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Abstract: This article critically analyzed the Turkish and Libyan refugee deals. We argued that these deals proved to be 

unsustainable policy frameworks by focusing on their practical outcomes regarding humanitarian objectives. We utilized the 

―Fortress Europe‖ concept to demonstrate how the European Union‘s security concerns shaped the framework of these deals. Our 

study elaborated on two main arguments: First, these deals have undermined both Turkey and Libya‘s migration management 

capacities. Second, these deals failed to provide adequate mechanisms supervising the enforcement of humanitarian objectives. 

We focus on two dynamics leading to the failure of these deals. First, the EU‘s prioritization of security concerns has resulted in 

overlooking the irregular migration‘s humanitarian and societal costs to the third countries. Second, the EU‘s securitarian strategy 

contributed to further politicization and securitization of cooperation on migration. In conclusion, we argue that the EU should 

revise its securitarian strategy on irregular migration to include a more effective multi-lateral and multi-dimensional framework 

that focuses more on humanitarian issues while ensuring that the responsibilities will be fairly shared between the EU and third 

countries based on their capacities. 

  

Keywords: Fortress Europe; Turkey; Libya; Irregular Migration; EU Migration Policy 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The European Union (EU), championing high humanitarian values and better 

living standards, has always been an attractive destination for irregular and regular 

migration. However, by the second half of the 2010s, these migration flows have 

amounted to an excessive point for the EU, producing a ‗migration crisis‘. Originated 

from political and economic developments in neighboring regions - especially the civil 
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war in Syria, increasingly adverse economic conditions in Africa, and growing despair in 

Southeast Europe - thousands of people have set to leave their countries of origin. 

Consequently, the irregular migration flows reached their peak in 2015 - nearly two 

million - according to the European Border and Coast Guard Agency (FRONTEX) 

(FRONTEX 2017, 6).  

In line with the International Organization for Migration‘s definition of irregular 

migration as ―movement of persons that take place outside the laws, regulations, or 

international agreements governing the entry into or exit from the State of origin, transit 

or destination‖ (IOM 2021), the issue of irregular migration to the ‗developed‘ countries 

have become not only increasingly dangerous due to the ‗pushback‘ policies of 

destination countries but also more global as this journey involves more than one 

country - states of origin, transit, and destination. 

The refugee deals have been among the specific policy frameworks devised by 

the EU which aims to ensure its border control and security by cooperating with the 

third countries. Accordingly, we investigate the practical effects of the Turkish and 

Libyan agreements, particularly those dealing with humanitarian issues, to assess their 

usability as policy frameworks in the EU's toolkit for managing irregular migration. 

Therefore, we examine the deals signed with both Turkey and Libya in 2016 and 2017, 

respectively to demonstrate that the EU‘s securitarian approach to irregular migration 

flows results in not only contradictory outcomes to the fundamental humanitarian 

values championed by the EU but also negative implications for the migration 

management capacities of the transit countries in the irregular migration routes. As 

these deals have been shaped by primarily the EU‘s security concerns, they resulted in 

facilitating the transfer of the humanitarian responsibilities of the EU to ‗safe third 

countries‘, which contrary to what has been aimed by the EU undermined the migration 

management capacities of both Turkey and Libya. The humanitarian dimension of 

managing the irregular migration flows is overlooked, but also, the issue of migration 

has turned into a political-economic element in the diplomatic bargaining processes, 

leading to politicization and further securitization of migration. Consequently, the EU‘s 

policy of externalizing its borders - heavily criticized as the ―Fortress Europe‖ (Sterkx 

2008) - has become an unsustainable dynamic itself for cooperation on migration. 

The study consists of two main parts. The first part briefly touches upon the 

origins and outcomes of the EU‘s securitarian approach to irregular migration - also 

conceptualized as the ‗Fortress Europe‘. We then briefly examine how the EU‘s relations 

with both Turkey and Libya have been implicated in forming these countries‘ migration 

policies. In the second part, considering the EU‘s objective of ensuring the protection of 

those in transit countries, we evaluate practical results of the EU‘s strategy for migration 

management and focus on how both deals have contradictorily produced undermining 

outcomes for cooperation on migration. In conclusion, we propose revising and 

consolidating multilateral platforms that could provide a fair share of the burden 
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between parties, after emphasizing that the EU's security-oriented migration policy 

should not overlook the humanitarian and social dimensions of irregular migration to 

handle irregular migration flows sustainably and effectively.  

 

COMBATING IRREGULAR MIGRATION: 

ORIGINS AND OUTCOMES OF ‗FORTRESS EUROPE‘ 

 

In the context of the ‗migration crisis‘ by the 2010s, the Member States have 

revised their strategy on irregular migration by increasing the resources allocated to 

combating irregular migration and accelerated their efforts on strengthened 

coordination within and outside the EU. However, these efforts have led to further 

securitization and politicization of the EU‘s strategy while overlooking the humanitarian 

dimension of migration, as a consequence of which the EU has been heavily criticized as 

turning into a consolidated fortress of which the internal borders are abolished while the 

external walls are constantly rising (Kaya 2013). The resulting securitarian approach has 

meant a more exclusionary and restrictive attitude to unwanted migrants. 

We argue that two processes relating to the EU itself have been significant in 

leading to the EU‘s security concerns‘ outweighing the humanitarian and social 

dimensions of irregular migration. The first is the ‗Europeanization‘ of migration. 

Huysmans (2000, 770-71) argues that the Europeanization of migration further 

securitized the issue as there is now a radical political strategy that excludes people by 

reifying them as danger. For Bigo (2001), security today refers to reducing the limit of 

accepting the other instead of decreasing the threats. The EU increasingly utilizes its 

security concerns relating to irregular migration to legitimize the security-oriented 

policies - i.e. increasing border controls and security. For instance, European Border and 

Coast Guard Agency launched in 2016 to strengthen the Schengen Information System 

(SIS). The agency was founded to collect and share biometric information and contained 

instruments focused on vigorously countering terrorism and irregular immigration 

(Council of the European Union and Parliament 2016). Therefore, as Bigo (2001) argues, 

while the objective of these efforts is to plant safety, it may also undermine the security 

of others due to undesirable side effects. Considering that the EU aims at ensuring a 

secure union by signing agreements with the third countries to increase its border 

security, we argue that the Europeanization of migration, despite its humanitarian cover, 

has unfolded within the framework of the traditional security understanding prioritizing 

the border security rather than human security. 

The second is the lacking harmonization among the Member States‘ migration 

policies. The EU has spent a great effort creating a common political organ, especially 

after the Schengen process. A significant attempt on reaching this objective is the 

Dublin Convention which provides mechanisms for harmonization of asylum processing 

(Uçarer 2013, 283). With its mechanisms, the Convention was thought to be effective 
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against asylum shopping within the EU (Geddes 2003, 133), as it would regulate the 

asylum processing by assigning the responsibility to the first country to which asylum 

seeker first enters (ECRE 2006, 6). In practice, however, the Convention produced the 

exact opposite. Rather than facilitating the regulation as to asylum processing, it further 

complicated the process and undermined the solidarity within the EU. The criterion of 

the first point of entry has resulted in the Member States in the frontier - such as 

Greece, Italy, France, and Spain - facing overwhelming migration flows, further 

questioning the Dublin Convention's effectiveness. The reactions to secondary migration 

(the migrants and asylum seekers leave the first country of destination – such as Greece, 

Italy, Spain - to reach countries of destination - such as Germany and Nordic countries) 

have been noteworthy examples of undesired outcomes. Furthermore, as the concept of 

the EU with internal borders entails common consensus of the Member States on how 

common external borders shall work, the issue of who will be let inside the internal 

borders became increasingly related to the national sovereignty. The Member States 

varying capacities and differing political interests have turned into being the main 

source of divergence as to common migration management. The EU‘s attempt on 

common political organ thus has contributed to the issue of migration becoming part of 

‗high politics‘, meaning the Member States increasingly treat the migration matters 

within the sphere of internal politics. Consequently, the inclusion of the others into the 

EU has become increasingly more challenging due to the Member States' divergent 

attitudes against irregular migration (Huysmans 2000, 771). 

In this respect, the primary outcome of the EU‘s securitarian approach to irregular 

migration has been the border externalization policy. By externalizing its borders, the EU 

aims to curb irregular migration flows, prevent human trafficking through the Aegean 

and Mediterranean, and eliminate the reasons for migration in the countries of origin. 

Cooperation with third countries constitutes a crucial part of this policy as the EU 

transfers its responsibilities regarding border security and control to the third countries 

thanks to this cooperation. The transit countries especially are expected to ensure 

adequate border controls while hosting the incoming irregular migrants and processing 

asylum demands. In return, the third countries receive financial, technical, and material 

support from the EU. The Convention provides the mechanisms for such cooperation, 

which aimed to build third countries' capacity to manage migration - refugee protection 

and border control (Hamood 2008, 20) while restricting unwanted forms of migration to 

Europe (Geddes 2003, 134). The EU‘s externalization of its borders thus in practice 

means expanding the EU‘s border security towards North Africa and the Balkans as well 

as assigning the responsibility of fighting irregular migration to the countries of transit 

(Sterkx 2008). In practice, however, the more securitized the EU‘s approach to irregular 

migration has become; the more strategic the third countries have been for the EU‘s 

border security. 
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However, as above-argued, such security-oriented cooperation between the EU 

and the third countries contributes to further overlooking of humanitarian issues and 

undermining the transit countries‘ migration management capacities (as we discuss 

below in the cases of Turkey and Libya) as well as crippling the cooperation on 

migration (Amnesty International 2014). We argue that two primary reasons are leading 

to such cooperation becoming unsustainable as a policy framework.  

First, by transferring its responsibilities on migration management to third 

countries, the EU has failed to fulfill its human security goals declared in the Barcelona 

Report in which it recognized its obligations concerning the human security of those 

outside Europe (Albrecht et al. 2004). For instance, the deals signed with Turkey and 

Libya demonstrate that the EU prioritizes keeping unwanted migrants out of Europe, 

leading to practices that violate the non-refoulment principle. Consequently, the 

Member States utilize the overwhelming irregular migration flows to further legitimize 

their non-admission and non-arrival policies while turning away from human rights 

violations during irregular migration. 

Second, the EU has a modality for shifting the control of its external borders away 

from its territory rather than focusing on ensuring safe countries for migrants (Müller 

and Slominski 2021, 806). According to Paris School, as the governments try to create a 

speech act that migration is a danger while concerned with keeping their control over 

borders, migration easily becomes a political tool for the governments. This allows them 

to find new solutions for refusing the migrants. Considering that the anti-immigration 

policies help the EU governments to tackle populist right-wing movements, which were 

on the rise after the 2008 financial crisis, the immigrants have become the scapegoats in 

many political-economic discourses against irregular migrants and asylum seekers - 

such as increased competition in the employment market; taxes paid to go to migrants 

(Fouskas and Gökay 2019, 96). Besides that, the Member States' non-admission and 

non-arrival policies have resulted in illegal networks gaining further control of the 

irregular migration processes, leading to more dangerous journeys for migrants and 

increasing death toll in the sea and the desert. Such illegal activities thus severely 

undermine the effectiveness of the mechanisms for ensuring refugees‘ access to 

protection and human rights. As a consequence of the EU‘s failure in taking necessary 

precautions against these human rights violations and harsh conditions irregular 

migrants face, the concept of ‗safe third country‘ for asylum seekers and irregular 

migrants loses its meaning. 

Overall, driven mainly by security concerns, the EU‘s strategy on irregular 

migration seems to produce at best an elusive framework for cooperation with third 

countries on migration. Since we focus on the deals signed with Turkey and Libya to 

demonstrate the downsides of the EU‘s s migration policy framework, the following two 

sub-sections briefly touch upon how Turkey and Libya‘s relations with the EU have been 

implicated in the formation of both Turkey and Libya‘s migration policies.  



Journal of Liberty and International Affairs | Volume 8 · Number 1 · 2022 | eISSN 1857-9760 

Published online by the Institute for Research and European Studies at www.e-jlia.com      

     

 

                                            

 345 

The EU-Turkey Relations as an ‗Anchor‘ for Turkey‘s Migration Policy 

 

The EU‘s influence over Turkey‘s migration policy dates back to the 2000s when 

the relations with the EU, thanks to the accession process, have become the main 

anchor for reforms in Turkey‘s migration policy through harmonization of Turkey‘s 

migration and asylum policies with the EU‘s acquis. However, cooperation with Turkey 

located at the Aegean route to Europe has become increasingly strategic to the success 

of the EU‘s externalization policy by the 2010s in the context of the migration crisis 

(Arman 2017, 13). In the face of increasing irregular migration flows through the Aegean 

route, the EU considered critical reforming Turkey‘s migration policy. A significant 

example of these reforms was related to Turkey‘s discriminative attitude against the 

asylum seekers, in that, although Turkey signed the 1951 Genova Convention of the UN 

and accepted the 1967 Protocol, it grants asylum status to only those coming from 

Europe. As a consequence, the EU signed the readmission agreement with Turkey on 

December 16, 2013. In this way, the EU consolidated the mechanisms for cooperation 

with Turkey on controlling the irregular migration to Europe, while externalizing its 

border security and control to Turkey. 

The scope of cooperation has been enhanced to include new mechanisms by the 

second half of the 2010s when Greece received a considerable increase in applications 

for international protection status by irregular migrants originated from the Syrian crisis 

(In 2016, 1.1 million asylum seekers have applied for international protection status in 

the EU Member States along with Norway and Switzerland and it was Greece to which 

most international protection applications were made in 2016).  

As argued above, the cooperation with Turkey was urgent in part because of the 

EU‘s internal processes. According to the first point of entry criterion by the Dublin 

Convention, Greece was assigned to be responsible for the asylum processing of those 

applicants. Nevertheless, Greece could not handle the overwhelming burden of this 

process alone. As a consequence, there was increasing social tension between migrants 

and locals in Greek Islands which set the stage for persistent revolts and protests in 

Khios, Lesbos, and Samos. One of the solutions the EU devised for handling such 

overwhelming irregular migration flows was a relocation mechanism built-in September 

2015. This mechanism aimed to alleviate the burden created by huge numbers of 

international protection applicants on Greece and Italy (FRONTEX 2017, 25). Turkey, as a 

candidate country, has increasingly shaped its migration policy according to the EU‘s 

security concerns regarding irregular migration. Turkey has been highly motivated to 

cooperate with the EU in return for the progress in the candidacy process such as the 

start of visa liberalization dialogue and opening of new chapters as well as the EU‘s 

promise of financial aid in return for hosting the asylum seekers and irregular migrants 

in Turkey (Seeberg 2016). We argue thus that the Turkish-EU relations have been an 

intrinsic part of the EU-Turkey cooperation on migration. 
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However, the politicization and securitization of migration in large part due to the 

EU‘s prioritization of security concerns while cooperating with Turkey have led to ups 

and downs in the EU-Turkey cooperation on migration. For instance, when Turkey was 

offered a new form of relationship with the EU in 2011, Turkey utilized its position as a 

host country of nearly four million Syrian nationals as political leverage over the EU 

(Deutsche Welle TR 2020). The cooperation on migration was held until a positive 

agenda on the accession process - including the Refugee Deal and Visa Liberalization 

Dialogue - was agreed upon. The Syrian refugee crisis has become one of the practical 

tools utilized by both the EU and Turkey, which operationalized the crisis for their own 

political and security agenda.   

 

The EU-Libya Relations as an ‗Incentive‘ for Libya‘s Migration Policy 

 

Since the late 1990s, the EU-Libya relations have been a significant incentive for 

Libya‘s migration policy and cooperation with the EU. Similar to cooperation with 

Turkey, the EU‘s cooperation with Libya was driven mainly by the political and security 

concerns of both parties (Paoletti 2010). Libya‘s strategic location at the Mediterranean 

route to Europe has always rendered it crucial for the EU‘s migration policy - especially 

towards the migrants who originated in the African countries. The EU has benefited 

considerably from its political and economic position to encourage Qadhafi‘s Libya to 

cooperate on migration as the EU‘s externalization policy required stricter visa and 

border controls in the Mediterranean route by the 2000s.  

In such a political and securitarian context, the EU-Libya cooperation was formed 

to curb migration to Italy and Malta - the frontier states of migration from the African 

countries - into the 2000s. There were two central objectives of this cooperation: to 

prevent the entry of unwanted migrants by securing Libya‘s borders and to return 

‗irregular migrants‘ to their countries of origin or a safe third country (European 

Parliament 2006; Hamood 2008, 20). It was Italy that especially cooperated with Libya to 

control its borders and manage the process of irregular migrants‘ return. Nevertheless, 

despite the cooperation, the 2000s saw many economic migrants entering Libya‘s 

inefficiently controlled southern borders (Pradellla and Rad 2017, 2420). 

On the other hand, the Qadhafi regime saw Libya‘s strategic location as a political 

tool to revive relations with the EU and fix Libya‘s international pariah state status during 

the 1990s. In return for cooperation with the EU on migration, Qadhafi demanded 

financial aid and revival of military and arms deals (Kamat and Shokr 2013, 163; Pradellla 

and Rad 2017, 2420). In this respect, despite the announced humanitarian concerns, the 

EU-Libya cooperation reflected the EU‘s struggle to balance between its priorities - 

protection of the asylum seekers and ensuring its border security (Hamood 2008, 24). 

For the first place, the EU‘s cooperation attempt corresponded to a period when 

Libya was struggling to overcome its pariah state status (Hamood 2008, 20), leading 
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definitely to the prioritization of political concerns. Besides that, Libya did not have 

official relations with the EU and had quite a bad record of human rights violations 

(Hamood 2008, 24). Libya lacked the necessary conditions and capacities for refugee 

protection. At the same time, there were also necessary institutional and legal reforms 

to be made (Hamood 2008, 26), considering that Libya was not a party to the 

1951 Refugee Convention and had no domestic law or procedure for considering 

asylum claims. Along with that, the Libyan Coast Guard was known as highly corrupted 

(Baldwin-Edwards and Lutterbeck 2019, 2253), and the migrants were known to face 

human rights violations in detention centers (UNHR and UNSMIL 2016; Toaldo 2017). 

Overall, Libya lacked the capacities and mechanisms to fulfill the humanitarian 

objectives of the cooperation, meaning the protection of asylum seekers took of 

secondary importance in cooperation. Heavily criticized by the NGOs and civil society 

organizations, the EU-Libya cooperation thus necessitated revision, which was only 

realized with the 2008 Libyan-Italian Friendship Treaty. However, despite adding the 

cooperation an official status, the Treaty could not provide the expected changes 

regarding strengthened mechanisms for refugee protection. For instance, according to 

the Treaty, Libya was still expected to prevent migrants from its shores, participate in 

joint patrols in the Mediterranean, and utilize electronic controls contracted to Italian 

companies, while the harsh conditions the asylum seekers and irregular migrants faced 

in the detention centers were inadequately addressed. Moreover, the Italian government 

utilized this treaty for pushback operations in the Mediterranean, which was deemed 

illegal by the ECHR (Toaldo 2015). When the Qadhafi regime was toppled in 2011 and 

civil war prevailed in Libya, the EU-Libya cooperation was held. In this respect, although 

the Libyan land borders were officially closed, they have only become more porous due 

to the civil war (Malakooti 2013, 96), meaning the post-Qadhafi Libya has shown no 

progress regarding migration management. Worse, the human smuggling networks 

have now been controlled by armed militias which also vied for power in Libya‘s civil war 

(Pradellla and Rad 2017, 2421), resulting in further complicating the cooperation with 

Libya. The EU, on the other hand, still focuses on its objective of preventing migrants 

using the Mediterranean route from entering Europe while devising new mechanisms to 

transfer its responsibilities to Libya as part of its border externalization policy. The 

cooperation has thus continued with the Interim Government supported by the UN. As a 

consequence of the EU‘s efforts to revive cooperation with Libya, the suspended 2008 

Treaty was reiterated in the 2017 Memorandum of Understanding1 between Italy and 

Libya. Like the previous one, the new deal aims to combat illegal migration, human 

trafficking and strengthen border security while providing increased financial support by 

the Italian government.  

                                                           
1
Signed on 03 February 2017; the MoU can be accessed from this link: https://eumigrationlawblog.eu/wp-

content/uploads/2017/10/MEMORANDUM_translation_finalversion.doc.pdf  

https://eumigrationlawblog.eu/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/MEMORANDUM_translation_finalversion.doc.pdf
https://eumigrationlawblog.eu/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/MEMORANDUM_translation_finalversion.doc.pdf
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PREVENTING OR MANAGING THE MIGRATION: THE DEALS AS  

UNSUSTAINABLE POLICY TOOLS 

 

The EU‘s irregular migration strategy is two-folded, that is, to transfer the 

responsibilities of protection to transit and origin countries and to take preventive 

measures to discourage mobility (Boswell 2003, 169). The EU applies these mechanisms 

within its migration policy framework to save lives in the sea and the desert, effectively 

manage the process of returns and discourage those who want to reach Europe by 

taking dangerous and illegal ways (EC 2016). The root causes of irregular migration are 

also addressed by the EU‘s long-term strategy on migration (Baldwin-Edwards and 

Lutterbeck 2019, 2242). Nevertheless, whether the priority of the EU‘s migration policy is 

to prevent or manage the irregular migration flows to Europe becomes questionable 

when examined in terms of its outcomes against its objectives. First, the EU‘s policy of 

externalizing its borders compounds the external dimension of the Common European 

Asylum System (CEAS) with the Global Approach to Migration and Mobility (GAMM). 

However, the externalization in practice has turned out to host asylum seekers in transit 

countries rather than facilitating access to Europe (Moreno-Lax 2015, 6). In terms of 

discouraging mobility, the EU assigns the transit countries to prevent irregular migration 

flows - managed through the European Neighborhood Policy through which the EU 

utilizes positive conditionality to motivate the countries surrounding Europe to 

cooperate (Dannreuther 2006). In practice, however, when the frontline states - such as 

Greece and Italy - have confronted the overwhelming burden of asylum processing 

during the migration crisis2, the Member States have seemed to have divergent views as 

to sharing the burden of irregular migrants, definitely demonstrating the failure of 

effective cooperation on migration within the EU as well as with the third countries. 

It was in such a politicized and securitized context that the EU chose to benefit 

from the refugee deals as part of its cooperation strategy with third countries. It signed 

refugee deals with both Turkey and Libya in 2016 and 2017, respectively. The Turkish 

deal has been expected to stop migrants from reaching Greece while offering Turkey 

financial aid, visa liberalization dialogue, and opening new chapters in the accession 

process. In return, the EU promised to take refugees from camps in Turkey (Scazzieri and 

Springford 2017, 2). Next year, the Turkish deal has been complemented with the Libyan 

deal, in which Italy was delegated to negotiate and agreed to help the UN-backed 

government police its waters and train and equip its Coast Guard. 

                                                           
2
European Union: Council of the European Union, Regulation (EU) No. 604/2013 of the European Parliament and of 

the Council of 26 June 2013 establishing the criteria and mechanisms for determining the Member State responsible 

for examining an application for international protection lodged in one of the Member States by a third-country 

national or a stateless person (recast), 29 June 2013, OJ L. 180/31-180/59; 29.6.2013, (EU)No 604/2013, available at: 

https://www.refworld.org/docid/51d298f04.html [accessed 12 September 2021] 

https://www.refworld.org/docid/51d298f04.html
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In the following sections, we focus on the reasons why these deals have in 

practice turned into unsustainable policy frameworks for cooperation on migration. We 

point out the downsides of these deals by especially focusing on how the EU‘s security 

concerns have outweighed the humanitarian and social dimensions of irregular 

migration as a consequence of these deals. We thus concentrate on three distinct 

dynamics leading these deals to fail in reaching their humanitarian objectives.  

First, the security of migrants in practice has become of secondary importance to 

the security of the state. From the perspective of the EU, the deals are exploited to 

create trade-offs, that is, while the EU is interested in motivating its partners to agree on 

taking back as many asylum seekers as possible including both nationals from the 

partner countries themselves and third-country nationals, the cooperating countries are 

given incentive as to obtaining advantages in diplomatic bargaining with the EU 

(Seeberg 2016, 3). However, although these deals have worked for alleviating the 

burden of irregular migration flows on the frontline states such as Greece and Italy 

which implement repatriation policies, they have also resulted in severe human rights 

violations in repatriation to Libya and Turkey. For instance, after these deals, UNHRC, in 

its May 2021 report, mentioned pushback cases from the Member States (Morales 

2021), although it is prohibited by article 4 of Protocol No. 4 of the European 

Convention on Human Rights. 

Second, the EU‘s externalization policy violates the 1951 UN Convention by 

preventing asylum seekers from reaching Europe. Since the EU‘s legal responsibility 

does not stop at the EU‘s physical borders, the Member States cannot avoid their 

responsibilities on protecting asylum seekers by transferring their obligations to third 

countries. This violation renders the deals extra-legal and incompatible with the EU‘s 

humanitarian obligations. 

Third, the divergences between the Member States as to sharing the burden of 

asylum seekers violate their commitment to the EU treaties, thus undermining the 

mutual solidarity principle within the EU. For instance, in 2015, the countries such as 

Hungary and Slovakia - where the anti-immigration sentiments prevail - were opposed 

to the policy initiatives regarding the refugee flows and actively blocked access to their 

territories (Baldwin-Edwards and Lutterbeck 2019, 2243). 

Accordingly, we argue that the deals shaped by the EU‘s security concerns fail to 

fulfill the EU‘s stated objectives as to refugee protection and asylum processing and 

undermine the cooperation on migration management with third countries as well as 

within the EU, resulting in these deals being unsustainable policy tools for cooperation 

on migration. 
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The Downsides of the EU-Turkey Deal 

 

The Turkish deal is an outcome of a mutual trade-off between the EU and Turkey 

where the EU gets fewer irregular migrants while Turkey is offered financial aid, visa 

liberalization, and revival of the accession process (Seeberg 2016, 2). However, 

considering the objectives of the deal3:   

 returning to Turkey, all new irregular migrants (economic migrants and asylum 

seekers) crossing to the Greek islands; 

 for every Syrian readmitted by Turkey from the Greek islands, resettling another 

Syrian from Turkey to the EU; 

 accelerating implementation of the EU-Turkey visa liberalization roadmap; 

 speeding up the disbursement of funds through the Facility for Refugees in 

Turkey and increasing its resources; 

 expediting preparations for the opening of new chapters in Turkey‘s accession 

negotiations; and 

 cooperating to improve humanitarian conditions inside Syria. 

 

It is obvious that the deal practically benefits the EU‘s securitarian concerns 

without focusing adequately on the humanitarian dimension of irregular migration as 

well as undermining Turkey‘s migration management capacities in the long term.  

For instance, Turkey fulfilled its responsibility of securing and controlling its 

borders to prevent irregular migration flows to Europe (179.536 irregular migrants in 

2017 and 134.004 irregular migrants in 2018 used the Mediterranean route to reach 

Europe; the deal is especially effective in irregular migrants attempting to reach Greece 

(45.737) in 2018 (Goldberg 2018)). From the EU‘s perspective, the Turkish deal has been 

successful at least in two points: alleviating the pressure on Greece and the Balkan 

countries and appeasing the EU citizens harboring anti-migrant feelings. 

From Turkey‘s perspective, on the other hand, the deal might weaken the political 

leverage Turkey holds, in that, Turkey might turn into a dumping ground for unwanted 

migrants in Europe. The Turkish deal clearly states that only those4 who did not try or 

attempt to cross the EU borders will be eligible for the 1:1 mechanism, while the others 

will be denied international protection in Europe. Therefore, the deal involves certain 

discriminatory practices (Arribas 2016, 6), in that non-Syrian refugees are excluded from 

the resettlement system, clearly violating the refugee protection norm. Seeberg (2016) 

underlines that the relocation and resettlement system is not promising and 

                                                           
3
European Commission, EU-Turkey Agreement: Questions and Answers, 19 March 2016, http://europa.eu/rapid/press-

release_MEMO-16-963_it.html 
4
 European Commission, First Report on the Progress Made in the Implementation of the EU-Turkey Statement 

(COM/2016/231), 20 April 2016, p. 2, http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=celex:52016DC0231  

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-16-963_it.html
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-16-963_it.html
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=celex:52016DC0231
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sustainable5 despite the positive wording in the EU‘s statements. Besides that, the 

incentives offered to Turkey as to visa liberalization and opening of new chapters in the 

accession process have been put on hold by the EU which also fails to keep up with its 

promise of financial support to Turkey in improving the living conditions of the Syrian 

nationals under international protection, leaving Turkey alone in migration 

management. 

We argue that these political ups and downs contribute to the politicization and 

further securitization of migration, as the deal also allowed the AKP administration to 

utilize the Syrian refugees as political leverage against the EU (Kaya 2020, 37). To Kaya 

(2020), Turkey‘s hosting over 4 million Syrians allows the AKP administration to be 

politically coercive against the EU as well as resulting in the de-Europeanization of the 

migration matters. For instance, when the EU dragged its feet to fulfill its promise of 

financial aid, Turkey threatened to open its borders for the refugees crossing to Greece 

and even opened them for a short term. Thousands of asylum seekers gathered at the 

Greek borders in 2020 (Deutsche Welle TR 2020). Only after the EU announced that it 

would increase its financial support, the conflict was resolved. 

Accordingly, the practical outcomes of the Turkish deal affirm our argument that 

it has proven to be unsustainable as a policy tool in the EU‘s migration management 

tool kit. Turkey left alone in migration management, cannot handle the overwhelming 

political, economic and social burden of the migration as the EU‘s inadequate financial 

support and ineffective political mechanisms indirectly bolster the exclusionary and 

restrictive attitude against the asylum seekers (Zaragoza-Cristiani 2015). For instance, as 

a consequence of the securitization and politicization of migration, Turkey signs 

readmission agreements with the countries of origin, meaning that the non-refoulment 

principle and access to protection for asylum seekers in Turkey could be violated. 

Overall, the EU's externalization policy's social, political, and economic cost 

undermines Turkey‘s migration management capacities and increases social tension and 

xenophobia in the Turkish public (Clapp 2020). In this regard, the EU should revise its 

approach to migration management to include more mechanisms to ensure the 

protection of asylum seekers (Deutsche Welle TR 2021). Otherwise, the securitized and 

politicized approach to migration would continue to be the main obstacle before 

sustainable and fair cooperation on migration with Turkey in the long term (Huysmans 

2000). 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5
European Commission, Relocation and Resettlement: Member States Need to Sustain Efforts to Deliver on 

Commitments, 09 November 2016, http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-16-3614_en.htm  

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-16-3614_en.htm
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The Downsides of the EU-Libya Deal 

 

The practical outcomes of the MoU, similar to the Turkish deal, reflect the EU‘s 

prioritization of its security concerns. First, after the Arab Revolts, since there is still more 

than one political entity vying for power, there has not been a stable political context in 

Libya. The collapsed economy and unstable political institutions along with the 

breakdown of the rule of law only deteriorate the instability in Libya. According to the 

United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) Libya office 

(2020): ―Of the 538,000 migrants and 44,000 refugees in Libya, 56 percent of migrants 

and all refugees have unmet needs with consequences on their wellbeing, living 

standards, and resilience‖ (p. 36). Despite such an unstable context, cooperation with 

Libya was revived by the MoU in 2017 and the abhorrent conditions in Libya‘s detention 

centers have been overlooked. Moreover, Libya‘s status as a ‗safe third country‘ is still 

questionable, considering that Libya lacks the necessary mechanisms for the security of 

asylum seekers and the protection of human rights. Pradella and Rad (2017, 2421) argue 

that this deal confirms the externalization policy and turns a blind eye to the human 

rights violations the migrants face in Libya. 

Second, after the revolts, the institutional structure in Libya has become more 

complex and overlapping, which renders the cooperation on migration less efficient 

regarding the humanitarian conditions for asylum seekers. For instance, the detention 

centers in Libya have been controlled by the independent militia rather than Interior 

Ministry‘s Directorate for Combating Illegal Migration, which further deteriorates 

abhorrent conditions the migrant's face (Toaldo 2015, 11). Worse, the militias securing 

the Libyan coasts have also taken part in the smuggling networks (Scazzieri and 

Springford 2017, 3), resulting in migrants‘ suffering from human rights violations at the 

hands of smugglers (Micallef and Reitano 2018). 

Third, besides lacking mechanisms for protection, the MoU now transfers the 

responsibility of the pushback operations to the Libyan authorities. While the MoU lifts 

the Italian authorities off their responsibilities, it epitomizes how the EU circumvents 

international and regional obligations, clearly violating the EU‘s fundamental values. 

However, the agreement focuses on preventing irregular migration from Libya, yet 

overlooks the losses of life at sea and in the desert, which still constitute a critical part of 

the migration, along with the prevailing illegal networks that control the human 

trafficking in the Mediterranean (Micallef 2017, 6). Toaldo (2017) argues that IOM data 

demonstrates how the migrants have increasingly stayed for shorter periods in Libya 

before setting out for Europe, especially after the Turkish deal closing the Aegean route. 

Therefore, instead of discouraging people from taking the dangerous journey of 

irregular migration, the EU‘s externalization policy has contributed to pushing factors for 

reaching Europe. 
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Fourth, the deal lacks clearly defined mechanisms that ensure cooperation not 

only with Libya but also within the Member States. For instance, ―although in 2015, the 

EU promised to disperse 160,000 refugees from overstretched Greece and Italy to other 

EU countries, in 2016 only 8,162 people have been found a home‖ (Rankin 2016). 

Overall, we argue that the Libyan deal has two critical downsides as to migration 

management. First, the deal is far from grasping the multi-faceted nature of Libya‘s 

political-economic context. Second, the deal reflects the political and security concerns 

of the EU while overlooking to ensure necessary conditions and mechanisms for refugee 

protection.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

By examining the Turkish and Libyan deals, we demonstrate that the EU‘s 

securitarian approach to migration management has further contributed to the 

securitization and politicization of cooperation on migration rather than producing a 

sustainable and effective policy framework. We acknowledge that both deals have 

reached their primary objective: to decrease the amount of irregular migration flows 

that use the Mediterranean and Aegean routes to Europe. However, considering the 

secondary objective of sending irregular migrants and asylum seekers to the ―safe third 

countries‖, the results are not promising as the former. We list three dynamics 

underlying the failure of deals as sustainable policy tools.  

First, the mechanisms provided by the Turkish deal have proved to be 

discriminating and ineffective in the resettlement process. Similarly, the Libyan deal has 

failed to address the unstable political context in Libya as well as lacking transparent 

and effective regulations regarding access to protection and human rights, social 

integration and cohesion, and sending back migrants that repatriated from Greece and 

Italy to their home countries. Consequently, both Turkey and Libya can be argued to 

become more of a host country instead of a safe third country or transit country, 

resulting in the concept of the safe third country losing its meaning. 

Second, these deals focus on decreasing the irregular migration flow to the EU, 

increasing allocation of resources to border and security control - technologically, 

technically, and financially - yet inadequately address the humanitarian and societal 

outcomes. To illustrate, neither Turkey nor Libya have received adequate financial and 

technical support in strengthening their capacities to handle irregular migration flows, 

primarily to ensure the migrants' right to access to protection. Besides that, the EU‘s 

security-oriented attitude directly leads to further illegal activities (Baldwin-Edwards and 

Lutterbeck 2019, 2254–55), in that, human traffickers and smugglers gain more control 

of the irregular migration. Yet, the deals have not provided effective mechanisms 

against human rights violations due to illegal human trafficking and smuggling 

activities. These failures create contradictory outcomes for the EU‘s basic humanitarian 
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values as well as push more people towards Europe. Criticizing the EU‘s migration 

strategy, Andersson (2016) states that ―a strategy will need to be global and systemic 

rather than ad hoc and national or narrowly regional; pragmatically, it must focus on 

rights and opportunities rather than security and threat scenarios, since the latter have 

proven counterproductive and abusive‖ (p. 1069). Consequently, although the EU‘s 

externalization policy has successfully increased the border control and security of the 

EU, it has resulted in the opposite for both Turkey and Libya‘s migration management 

capacities.  

Third, transferring the responsibilities to third countries as part of cooperation on 

migration, the EU contributes considerably to the politicization of migration, in that, 

Turkey and Libya utilize the migrants and asylum seekers they hosted as political 

leverage against the EU. Moreover, the Member States seem to adopt a trend of signing 

informal and extra-legal arrangements with third countries to lift off their responsibilities 

as to providing protection and access to human rights for asylum seekers (Cassarino 

2007), and it further politicizes the processes of cooperation on migration, preventing 

the formation of solid and sustainable ground for managing irregular migration. To 

ensure sustainable and fair cooperation on migration, we thus suggest that the EU 

countries had better revise their security-oriented approach to migration and be more 

motivated to fulfill their obligations regarding the human rights of asylum seekers.  

Otherwise, illegal networks will continue to exploit this opportunity and cause 

more human rights violations. Therefore, instead of the securitarian ‗Fortress Europe‘ 

approach that raises the walls of Europe, a multilateral and multi-dimensional policy 

framework for cooperation on migration that takes into consideration not only the 

migrants and asylum seekers' need for protection but also the varying capacities of the 

involving countries become more and more necessary to provide a concrete solution to 

irregular migration.  
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