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As the media attention on the October tragedy off the coast of Lampedusa subsides, the European 

Union’s (EU) consideration of the Southern Mediterranean (SouthMed) immigration crisis seems to 

follow suit. Despite the repeated calls for help by Southern European leaders, and the repeated reports 

of an increasingly dire situation on the southern border of the Union, the institution as a whole seems 

unable or unwilling to reconsider its stance on immigration and asylum policies. 

 

The current European Union framework 

 

The EU has established a border agency, FRONTEX, with the purpose of “[supporting], [coordinating] 

and [developing] European border management in line with the EU fundamental rights charter”,
1
 

hoping to pool together capabilities and resources in an improved monitoring of its boundaries. 

However, border control is an integral part of a State’s national security,
2
 which is among the most 

“protected” interests for EU Member States. In other words, many Member States would rather just 

formally participate to FRONTEX, while retaining much of their own resources and capabilities at the 

national level, for better control of their own national security. At the European level, this entails scarce 

support to the agency and to any other effort to integrate and coordinate immigration and border control 

systems.
3
 In an effort to improve intra-state coordination, the EU has also created the position of 

Immigration Liaison Officer (ILO),
4
 “in order to establish and maintain contacts with the authorities of 
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the host country with a view to contributing to the prevention and combating of illegal immigration, the 

return of illegal immigrants and the management of legal migration.”
5
 As it may already appear from a 

general overview, the immigration control system of the EU functions more on a spontaneous 

cooperation among interested Member States, rather than an institutionally enforced mechanism. 

With regards to the asylum policies of the Union, all the Member States have ratified the European 

Convention on Human Rights
6
 and the 1951 UN Convention on Refugees.

7
 Moreover, the so-called 

Dublin II Regulation
8
 sets the current legal framework for asylum seekers and refugees within the 

European Union. In terms of mere procedure, the country responsible for processing an asylum claim is 

the country of entry – provided that the individual does not have any other claim with other Member 

States – and the same country is responsible for repatriation, should the asylum seeker commit crimes 

in the territory of any other Member State.
9
 It is apparent that such system creates a substantial burden 

on the countries bordering “sensitive areas”, which is to say the whole European Southern Border. 

Consequentially, the Dublin II Regulation has created palpable tension between Southern and Northern 

States within the EU, with the former group pushing for reform, and the other stalling the debate.
10

 

 

A constant crisis 

 

Immigration towards Europe has been a constant for centuries, and certainly the EU is facing a matter 

that has influenced the evolution of the continent itself. Yet, as all phenomena do, immigration has 

evolved in time, especially after the accession to the Union of many former Soviet-bloc countries. The 

current flows of illegal immigration generally originate in the Eastern and Southern borders of the 

Union. As it is, only a handful of countries are now facing problematic borders. Italy, Malta, Spain and 

Greece share the burden for the Mediterranean maritime border. Again Greece, with Slovenia, 

Bulgaria, Romania, Hungary, Slovakia and Poland constitute the eastern land border. The former 

Soviet-bloc countries are less troubled by border management than the Southern Member States, as 

their own citizens constituted a relevant part of immigration to Europe previous to their entry in the 

Union. Nevertheless, they constitute the Eastern border, and share the same concerns and issues as 

more “senior” Member States. It is important to underline, at this time, the differences between a land 

and a maritime border, as obvious as they may appear. Land borders generally entail a set of technical 

issues, in delimiting the entrance points, surveillance of vast areas (especially in mountainous regions) 

and generally managing a non-concentrated flow of immigration, such border surveillance eventually 
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translates in rather traditional methods. As such, they rely more on adequate funding and training, 

rather than specific technical advancements. On the other hand, maritime surveillance entails a whole 

different set of measures. First, it is technically impossible to maintain standing choke points, where 

entrance flows can be concentrated, at sea. Moreover, surveillance at sea requires constant technical 

upgrades, more expensive means and a general presence at sea. In terms of maritime surveillance, close 

coordination between neighboring countries is of paramount importance, as vessels often cross 

different areas of competence, and constant tracking is the main counter-measure for illegal 

immigration. Lastly, while an intercepted illegal immigrant can easily be refused entry by land, the 

vessels attempting to enter the EU frontiers by sea, are generally in distress or close to it, thus the 

European Coast Guards often have to tow the vessels or embark on their ships the immigrants, and then 

reach a European port. It is apparent that the costs that such process entails are far greater than refusal 

of entry by land. 

With regards to the maritime border, the SouthMed, the vessels transporting illegal immigrants 

generally depart from Libya and Tunisia, which catalyze most of the human trafficking of Africa in the 

SouthMed routes. Moreover, the current turmoil in the greater Sahel area, paired with the Egyptian and 

Sudan crises, favors the movement of illegal trafficking of people in the immediate neighbors of 

Tunisia and Libya. 

While the reasons for immigrating to Europe are fairly evident, the actual country of destination is 

often a disputed argument. The Southern European countries claim that most immigrants merely access 

Europe through them, aiming to move to the North, mostly the Germany-France-Benelux area, where 

they have more chances of finding jobs, thanks to the freedom of movement granted by the Schengen 

system. The Northern countries dismiss such claims, advocating for a general movement towards 

Europe stemming from under-developed or developing countries. The immigration statistics for the EU 

Member States for 2011 contain revealing numbers. In the countries composing the Southern border, 

the average of immigrants coming from non-EU countries is 54.4%,
11

 although Greece has a 28.2% 

average,
12

 as its financial crisis may be discouraging larger flows of immigration.
13

 With regards to the 

northern bloc of the Germany-France-Benelux area, the average is 33.4%.
14

 Although relatively recent 

research has attempted to disprove a link between welfare state and flows of immigration,
15

 it is 

apparent that either immigrants are attracted by countries in economic crisis, or they enter Europe 

through them, aiming for a different destination. The statistics lead to suggest that immigrants tend to 

move towards countries where they expect to find jobs or which are related to their own country 

(former colonies especially). The great wave of immigrants from Albania to Italy in the 90’s is the 

proof of this behavior, as Albania was formerly part of the then Italian Reign, and Albanians 

                                                 
11

 Source: European Commission, EUROSTAT, find at 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Migration_and_migrant_population_statistics 
12

 Italy has 62.3%, Malta 67.7% and Spain 59.7%. Source: European Commission, EUROSTAT. 
13

 For more information on the Greek immigration crisis, please refer to Ioannis Kolovos, Illegal Immigration – A 

Multifaceted National Security Threat: The Case of Greece, Research Institute for European and American Studies 

Research Paper no. 162, July 2013. Find at http://www.rieas.gr/images/rieas162.pdf. 
14

 Source: European Commission, EUROSTAT. Netherlands data was not available. 
15

 Martin Baldwin-Edwards, Immigration and the Welfare State: A European Challenge to American Mythology, University 

Research Institute of Urban Environment and Human Resources Panteion University Working Paper No. 4, November 

2002. Find at http://www.mmo.gr/pdf/publications/mmo_working_papers/MMO_WP4.pdf. 



 

4 

 

maintained an idyllic image of Italy ever since.
16

 It is legitimate to expect the same for African 

immigrants (North African to France for instance). An example of this behavior was the 2011 

immigration crisis, after the turmoil in Tunisia, when tens of thousands of immigrants crossed the 

SouthMed and were intercepted by the Italian authorities. As the processing center of Lampedusa 

became overpopulated, as a sign of protest against the perceived immobility of the EU, Italy decided to 

provide many immigrants with temporary documents, to be used to leave Italy and reach their “desired” 

destination. Unsurprisingly, in April 2011 France suspended the Schengen agreement with Italy, facing 

a wave of North African immigrants attempting to enter its territory.  

The current constant crisis-mode of the SouthMed is bound to increase tensions within the EU, as 

Southern States demand more support from the Union, while Northern States attempt to stall the 

discourse, in order to focus on more pressing matters in their agenda. Although it is in the nature of a 

regional organization putting together 28 Member States – and likely more before the end of 2014 – to 

reach a stalemate on some issues, it is also in the nature of the EU to eventually overcome its internal 

differences.   

 

Solutions through development and cooperation: the greater picture 

 

As the Balkan immigration crises in the 90’s have proven, policing the borders is effective inasmuch as 

it is paired with substantive efforts in the countries of origin. As the Balkans area began to stabilize and 

development programs were put into place by the neighboring countries, the EU and NATO, the illegal 

trafficking of people began to subsidize and eventually downgraded to irrelevance. The memory of the 

Vlora, an Albanian ship carrying almost 20.000 Albanian illegal immigrants to Italy, is still impressed 

in the memory of Italians, and is not so different than today’s Lampedusa.
17

 When illegal immigration 

is involved, policing is to be paired with development. 

All the countries bordering the SouthMed are part of the European Commission and European External 

Action Service (EEAS) European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP),
18

 which entails a more detailed 

engagement with countries closer to the EU, under the coordination of the European Commission and 

the EEAS. In the specific case of Libya, there is no ENP Action Plan, but the EU has provided support 

for general programs of security and capacity building (amounting for roughly €14.3 million, for 

programs in Security Sector Reform, Capacity Building and Rule of Law enforcement) for 2012.
19

 The 

engagement with Tunisia is more detailed, an Action Plan exists and development and aid programs are 

currently in place, with a total budget for “Justice” programs of €15-20 million for the 2011-2013 

period.
20
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From a general perspective, it is encouraging to find that the EU has already fairly structured 

development programs in place with its southern neighbors. Nevertheless, the issue does not seem to 

have improved since 2011. While it is undisputable that stabilizing the southern border would entail a 

manageable immigration through the SouthMed, it is also complicated to understand how more can be 

achieved. It is important to underline, as obvious as it sounds, that the matter can be solved only by 

addressing it through three different avenues simultaneously. 

Firstly, the European Union needs to be more present in the southern border. Through FRONTEX, it 

has the possibility of overseeing the management of the borders of its Member States, but it is clear that 

the agency needs to modify its approach towards immigration to Europe “from reactivity—from 

dealing with one emergency situation after another—to more proactive capacity building.”
21

 

FRONTEX has reacted to the Italian crisis, with financial support to the Italian Operazione Mare 

Nostrum,
22

 yet no institutional change can be seen on the horizon. Moreover, as commendable as the 

ENP is, more is needed. The EU possesses outstanding political, budgetary and technical capabilities, 

and such means can be put to better use. While the EEAS has the connections and knowledge of the 

interested countries, the European Commission has the budgetary means to put into place substantial 

development programs focusing on capacity building for anti-immigration activities. As much as 

Qaddafi’s rule harmed Libya, for as long as Italy had an agreement into place for the repatriation of 

immigrants, events such as those on October 2013 were a rare exception. It is in the best interest of the 

EU to at least improve the security situation of the coast of Libya, and this time it can do directly – 

instead of only Italy acting on its own –  and without negotiating with a dictator. Once the coastal areas 

of Libya are stabilized, it would also be easier for the EU to engage in a more comprehensive capacity-

building effort throughout the country. 

Secondly, European Member States need to put forward a shared agenda on immigration. While the 

current stances are hardly going to be conciliated in the short term, a series of “favorable” events is 

going to occur in 2014, which may very well break the current stall. Greece is set to undertake the 

European Presidency in January, and it will be followed by Italy at the end of June. This offers the 

possibility of determining the agenda of the European Council, and also a more southern-European 

minded EU. Moreover the December 2013 and June 2014 European Councils are going to focus – 

among other topics – on defense, economic and social policy (December) and possible legislative 

avenues for immigration reform (June). Last, 2014 will see a complete renewal of the EU leadership, 

with the European Parliament, Presidency of the Council of the European Union and the Commission 

all ending their mandates. The effects of these EU changes on the immigration policy remain to be 

seen, yet fundamental shifts in previously stalled areas may become more likely before the end of 2014. 

Lastly, the EU needs to realize that it is not the only actor interested in a stabilized North Africa. The 

NATO intervention in Libya highlighted the importance of the area for the Western block, and the U.S. 

in particular would be a very welcoming partner in Security Sector Reform, Maritime Security and 

Disarmament programs in Libya. In a rather interesting coincidence, NATO and the U.S. were heavily 
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involved in the Balkans in the 90’s, and their presence was fundamental in stabilizing the area. While 

the U.S. interests may go beyond mere stabilization,
23

 the EU should try to benefit as much as possible 

from the U.S. military presence in the area. A similar partnership has already given extremely positive 

results off the coast of Somalia, and while a comprehensive naval mission is not (yet) needed, there are 

already existing collaboration structures between the EU and the U.S. – especially through NATO – in 

these specific fields. 

 

It is apparent that the SouthMed illegal immigration issue will not be resolved in the short term. 

Nevertheless, the area may benefit from the presence of several international actors interested in a 

stabilized and peaceful North Africa. Obviously the conditions of the rest of the continent will 

influence any effort to assist Libya and Tunisia in developing reliable security structures, and it is also 

fairly evident that most of the illegal immigrants originate from the sub-Saharan belt rather than the 

Sahel. Yet, such considerations should not discourage the EU and its Member States, as a successful 

engagement with “European Neighbors” in the immediate south may just create a fertile ground for 

further development dialogue with the rest of the continent. 
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