-sign-a-new-convention/
http://www.lefigaro.fr/actualite-france/2011/05/16/01016-20110516ARTFIG00741-gueant-veut-decrisper-les-relations-avec-tunis.php
http://www.lefigaro.fr/actualite-france/2011/05/16/01016-20110516ARTFIG00741-gueant-veut-decrisper-les-relations-avec-tunis.php
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migration policies prior to the revolution. Scholars have long 
documented the security-based approach framing the French 
response to migration over the last few decades (Freedman, 2004 
and Bigo, 1998). 

Notwithstanding the significantly different contexts, French-
Tunisian relations find resonance with those pursued by the interna-
tional community, and Italy in particular, towards Libya. With the 
onset of the protests in Benghazi on 17 February 2011, the key inter-
national players drastically repositioned themselves. In accordance 
with the UNSC Resolution 1973 authorizing „all necessary measures‟ 
to protect Libyan civilians, on 19 March 2011 the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization assumed command of coalition operations, and the 
United States, along with France and the United Kingdom, began 
attacks on Libya‟s defensive infrastructure and ground forces 
(Blanchard, 2011: i). The apparently sweeping changes in the interna-
tional arena can be set alongside the rapid development of migration 
policies in the Euro-Mediterranean context.   

On 26 February 2011, the Friendship Treaty signed between 
Italy and Libya on 31 August 2008 was suspended by the Italian 
government (Camera dei Deputati, 2011c), and on 4 April 2011, Italy 
recognized Libya‟s National Transitional Council NTC16. In bringing to 

an end his country‟s turbulent diplomatic relations with Colonel 
Muammar Qaddafi, Italian Minister for Foreign Affairs, Frattini, 
declared Qaddafi „no longer credible‟17. In a subsequent communiqué, 

Italy and France formally endorsed the resolution of the UNSC to 
protect Libyan civilians and weaken Qaddafi‟s regime (Ministero degli 
Esteri, 2011a). In the same joint statement, the two countries 
emphasized the role of migration as a „structural element of the new 
partnership for shared prosperity and democracy to be established 
between the EU and the countries of the southern Mediterranean‟ 
(Ministero degli Esteri, 2011a: 2). The „fight against illegal immigra-
tion,‟ including the readmission of migrants – the document added – 
is a common imperative for partners on both shores of the Mediterra-
nean and inseparable from other aspects of broader regional partner-
ship (Ministero degli Esteri, 2011a).  

A few months later, on 17 June 2011, a Memorandum of 
Understanding between Italy and the NTC was signed. In this 
agreement the key and only item was migration. The one-and-a-half-
page document dedicates its two main paragraphs to joint initiatives 
to tackle „illegal migration.‟ Italy and the NTC committed to exchange 
information on migration flows and engage in mutual assistance to 

                                                
16

 See Corriere della Sera (2011, April 4). “L‟Italia riconosce il Consiglio di transizione 
libico”. <http://video.corriere.it/italia-riconosce-consiglio-transizione-libico/18e12568-
5ec4-11e0-b025-06c58bf39633>. Last accessed 3 August 2011. 
17

 See BBC (2011, April 4). “Italy recognises Libya's rebel National Council”. 
<http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/mobile/world-europe-12961032>. Last accessed 20 
August 2011. 

http://video.corriere.it/italia-riconosce-consiglio-transizione-libico/18e12568-5ec4-11e0-b025-06c58bf39633
http://video.corriere.it/italia-riconosce-consiglio-transizione-libico/18e12568-5ec4-11e0-b025-06c58bf39633
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/mobile/world-europe-12961032
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combat irregular migration, including the repatriation of „illegal immi-
grants‟ (Memorandum of Understanding, 17 June 2011). During the 
official visit to Italy on 22 July 2011 of the vice minister of the NTC, Al-
Isawi, the Italian Interior Minister Maroni further stressed the impor-
tance of developing forms of collaboration to address the problem of 
irregular migration (Ministero dell‟Interno, 2011e). 

The discussion with Egypt followed the same pattern. Since 
the fall of the Mubarak regime, Italy has sought to re-establish 
diplomatic dialogue with the temporary military rulers on a wide range 
of issues, including migration. On 17 May 2011, Italy and Egypt 
signed a Memorandum of Understanding on migration and employ-
ment (Ministero degli Esteri, 2011b). The accord was intended to 
support activities in the area of vocational training and envisions the 
creation of a Coordination Office in Cairo for the selection of would-be 
migrants to Italy18. In the area of migration, Egypt‟s interim govern-
ment committed to respect the agreement signed by the two countries 
in 2009 on irregular migration and youth employability through ad hoc 
training activities (Camera dei Deputati, 2011d: 8). Accordingly, 
between January and September 2011, Italy repatriated all Egyptian 
nationals who had reached Italy in an irregular manner (Ministero 
dell‟Interno, 2011g and 2011h). As the Italian Interior Minister put it, 
„the repatriation of Egyptian nationals landing on Italian shores takes 
place within 24 hours non-stop: those arriving are repatriated 
immediately‟ (Camera dei Deputati, 2011d: 8).  

Having documented the extent to which bilateral relations 
have tackled migration management in the aftermath of the revolu-
tions, I shall now turn to the relations between the European Commis-
sion19 and individual North African countries.  

Relations between the European Commission 
and third countries 

Since the fall of Tunisia‟s Ben Ali on 14 January 2011 and after the 
Egyptian President, Hosni Mubarak was ousted on 11 February, the 
European Commission (EC) pledged to support both countries in their 
peaceful democratic transition. On 8 March 2011, EC President José 
Manuel Barroso launched the „Partnership for Democracy and Shared 

                                                
18

 See Il Sole 24 Ore (2011, May 17). “Italia-Egitto: siglato memorandum su 

immigrazione e lavoro”.  
<http://archivio-radiocor.ilsole24ore.com/articolo-935183/italia-egitto-siglato-
memorandum/> Last accessed 10 September 2011. 
19

 In keeping with the limited space, I focus on the action of the European 
Commission at the expense of other European bodies such as the European 
Parliament and the European Council. Hence it is not my intention to provide a 
comprehensive assessment of the latter who remain equally prominent actors in the 
international arena. 
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Prosperity with the Southern Mediterranean.‟ The incentive-based 
approach would involve, among other things, „Mobility Partnerships‟ 
to provide a comprehensive framework that would „ensure that the 
movement of persons between the EU and a third country is well-
managed‟20. The overarching aim of Mobility Partnerships is to maxi-

mize the positive impact of migration on development and to combat 
irregular migration. Specific activities include visa facilitation agree-
ments, labor migration between interested Member States and the 
southern Mediterranean countries, voluntary return arrangements, 
working arrangements with Frontex, and the conclusion of readmis-
sion agreements21. 

One of the main features of these arrangements is that they 
are conditional on the actions of third countries to reduce irregular 
migration to Europe (Cavanagh, 2011). To be sure, conditional deve-
lopment cooperation is far from new (Cuttitta, 2008). The European 
Commission has made it clear that cooperation with neighboring 
countries is based on the principle of conditionality, whereby assis-
tance is dependent on the commitment of third countries to prevent 
irregular flows and, inter alia, to cooperate on the readmission of 
irregular migrants22. As Cecilia Malmström stated in a letter to Sándor 

Pinter, Hungarian Ministry of Interior, on 5 April 2011: 

Enhanced bilateral relations, including increased mobility of 
people, will be developed with the Southern Mediterranean countries 
in a tailor-made manner, subject to the willingness and ability to meet 
certain pre conditions. I asked those authorities to make a determined 
effort to effectively prevent irregular migration flows, to cooperation in 
the readmission of irregular migrants, to patrol their maritime borders, 
to generally enhance their law enforcement capacity and to take 
steps aimed at facilitating the sustainable reintegration of irregular 
migrants who return home. This cooperation will be a key condition 
for the development of further cooperation with the EU (Malmström, 
2011: 4). 

As part of these initiatives, the EU Civil Protection Mechanism 
was mobilized to facilitate repatriation of both EU and third country 

                                                
20

 European Commission (2011a); and (2011b). Joint communication to the 
European Council, the European Parliament, the council, the European Economic 
and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions a partnership for 
democracy and shared prosperity with the southern Mediterranean, Brussels, 
8.3.2011, COM(2011) 200 final: 7,  
<http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/president/news/speeches-
statements/pdf/20110308_en.pdf>. Last accessed 15 September 2011. 
21

 See European Commission (2011c). Communication from the Commission to the 
European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee 
and the Committee of the Regions a dialogue for migration, mobility and security with 
the Southern Mediterranean Countries, Brussels, 24.5.2011 COM(2011) 292 final, 

<http://ec.europa.eu/home-
affairs/news/intro/docs/110524/292/1_EN_ACT_part1_v12.pdf>. Last accessed 17 
September 2011. 
22

 European Commission, 2011a: 3-4. 

http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/president/news/speeches-statements/pdf/20110308_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010-2014/president/news/speeches-statements/pdf/20110308_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/news/intro/docs/110524/292/1_EN_ACT_part1_v12.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/news/intro/docs/110524/292/1_EN_ACT_part1_v12.pdf


E. Paoletti / Migrations and Revolutions
  

14 
© Ifri 

nationals. On 20 February 2011, Frontex launched the Joint 
Operation EPN Hermes Extension 2011 to help Italy control vessels 
intercepted in international waters23. Europol deployed a team of 
experts to Italy to help the country‟s law enforcement authorities to 
identify possible criminals among irregular migrants24. Furthermore, 

on 5 August 2011, the Commission proposed to allocate €370.1 
million to Member States for actions in the field of border manage-
ment and visa policy. In view of recent developments across North 
Africa, the EC made resources available under the External Border 
Fund which would entail an increase of allocation to Italy, from €32 
million in 2011 to €52 million in 2012, as well as to Malta, Cyprus, 
Spain, Greece, and France25. Specific packages to North African 

countries were also made available.  

In the case of Tunisia, Barroso declared that the EU wanted 
„strong and clear action‟ from Tunisia in return for a significant aid 
package26. Overall, as of September 2011, the EC increased its 

bilateral cooperation budget from €80 million to €130 million for 2011 
expenditure on civil society and economic development27. Likewise, 

towards Egypt, the EC made available €100 million for job creation 
activities and the green economy28.  

In the case of Libya, the European Union has once again 
taken the side of pro-democracy protesters. After recognizing the 
NTC in March 2011 (Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2011), the EC 
committed to provide short-term technical assistance to help the NTC 
re-establish state institutions and public administration. In the long 
term, the European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights 
(EIDHR) has been made available to support Libya's judicial system, 
free media, democratic transition, and education29. In the area of 

                                                
23

 European Commission, 2011a: 5. 
24

 European Commission, 2011a: 5. 
25

 See European Commission (2011d). EU External Borders Fund to allocate €370 
million to member states in 2012,  
<http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/11/953&format=HTML
&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en>. Last accessed 17 September 2011. 
26

 BBC (2011, April 12). “EU demands Tunisia do more to stop illegal migration”. 

<http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-13055153>. Last accessed 1 August 
2011. 
27

 See European Commission (2011e). Statement by Commissioner Stefan Füle 
following his meeting with Mr Habib Essid, Minister of Interior of Tunisia,  

<http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=MEMO/11/582&format=H
TML&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en>. Last accessed 17 September 
2011; and (2011f). Tunisia: European support of €110 million for economic recovery, 
<http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/11/974&format=HTML
&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en>. Last accessed 23 August 2011. 
28

 See European Commission (2011g). New Commission support to improve living 
conditions and create jobs in Egypt,  
<http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/11/966&format=HTML
&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en>. Last accessed 16 September 2011. 
29

 See European Commission (2011h). Responding to the Challenge of Stabilisation 
in post-conflict Libya,  
<http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=MEMO/11/576&format=H
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migration, funds to reactivate projects with the UNHCR, the IOM, and 
RAVEL (Regional Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration for 
Stranded Migrants) have been made available. Overall, the EU has 
provided over €152 million in humanitarian support30.  

While the evidence I have presented is not by any means 
conclusive, it is strong enough to lay bare the common denominators 
in the EC approach towards Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya. The Arab 
Spring has pushed the EC to make an explicit commitment to 
promote an comprehensive agenda and work with, and empower, 
non-governmental actors (Banulescu-Bogdan, 2011). The revolutions 
have brought about notable adjustments in the political architecture of 
the region. Conditional assistance based on Mobility Partnerships 
and, more generally, a broad agenda for political change, have been 
systematically brought to bear across North-African countries. 
However imprecise any analysis of current events may be, it can be 
argued that the concerted support for institution building from the EC 
stands in contrast to the tension-filled relationships between Euro-
pean Member States. This is particularly evident if we examine the 
debates between European Member States concerning entry and exit 
rules in conjunction with the changing dynamics of migration.  

Relations among European Member States 

While southern European Member States agree on the importance of 
tackling irregular migration flows, different sets of interests have beset 
policy coordination. That European Member States concur on the 
need to prevent „clandestine‟ arrivals from North Africa may in fact 
reduce the scope for a harmonized response. In this regard, two inci-
dents are noteworthy: the French-Italian proposals to alter the 
Schengen system and the clashes between Italy and Malta over 
search and rescue operations in international seas.  

The Italian decision to grant temporary protection permits 
triggered a diplomatic dispute between European Member States. On 
11 April 2011, the Justice and Home Affairs Council rejected the 
Italian-Maltese demand to extend temporary residence permits for 
Tunisian migrants to cover the rest of Europe. The disappointment of 
the Italian government was voiced by Roberto Maroni, who bemoa-
ned the lack of support to Italy and questioned „whether there is any 
point in remaining in the EU‟31. 

                                                                                                                                                               
TML&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en>. Last accessed 15 September 
2011. 
30
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31

 See European Parliament (2011b). Subject: Serious consequences of Italian 
withdrawal from the EU,  
<http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=WQ&reference=E-2011-
003974&format=XML&language=EN>. Last accessed 2 August 2011. 
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Notably, since 5 April 2011, France has intensified controls 
along the border with Italy and, on 17 April, blocked cross-border rail 
traffic. In the face of concerns raised by the European Parliament, 
French authorities refuted allegations that they were targeting 
Tunisian nationals, stating that other nationalities were also concer-
ned32. In a subsequent development, on 26 April 2011, France and 

Italy submitted a formal request to senior European officials to tempo-
rarily re-establish controls within Schengen borders in cases where 
there were exceptional difficulties33. Eventually, on 16 September the 

EC formally endorsed the reintroduction of internal controls in emer-
gencies lasting only five days. This mechanism would not make it any 
easier to reintroduce internal border controls but it would „ensure that 
a coordinated EU response is available to protect the functioning and 
the integrity of the Schengen area‟34.  

The fact that despite these occasional controversies Italy and 
France also found common ground is evidenced by another jointly 
pursued initiative. On 8 April 2011, French and Italian Interior Minis-
ters announced an agreement for „joint air and naval patrols‟ off the 
Tunisian coast to block departures of irregular migrants from Tunisia. 
Reportedly, the new measures were to be carried out with assistance 
of Frontex35. Both countries proposed collective action at the common 

European external borders by consolidating available instruments in 
the fields of justice and home affairs (Pascouau: 2011: 2). Their 
requests were reiterated by the European Council during a meeting 
on 23-24 June 2011. Heads of state endorsed the above-mentioned 
proposal and agreed that: 

As a very last resort, […] a safeguard clause could be introdu-
ced to allow the exceptional reintroduction of internal border controls 
in a truly critical situation where a Member State is no longer able to 

                                                
32
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comply with its obligations under the Schengen rules. Such a 
measure would be taken on the basis of specified objective criteria 
and a common assessment, for a strictly limited scope and period of 
time.36 

The second instance of inter-state collaboration worth analyzing 
concerns the relations between Malta and Italy. The arrivals of boats 
from either Libya or Tunisia have long engendered recurrent tensions 
between Malta and Italy, largely over burden-sharing mechanisms37. 

Yet, since January 2011 the implementation of joint responses on 
migration appears to be even more arduous. Bilateral engagement 
alternates with considerable friction. On the one hand, in response to 
the sudden surge of boats from Tunisia and Libya, the two countries 
joined forces and called for more support from Europe38. The Joint 

Communiqué released with Spain, Greece, and Cyprus on 19 April 
2011 demanding a coherent and comprehensive mechanism for 
distributing responsibility is a case in point (Department of Information, 
Malta, 2011). On the other hand, the two countries have repeatedly 
clashed, and their collaboration has been subject to criticism. On 14 
August 2011, Malta refused permission to the Italian Navy ship Borsini 
to land in Malta to disembark 334 rescued migrants. The migrants had 
been rescued in the Maltese Search and Rescue Area south of 
Lampedusa by Italian coastguard patrol boats and then transferred at 
sea to the Borsini. After being refused permission to land in Malta, on 
the grounds that Lampedusa and Tunisia were the closest safe 
locations, the Borsini disembarked the migrants in Taranto, Italy39. 

Equally significant is the fact that, in September 2011, the 
Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE) announced 
an inquiry into responsibility for loss of life in the Mediterranean Sea, in 
particular the death of „boat people‟ fleeing Libya (PACE, 2011). 
Reportedly, PACE was to begin the fact-finding trip in Italy and would 
also seek information from the Maltese authorities40. 
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Conclusion 

During a press conference on 26 August 2011, the Italian Minister of 
the Interior declared that with the Arab Spring „everything had 
changed‟ (Ministero dell‟Interno, 2011f). The prevailing assumption in 
the public debate is that political ferment across North Africa gave 
rise to profound changes not only in terms of migration flows but also 
in terms of the political map of the region. This view is given 
superficial support by the fact that the patterns of political alliances 
and discursive practices in the region have changed in unexpected 
ways. North Africa and the Arab world as a whole, long credited for 
lacking a strong civil society, have revealed themselves to be the 
sites of vivid democratic aspiration – although still unfulfilled and 
disgruntled. Related to this, key international actors, such as the 
United States and the European Union, have recognized the limits of 
their previous policies and reassessed and redefined norms and 
modes of engagement. More to the point, the principles of democracy 
and civil society appear to have prevailed over narrow realist 
approaches. Yet, my analysis suggests that, in the context of Euro-
Mediterranean migration, this reading is only partly justified.  

In probing beneath these accepted interpretations, I scrutiny-
zed responses to migration at a regional level. I established a link 
between putative political change and migration, and I reviewed 
official sources on migration trends and policies. The ultimate object-
tive was to provide a tentative account of the shifting relations 
between individual European Member States and North African 
countries, between the European Commission and third countries, 
and among European Member States. Accordingly, two main ideas 
have been advanced. 

First, the rise of irregular migration in the first nine months of 
2011 have met with, and further consolidated, enduring European 
dogmas in areas of security and migration. The return of irregular 
migrants and the reinforcement of internal and external borders, for 
example, have been part and parcel of the diplomatic exchange since 
January 2011. The fact that flows to Europe are unmistakably lower 
compared to those evidenced across North Africa is all the more 
revealing. At a minimum, it invites one to critically revise the notions 
of an epochal exodus into Europe that continue to pervade European 
debate, and to put into perspective the significance of ongoing migra-
tion patterns (de Haas, 2007). Much of the official discourse docu-
mented above veers around entrenched approaches to migration, but 



E. Paoletti / Migrations and Revolutions
  

19 
© Ifri 

so do patterns of bilateral and multilateral collaboration. This leads to 
my second proposition.  

While the EC has promptly made resources available to 
sustain the process of democratic transition, individual member states 
have pursued tightly defined bilateral agendas. The classic mismatch 
between bilateral and multilateral policy-domains is brought to light in 
yet another guise. The concerted repositioning towards pro-demo-
cracy forces has engendered a multitude of policy responses from 
both European states and the European Union and, in the process, 
conspicuous disagreement between them. At a time of great promise, 
links forged among the new and earlier actors reproduce familiar 
patterns. In turn, having signalled a link between migration and 
political „un-change,‟ my empirical analysis highlights numerous fault 
lines in the interaction between state and non-state actors. The 
revolutions storming across the region have consolidated, rather than 
destabilized, pre-existing norms and practices in the area of 
migration. Yet, future research on the role of a wider range of actors 
and, above all, on the reasons of these important elements of conti-
nuity may expand, and conceivably challenge, our understanding of 
politics and migration at a time of presumed turbulence. 
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