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Abstract

Though a common EU-African agenda of dealing with migration goes back at least a
decade with bilateral, regional and continental approaches, it has gained in visible
importance in recent years. But what are the actual approaches and does the
rhetoric they evoke speak to their actual practice? Unpacking 76 policy documents
relating to the governance of migration from African and European institutions
between 2005 and 2016, the paper finds that the rhetoric is diverting in itself (both
managing and controlling mobility) but also surprisingly similar. There is however a
pronounced difference between a management-orientated discourse and the
restriction-orientated practice. This is likely tied to hidden agendas: for the EU
moving migration controls away from Europe’s borders to the African continent,
whilst simultaneously strengthening the rhetorical EU-African partnership. The
rhetorical mirroring in African documents may also be an attempt by African states
to achieve leverage in an otherwise asymmetric relationship.

Keywords: Migration governance, EU-Africa relations, Migration-development nexus,
Securitisation, Mobility

Though the development of common approaches to migration between African coun-

tries and the EU go back a long time, with numerous bilateral, regional and continental

policies, the topic is facing renewed attention. In 2015, more than 60 heads of states

and government met in Valetta for the first summit between the EU and African part-

ners solely dedicated to the topic of migration. Since then further events have con-

firmed this area as one of the most important policy issues on the joint agenda

including the 5th EU-Africa Summit in November 2017. But these processes have been

criticised for the asymmetry in favour of European interests compared to those of their

African partners. Though a gap between political rhetoric and implemented policies is

by no means unusual (e.g. Hampshire, 2016), this has not been considered in any

depth in terms of the relationship between Africa and the EU on migration govern-

ance. This paper aims to comprehensively map the approaches to migration govern-

ance of African and EU stakeholders, by considering both the rhetorical stances of

policies and their implementation in practice. The rest of the paper is structured as fol-

lows: in a first section, the paper argues that migration is mainly governed in a contra-

dictory manner with the aim of either easing mobility (for development) or controlling

migration. The section also briefly introduces the major policy frameworks for
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governing migration. The main part of the paper unpacks the rhetoric of 76 documents

relating to the governance of migration from African and European institutions. The

section finds that though African policy instruments favour easing mobility restrictions

for development, the EU-led documents also show a strong rhetoric in favour of devel-

oping legal migration. Nonetheless, they speak to different kinds of mobility: For the

EU institutions mobility is short-term and circular, often within Africa and highlights a

migration-development nexus whereby development prevents migration. African rhet-

oric favours easing mobility for development. Most surprisingly, in terms of controlling

migration, the African documents were equally strong in underlining controlling

migration.

The paper goes on to consider the practice of migration governance, showing that

EU policies were however more securitised in practice than their much more reserved

rhetoric. The paper concludes that the rhetoric is surprisingly similar though it mirrors

both the aim of managing and restricting mobility, potentially a juxtaposition. There is

however a pronounced divergence between a management-orientated discourse and

the restriction-orientated practice. The gap between rhetoric and practices serves the

European interests of moving migration controls away from Europe’s borders to the

African continent, whilst simultaneously rhetorically strengthening the EU-African

partnership. Moreover, the commonalities between the rhetorical stances of the two

continents may be an attempt by African states to achieve leverage in an otherwise

asymmetric relationship.

Migration policies – to ease or control?
The governance of migration has long received attention not only on the world political

stage but also in academia. Though migration is multifaceted and is difficult to define

in any categorical manner, the mobility of persons no doubt has effects for the develop-

ment of a country as well as potentially for their security as a sovereign state. Though

many governing approaches exist, with arguably limited success (Castles, 2004), govern-

ance of migration juxtaposes two - potentially competing - visions, namely regulating

forms of mobility compared to controlling irregular migration. On the former, migra-

tion has become increasingly accepted as a ‘tool’ for development. Resulting from this

is for example the importance of remittances, especially in Africa (Lavenex & Kunz,

2008; Van Criekinge, 2016). Thus, policies in this direction will seek to ease mobility

(and lower transaction costs of remittances). Yet, a positive migration-development

nexus is by no means widely accepted in practice. The relationship between migration

and development is circular and highly complex, incorporating both positive and negative

impacts (e.g. Clemens, 2014). Out-migration may lead to more remittances, but also

brain-drain of professionals. Moreover, development may also be considered as a territor-

ialised process (decoupled from globalisation), resulting in migration policies that favour

development at home in order to ‘prevent’ migration (Nijenhuis & Leung, 2017).

Either way, policy makers often see development as a trade-off to security concerns

(challenging this see Lavenex & Kunz, 2008).1 In the EU the securitised vision of migration

goes back to the 1980s, and it has continuously been reinforced since then. Using the al-

leged fear that immigration may infringe on public order, borders are secured and migrants

become securitised objects. Fundamentally, the securitised approach juxtaposes the freedom

of movement within Europe (through Schengen) with stronger borders and an
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externalisation of migration controls (e.g. Andersson, 2016; Bourbeau, 2015; Völkel, 2014).

Drawing from these debates, only very briefly touched upon here, would suggest that Afri-

can states and institutions would focus on easing mobility as primary beneficiaries of migra-

tion for development and the EU and European countries on controlling (irregular)

migration in an increasingly securitised-migration context.

When it comes to migration governance in and with African countries, research

tends to be geographically and thematically limited, focusing only on one region or type

of migration category, e.g. forced versus ‘voluntary’ (usually labour) migration (e.g.

Brachet, 2010; Rwamatwara, 2005). Moreover, whilst the literature on migration

patterns in Africa repeatedly highlights the fact that most African migration is

inner-African, this is not reflected in the literature on the topic, which largely focuses

on ‘South-North’ migration (Flahaux & De Haas, 2016). Thus, a research gap exists in

considering migration governance between Europe and Africa and especially within

Africa. Understanding the rhetoric and practices of migration patterns of both conti-

nents is fundamental to improve their relationship and future cooperation. A number

of policy initiatives exists and acknowledging the fact that migration policies should be

addressed transnationally (Castles, 2004), the various global, regional and bilateral pol-

icy instruments are considered below.

Globally, in Africa the AU has increasingly supported the freedom of persons across

the continent and adopted an AU Migration Policy Framework for Africa in 2006, with

a protocol on the freedom of movement formally adopted in early 2018. On the

European side, an overarching framework for the external migration and asylum policy

of the EU was launched in 2005 and further clarified in 2011. This Global Approach to

Migration and Mobility (GAMM) follows four objectives (of equal importance): man-

aging legal migration; preventing and combatting irregular migration; maximising the

development impact of migration and promoting international protection. Further,

EU-Africa Summits with heads of states and government take place every 3 years.

These have also informed migration governance resulting in for example the partner-

ship on Migration, Mobility and Employment (2007) and an action plan on migration

and mobility (2014). Most of the policy making on migration governance however takes

place on a regional and bilateral level.

Regarding regional instruments in Africa, the Economic Community of West African

States (ECOWAS) comes at the forefront, who have enshrined freedom of movement –

including the right of entry, establishment and residency in a series of protocols since

1979 including a memorandum on refugees from 2007. The Intergovernmental Authority

on Development (IGAD) has also developed a comprehensive regional migration

policy framework.2 An AU Horn of Africa Initiative was launched in 2014 to re-

spond to human trafficking and people smuggling on the continent. From the EU

side, the strongest instrument is the Rabat process, launched in 2006, which offers

space for an operational partnership on migration between the EU, with African

countries along migration routes from and via North, West and Central Africa.

Additionally, the Khartoum Process was launched in 2014 and primarily aims to

tackle human trafficking and the smuggling of migrants in countries of origin and

transit in the Horn of Africa. A last regional approach towards migration is the

African, Caribbean and Pacific Group of States (ACP) - EU dialogue, with a Joint

Declaration on migration and development adopted in June 2010. With
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negotiations currently ongoing in light of a new agreement needed for 2020, migra-

tion is set to take on a more prominent role.

Lastly, the EU has developed bilateral instruments, the strongest commitment to joint

migration governance. Firstly, mobility partnerships are the main comprehensive and

long-term bilateral framework for facilitating policy dialogue and operational cooper-

ation on migration management with third countries. Such mobility partnership exists

in Africa with Cap Verde (2008), Morocco (2013) and Tunisia (2014). Less commit-

ment is expressed through a Common Agenda for Migration and Mobility, which sig-

nal a wish to advance cooperation on migration in the long-run, which have been

signed with Nigeria and Ethiopia in 2015. Most recently, in June 2016, the Migration

Partnership Framework was launched. The idea is to reach compacts with partner

states that combine migration policies with other areas of competence of the EU, in-

cluding development aid, trade, energy and security. Mali, Nigeria, Niger, Senegal, and

Ethiopia are priority countries for partnership compacts in Africa. The rhetoric of these

poliy documents is outlined below.

The rhetoric of migration: managing mobility
In line with both development and security-orientated forms of migration governance

both easing mobility and controlling movement are considered in the content analysis.

The section finds that though African policy instruments favour easing mobility restric-

tions for development, the EU-led documents also show a strong rhetoric in favour of

developing legal migration. Nonetheless, they speak to different kinds of mobility: For

the EU institutions mobility is restricted to the African continent and the documents

highlight a migration-development nexus whereby development prevents migration. In

african documents, the rhetoric highlighted easing mobility for development. Surpris-

ingly, in terms of controlling movement an unexpected level of wanting to control mi-

gration came out of the African documents.

The paper applies a content analysis methodology, based on the analysis of policy

documents and EUTF projects (further below). The aim of the methodological ap-

proach is to assess how frequently and in what ways policy documents speak of migra-

tion in terms of easing or restricting mobility. Texts were interpreted qualitatively

using codes, deduced from the debates on migration governance. The codes were in-

ductively revised after coding an initial batch of documents. In addition, a limited

quantitative analysis took place, through a frequency count.3 The way words are used

(in which context and considering their polysemy) further contextualises their meaning.

This gives an insight into priorities and directions of the formal elite-level processes.

Of course this approach does not allow for an insight into the negotiation processes be-

hind the policy formulations nor what is happening at a less formal level of migration

governance, no doubt relevant (e.g. Rother & Piper, 2015). Nonetheless, it serves as an

indication for understanding commonalities and divergences between EU and African

interests in migration governance.

The starting date of the observation period is tied to the European GAMM, which

was initially launched in 2005 and ends in 2016 when the new Partnership Framework

was launched. The paper analyses a total of 76 documents, see Table 1 below, 32 of

which are African documents, with 20 and 24 documents from the EU and EU-African
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policy institutions respectively. Note however that the EU-African documents are still

primarily under EU penmanship (see also Collyer, 2016). Most of the documents are

the regional or global level. The analysis was carried out with MaxQDA.

General approaches towards migration governance

Before considering the two approaches of easing and controlling migration in more de-

tail, a few more general remarks on the understanding of migration.4 One policy area

which everyone seems to agree on is the lack of reliable data and the need to build up

better information and data on migration, including so-called migration observatories

(e.g. B3, see Additional file 1 for all the document codes). Secondly, there is a broad

rhetorical commitment to protecting the human rights of all migrants. This is strongest

in the African documents, with a statement by Nkosazana Dlamini Zuma, as AU

Chairperson at the time of the Valetta Summit noting for example ‘ … processing cen-

tres, or whatever they may be called, are de facto detention centres that will constitute

a serious violation of human rights and re-victimization of migrants’ (emphasis added;

A1). Similarly, the AU Common Position on migration for example states that the ‘fight

against illegal or irregular migration must be waged within the context of strict

observance of human rights and human dignity’ (emphasis added; A6). An almost iden-

tical phrase regarding the observation of human rights appears in the Rabat Three-Year

Cooperation Programme (Bb11). In fact, if we search for right*AND dignity within one

sentence, it appears twice on average in the EU-African documents, compared to 0.8

times in the African documents (and 0.7 times in the EU ones, c.f. Table 2). Nonethe-

less, though more frequent, the wording is much weaker, often used like a side-note,

e.g. ‘a coherent, credible and effective policy with regard to the return of illegally stay-

ing third country nationals, which fully respects human rights and the dignity of the

persons concerned’ (emphasis added; Ccc15).

Not as widespread, but still common is a general agreement that third actors need to

be included in addressing migration. Diaspora members are frequently linked to devel-

opment, but also wider calls such as for ‘socio-cultural structures for migrants … in-

creasing their capacity to undertake development actions’ (Bb11). In addition, there is a

tendency to opt for policy coherence, especially when it comes to ‘mainstreaming of

migration in development thinking’ (e.g. C2), but also includes calls to include strong

asylum protection strategies in in national poverty reduction strategies (e.g. B2) or the

coherence between security and migration policies (e.g. Aa10). This has become most

strongly apparent in recent EU policies since the Partnership Framework, whereby de-

velopment cooperation has become explicitly tied to migration goals (e.g. Ccc15).

Table 1 Overview of Documents used for the content analysis

Policy institutions Approach Total

Bilateral Regional Global

African / 16 16 32

EU-African / 13 11 24

EU-only 15 3 2 20

Total 15 32 29 76
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In terms of defining migration more generally, despite the increasing attention to the

reductive nature of artificially separating migrants from refugees, the term ‘mixed mi-

gration’ is used infrequently (see Table 2). The term appears most often in the African

documents, which tend tend to be quite elaborate in defining migration, e.g. as ‘the

search for safety, a better life, better climates, markets, goods to trade – [it] is as old as

humanity itself ’ (A1). Though the EU-led GAMM indirectly concedes to the complex-

ity of defining migration, stating that their approach ‘should … be migrant-centred. In

essence, migration governance is not about ‘flows’, ‘stocks’ and ‘routes’, it is about people’

(C2), the African documents tend to display more complexities in their definitions.

In terms of the predominance of inner-African migration, the African documents

largely speak of migration within the continent, though some do acknowledge migration

outside the continent, including increasingly to the Middle East (e.g. A6 or Aa9). The EU

and EU-African documents also acknowledge this geographic concentration of migration

patterns, stating for example ‘inter- and intra-regional migration in developing regions far

exceeds migration to the EU’ (C2) or ‘acknowledging that migratory movements occur es-

sentially within Africa … ’ (B2). The EU-led documents do however still tend to focus on

migration towards Europe, or when they refer to migration within Africa they always add

the South-North dimension in addition. Thus, the previously cited document continues

for example, ‘ … and also towards developed countries’ (B2).

To sum up so far then, there are some commonalities (better data, protecting the hu-

man rights of migrants, third actor involvement, policy harmonisation), but the differ-

ences also appear. The EU has the most expansive approach on how to harmonise

migration policies, and the African documents are more comprehensive in their definition

of migration and more overtly mention the human rights of migrants. The EU-led docu-

ments on the whole are more geared towards Northwards migration, though they by no

means ignore that most African migration is within the continent. Now the two govern-

ance approaches of easing and controlling migration will be considered in more detail.

Table 2 Frequency counts for rhetoric on the different approaches to migration governance

African documents
(32 documents)

EU-Africa documents
(24 documents)

EU only documents
(20 documents)

General Approaches mixed migration 0.6 (20) 0.25 (6) 0.1 (1)

right* AND dignity 0.8 (24) 2 (48) 0.7 (14)

partnership 3.3 (104) 16 (385) 16.3 (326)

Regulating Migration Legal AND migra*
NOT illegal

4 (129) 9.3 (222) 10. 3 (205)

Circular AND migration 0.5 (15) 2.7 (65) 2.7 (54)

mobility 5.4 (173) 6.3 (152) 12.3 (245)

mobility AND legal 0.8 (25) 2.5 (60) 3.3 (65)

Controlling Migration irregular 4.9 (158) 4.5 (107) 8.5 (170)

fight* OR combat* 3.6 (114) 8.3 (199) 5.1 (101)

border management
OR control

3.8 (121) 2.6 (63) 2.8 (56)

traffick* OR smuggl* 28.4 (910) 12.2 (292) 14.4 (247)

Return 4.3 (136) 5.2 (126) 8.7 (173)

voluntary AND return 1.1 (36) 2.8 (68) 3.3 (66)

*is used to search for any word that begins with the root/stem of the word truncated by the asterisk. E.g. migrant,
migration.
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Unpacking the migration-development nexus

A consequence of accepting a positive relationship between migration and development

would be a policy approach that highlights easing mobility through legal avenues of mi-

gration. Thus in order to unpack the approaches towards the migration-development

nexus amongst and between the African and European partners, the relationship be-

tween migration and development via mobility and legal avenues for movement is ana-

lysed in the following.

First of all, both the EU-led and the African documents are open to the idea migra-

tion can be good for development. African documents notably refer to the ‘untapped

potential’ [of migration in Africa] (A5) or reiterate the role of ‘migrants as agents of

innovation and development’ (A2). They are especially focused on how to better regu-

late and lower the costs for remittances (e.g. Aa14) and more generally advocating for

labour rights (e.g. A3). The importance of remittances are also widely recognised by EU

and EU-African documents (e.g. Ccc7, B2). One of the ACP-EU Document takes this

further, stating that ‘better management of migration may generate very important

gains, perhaps more important than the removal of world trade barriers’ (Bb3). This

strong statement does not appear elsewhere, and also reiterates a point made in all of

the documents. Namely, there is an urgency for migration to be well-managed in order

to reap the benefits for development, since it is the ‘good governance of migration

[that] will … bring vast development benefits’ (C2). Thus, the emphasis is on regulating

mobility in order to tap into the development-migration nexus.

Regulating mobility is at least in part linked to opportunities for legal migration.

Though legal migration was in fact a priority for African states at the Valletta Summit

(see A2), the term legal (and migration) appears on average 9–10 times for each EU-led

document, compared to only 4 times for the African ones, see Table 2.

Generally the documents, including the African ones, are however quite vague when

it comes to legal migration. For example a Roadmap (2014–17) from the fourth

EU-Africa summit refers to legal migration as the ‘promotion of alternatives to irregu-

lar migration’ (B8), without detailing what these alternatives may be. When they are

more specific the primary form of legal migration is through education, and only

followed by labour migration (e.g. B10). Education measures include scholarships and

making training and certificates more compatible (across Africa, e.g. A10). The prefer-

ence for education also signals the preponderance of temporary understanding of legal

forms of migration. Here the understanding of legal migration also begins to diverge,

with EU-led documents especially strong on advocating temporary mobility. Circular

migration appears in European-led documents 2.7 times on average per document,

compared to only 0.5 times in the African ones, see Table 2. The Mobility Partnership

with Cap Verde for example mentions ‘legal migration, in particular circular and tempor-

ary migration’ or calls for ‘measures for temporary workers and encourage circular migra-

tion of workers’ (Ccc1). Whilst the aim is to benefit from temporary workers such as

health workers (C1), African documents speak of temporarily differently, through creating

‘an environment conducive to circular migration (brain circulation)’ (A6) whereby the

emphasis is to regain from return highly-skilled diaspora (e.g. Aa9).

In sum therefore, there is a strong rhetoric for legal migration – especially in the

EU-led documents, but it tends to be vague, and for the EU-led documents highlight the

temporary nature of mobility. More generally, this is reflected in the understanding of
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mobility itself. A preliminary illustrative view of mobility shows that it is by no means dis-

regarded in the European context – it appears on average 12.3 times in EU documents

compared to the average of 5.4 times in the African documents (see Table 2).

If we take a closer look however, acknowledging the polysemy of a concept like

mobility, we find that on the whole African rhetoric favours easing mobility for devel-

opment (see also Van Criekinge, 2016) whilst the EU institutions are geared towards

regulating mobility in conjunction with territorially-bounded development to prevent

migration. This highlights diverging meanings of mobility, with the latter approach in

fact far more restrictive.

African documents tend to consider mobility as the free movement of people. Conse-

quently, mobility is described in terms of harmonization of educational standards and,

as a first step towards African passports and easing up of visa requirements. This mo-

bility or free movement underpins the very foundation of the continent in the coming

years and is ‘ … a crucial element for deepening continental integration and unity in

the spirit of Pan-Africanism’ (A11). Interestingly, the ECOWAS Common Approach on

Migration notes that free movement reduces migratory pressure beyond its boundaries

(Aa6). This is where the European-led documents tap into.

Though the EU documents refer to mobility, they mostly do so in conjunction with

legal migration or as something to be (well) managed (Cc3), see also Table 2. Moreover,

there is a surprisingly strong focus on mobility and labour rights in EU-led documents

within Africa (e.g. B2, Bb11). This can be linked to a territorialised form of develop-

ment to prevent migration (see Nijenhuis & Leung, 2017). For example, in Article 13 of

the Cotonou Agreement, the nexus between development and migration is highlighted

as aiming to ‘normalise migration flows’ though reducing poverty (Bb4). Similarly, the

Rabat Declaration which states that ‘concerted action on the root causes of migration

[is required], in particular through the implementation of development projects in

Africa’ (emphasis added; Bb10). In addition, the documents call for encouraging private

investments in the countries of origin (e.g. Ccc15), promoting Foreign Direct

Investment to ‘generate employment and reduce migration outflow (B2), capacity

building in the health and education section (e.g. B2), social protection (B5) and more

recently the importance of resilience and strengthening livelihoods, which has become

a core of the EU Trust Fund projects (e.g. B9, see also below).

In part, African documents also prescribe to the benefits of such territorially-bounded

development, in response to some of the negative consequences of mobility. The AU

Common Position on migration for example states that ‘poverty is one of the main causes

of migration. Creating development opportunities in countries of origin would mitigate

the main reasons for young people to engage in migration, thereby also dealing with the

problem of brain drain’ (A6). Nonetheless EU-led documents are much clearer in advo-

cating for regulating mobility (with temporary measures) and also development in Africa

to prevent migration. African rhetoric favours easing mobility for development.

In sum, mobility and legal migration is universally enshrined, and in fact more prom-

inently in the EU-led documents. However, there are nuances to this. There may be a

strong rhetoric for legal migration, but it tends to be vague, and frequently refer to edu-

cation programmes or to legal migration within Africa. Moreover, African documents

are more pointed towards easing mobility and the development potential of migration

and the EU-led documents geared towards regulating mobility in conjunction with
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territorialised development to prevent migration (see also Raineri & Rossi, 2017). This

regulatory approach already signals a preference towards control, i.e. using develop-

ment as an incentive to stop irregular migration.

Unpacking the migration-security nexus

One of the goals in the Valetta Action Plan, ‘preventing and fighting irregular migration,’

is clearly one of the major priorities from the European side (B11). Yet, much of the

measures taken in this regard as well as such securitized language can be found in all

of the regions. The documents in fact universally focus on the potentially destabilizing

impact of unmanaged migration on (national/regional/international) security (e.g. A4)

and rhetorically commit to the fight against ‘illegal’ or ‘irregular’ migration (e.g. A5).

Thus, a migration-security nexus is made by all with an emphasis on controlling irregu-

lar migration.

The term irregular is used most frequently in the EU-only documents (8.5 times on

average), but is more frequent in the African documents (4.9 times on average) than in

the EU-African ones (4.5 times, see Table 2). Interestingly, the term becomes more fre-

quent over time, as does other language such as fighting or combatting5 (irregular mi-

gration), both peaking in 2015 at the time of the Valetta summit (see Fig. 1).

Much depends however on how these actors understand the securitised terms they

envisage. Carling and Hernández-Carretero categorise preventative migration measures

(to manage unauthorised migration from Africa) into direct control, deterrence and

dissuasion (2011). Dissuasive measures are broadly accepted by all sides and include

foremost creating jobs in order to reduce irregular migration (e.g. A6, B7, Ccc15).

Another major policy area that everyone can agree on is better data-collection (including

improved national civil registries) and providing better information to (potential) migrants

about the dangers of the journey (e.g. Ccc15 Aa15, Aa12, Ccc5).

As for control and deterrence measures, here there is first of all a dependency rela-

tionship between the EU and the African institutions. As such, policy documents iterate

that ‘particular attention should be paid to capacity-building to strengthen capacity in

migration management’ (Ccc15), and include better legislation, improving coordination

Fig. 1 Use of securitised language in the policy documents over time
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and information flows and the secondment of European Migration Liaison Officers to

key partner countries in Africa (e.g.A5, Ccc6, Ccc15). Aside from concrete measures

like the ‘multi-purpose centre’ in Agadez (Niger) for registering (and returning) mi-

grants (B11) and the Common Security and Defence Policy missions in Mali and Niger

(C1), there are two major measures where the security-migration is addressed through

control/deterrence – border management and addressing smuggling and human

trafficking.

In terms of border management, the documents again envision what essentially

comes down to improving the capacities of the African partners such as upgrading the

‘capacities of border officials, physical infrastructure and enhancing communication

and cooperation between origin, transit and destination countries’ (A5), joint patrols

(e.g. Ccc15) and improved intelligence-sharing between countries (e.g. B11). Yet border

management is also prioritised in the African documents – it appears as the second

policy strategy out of a total of nine in the AU Migration Policy Framework (A5). It is

however discussed in relative complexity:

‘Border management systems are coming under increasing pressure from large flows

of persons, including irregular and “mixed flows,” moving across regions and/or

national borders … A key challenge is therefore to … meet … humanitarian

obligations to refugees … while concurrently addressing the need to manage borders

effectively’ (A5).

In the GAMM the second out of four equal pillars is subtitled ‘saving lives and secur-

ing external borders’, though the focus is on the latter and yet again on ‘strengthening

the capacity of third countries to manage their borders’ (C1). Border management or

control appears on average 3.8 times for each African document, and around 2.7 times

for the EU-led ones. The securitised language is thereby by no means the exclusive pre-

rogative of the EU-led processes, the African ones also speak to it. There is however a

relationship of dependence and the African documents frequently reiterate the rights of

those in need of protection when crossing borders.

Even more prominent than border control is the common enemy of human traffickers

(and smugglers). Most document highlight the need to protect victims of trafficking. The

Declaration of the Fourth EU-Africa Summit from 2014 for example states that, ‘we reiter-

ate our unambiguous commitment to continue fighting trafficking in human beings,

which is a new form of slavery’ (B6). Similarly, the GAMM here states: ‘Action to fight

criminal networks of smugglers and traffickers is first and foremost a way to prevent the

exploitation of migrants by criminal networks’ (C1), also adding however that it is ‘a disin-

centive to irregular migration’ (Ibid). Therefore approaching human trafficking is not

merely a protective tool, but another control / deterrence mechanism. Solutions to tackle

trafficking include data collection (e.g. Bb8), cooperation, intelligence sharing and

capacity-building (e.g. B11), strengthening policy frameworks and implementation and

prosecution of traffickers (B8). Recently, the EU has turned to ‘the creation of alternative

income' to replace the ‘migration industry’ (e.g. Ccc7, Ccc12).

Yet again, the term trafficking or smuggling is used on average more than 28 times

for each of the African documents compared to only just over 12 times for the EU-led

ones, see Table 2. This in part due to the preponderance of trafficking and smuggling
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in regional networks, in fact the terms are mentioned over 700 times in African re-

gional documents or in 84% of all mentions in African documents, see Table 3 below.

This is mainly within the IGAD framework.

The EU preference for controlling (and deterring future) migration is most obviously

shown through their attitude towards return. The EU prioritisation of return can be

seen by the fact that return is used on average 4.3 times in African documents, 5.2

times in the EU-African ones and a strong 8.7 times on average in each of the EU doc-

uments, see Table 2. Increasingly, returns are highlighted as a priority (e.g. Ccc15) in-

cluding within Africa (Bb11). The link between return as a way to achieve the goal of

preventing and combatting irregular migration is made explicit in for example the

EU-Ethiopia Common Agenda on Migration (Ccc5) or as an important tool in man-

aging migration in the Dakar Strategy (Bb12). In terms of their rhetorical commitment,

the EU-led policy are careful to favour voluntary returns, with the two appearing within

one sentence on average 3.3 times compared only just over once in the African docu-

ments (see Table 2). In some documents this is voiced as a ‘preference’ for voluntary re-

turn (e.g. Ccc15) or ‘the emphasis [is] placed on the forced return of illegal migrants as

the last resort in a process which includes the promotion of voluntary return’ (Bb6).

In order to regulate returns, the policies (and here they all concur) call for creating

standards and procedures for ‘effective, sustainable return’ (i.e. Cc1) or a coherent pol-

icy (e.g. Ccc15). The strongest agreement between the countries is on the necessity of

reintegration support once the returnees are back in their countries of origin (e.g. Aa8,

Cc1, Ccc9). Documents also speak of improved cooperation, especially on identification

and issuing travel documents (e.g. Ccc8). There is a particular focus on negotiations for

return and readmission (e.g. Ccc7), which also include negative incentives if cooperation

on returns is lacking (Ccc15). This principle is not new, a link between readmission agree-

ments to visa facilitations agreement already dating back to the GAMM (C2) or the

Valetta Action Plan for 2015 (B11, see also Nijenhuis & Leung, 2017; Van Criekinge,

2016). Nonetheless, in the European Agenda on Migration from the same year, the

language is already more forceful, stating that one aim is to ‘ensure a humane and

dignified treatment of returnees and a proportionate use of coercive measures, in line with

fundamental rights’ (emphasis added, C1).

To sum up, though the discussion on return highlights the EU preference for control-

ling migration, the overall securitised rhetoric is subtler and by no means an over-

whelmingly European one. Issues of border control, and dealing with trafficking and

smuggling are also highlighted in the African documents, at times even more fre-

quently. This is due in part to an overwhelming regional prioritisation (through IGAD)

and also highlights the need to protect migrants at the border. Moreover, the relation-

ship is frequently constrained by a form of dependence – the African states receive

capacity and aid in order to strengthen their borders. In rhetorical language, the EU is

strong on highlighting legal migration over controlling and restrictive measures (see

Table 3 Use of ‘trafficking or smuggling’ across approaches (main approach in bold)

Bilateral approach Regional approach Global approach Total

African documents / 762 (84%) 148 (16%) 910

EU-African documents / 107 (37%) 185 (63%) 292

EU documents 186 (75%) 10 (4%) 51 (21%) 247
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also Mangala, 2013). Thus overall, the rhetoric of the documents go in the direction of

managing migration – both legal and irregular – whether in the interests of easing mo-

bility or in order to reduce migration Northwards. If anything, a rhetoric of control

came out more indirectly, like through the regulatory approach towards mobility. The

practice of migration approaches also finds a strong preference for restricting migra-

tion, discussed next.

The practice of migration: restricting movement
As the paper will show in the following, implementation of the African and even the

EU-African policies is largely limited, despite the often strong rhetorical stance they

take in terms of easing mobility and restrictive measures to curb irregular migration.

For the EU, there is a more concrete policy implementation in recent years, primarily

through the European Trust Fund projects. In practice like in its rhetoric the EU

prioritises irregular migration, but unlike its rhetoric concrete action especially on legal

migration is missing. In fact, the EU practice points to a strong preference for

restricting migration.

When it comes to the African rhetoric on mobility and development, implementation

continues to falter. This is not least due to weak frameworks and lack of technical

capacity. The AU Migration Policy Framework is not legally binding and is therefore a

rather weak instrument. Moreover, by 2016, three people were working on migration in

the AU Department of Social Affairs, compared to an estimate amounting to over 400

in the EU (Witt & Both, 2016). A follow-up from the Migration Policy Framework, the

AU adopted a Freedom of Movement protocol in early 2018 as a first step towards a

treaty enshrining such mobility. But the implementation depends – like for everything

else – one the Regional Economic Communities (RECs) to enforce their decisions on

migration. Even ECOWAS, prized as the role model for African mobility, faces imple-

mentation problems. Mobility and freedom of movement tends to be more theoretical

than de jure: due to corruption at the borders, visa costs are simply replaced by

(informal) fees directly payable to border controllers (Brachet, 2010). Moreover, by and

large the RECs are not the implementing agents either, rather they are dependent on

their member states to implement policy (Welz, 2015). This means it is up to the

individual countries to translate these policies into national laws, which may lack the

political will to do so.

The European-African instruments also vary in their implementation. The ACP

Observatory on Migration for example was not only launched but even wrapped up a 4

year study on South-South migration in 2014 (IOM Press Release, 2014). Beyond this,

despite the numerous summits and meetings, achievements are few and far between.

Both the Rabat and Khartoum process have been marred by difficult political relation-

ships between member countries (Collyer, 2016). The lack of implementation for both

the African and the EU-African instruments and policies highlights the fact that per-

haps migration is after all not a strong priority at a national level, despite the rhetorical

commitment to addressing the issue.

For the EU the implementation has been much more successful, with a sense of

urgency not least since the Valetta Summit of 2015 and the Partnership Framework of

2016 for stronger commitment. The legal framework of has FRONTEX changed, with

them now being able to assist member states in returning failed asylum seekers. By
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June 2017, 12 European Migration Liaison Officers have been send to priority third

countries of origin and transit and numerous identification missions have been carried

out (European Commission, 2017a). Yet, the practice does not mirror the rhetoric. For

example, opportunities for legal migration are limited with vague measures such as the

promise to double the number of Erasmus + students introduced by Valetta. In fact, be-

tween 2010 and 2016 first time visas for employment for African citizens reduced by

approximately 80% (MEDAM, 2018, p. 16). The practice firmly shows a commitment

to restrict movement, as shown by the EU Emergency Trust Fund for Africa (EUTF).

The EU emergency trust fund for Africa

Launched during the Valetta Summit in November 2015, the EUTF seeks to swiftly set

up projects addressing four main goals: 1) greater economic and employment

opportunities; 2) strengthening the resilience of (vulnerable) communities; 3) improved

migration management in countries of origin, transit and destination and 4) improved

governance and conflict prevention and reduction of forced displacement and irregular

migration. In total there are 108 projects approved by the EUTF Operative Committee

(see Additional file 2).6

Sorting these projects further highlights the actual practice of the EU.7 The most

funding is clearly assigned to employment and resilience (30% of the projects

respectively), with a predominant focus on jobs in the Sahel (28 projects) and on

resilience (29 projects) in the Horn of Africa and North Africa.

Though part of the reason this occurs is because employment and nutrition pro-

grammes are easier to fund (Castillejo, 2016), this also highlights the preference for

dealing with the causes of irregular migration instead of forced displacement.

Moreover, it creates territorially bound development opportunities aimed if anything at

preventing migration. Nor do the other goals overtly speak to easing mobility but rather

to controlling or restricting movement, since even Goal 4 mentions reducing irregular

migration. These preferences are further nuanced when considering the projects and

funding proportionally. Here we can see that the average project for jobs and resilience

is around €9.7 million. Those seeking to address governance and conflict prevention –

arguably the most complicated and enduring challenge of the four goals average around

€9 million per project. In contrast stand migration management, which though there

are the least projects with this specific goal – only 17% - have an average €10.4 million

funding per project. In a similar study, Oxfam finds that 22% of the budget is allocated

to migration management and only 13.5% to security and peacebuilding (with 63%

going to development cooperation, Oxfam, 2017) (Table 4).

Thirdly therefore, the goal of migration management corresponds with the propor-

tionally largest projects. What do they entail? Analysing the 31 projects that aim to

address the third goal of the EUTF in more detail again highlights the preference for

control in EU practice. At least five projects mention a rather general variation on

‘promoting strengthened migration management’ at both national and local levels.

More detailed targets are the development, harmonisation and implementation of

migration policies ranging from human trafficking to labour laws (3 projects), fighting

organised crime and human trafficking (4 projects), capacity building for managing

migrant influxes (2 projects) and awareness and sensitisation campaigns to deter people
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from leaving in the first place (7 projects). Another eight projects concentrate on rule

of law, border control and enhancing security and an overwhelming 11 projects focus

on improving conditions for voluntary return and reintegration. Though a few of the

sensitisation campaigns make reference to legal migration – the focus of one project

even being on freedom of mobility, albeit within the IGAD region (Project n°102) – the

overall emphasis is on (voluntary) returning migrants and securing borders, thus

restricting movement beyond Africa. Only two of the projects specifically target

non-controlling elements such as encouraging diaspora investment.8

To sum up, through the practice of the EUTF projects a strong preference can be

seen for restricting mobility, through prevention and control, by creating territorially

bound development opportunities and improving management of migration long before

it reaches Europe’s borders. So does the EU put their money where their mouth is? To

a degree yes. They rhetorically highlight irregular migration and prioritise returns. But

EU policies are also more securitised in practice than their much more reserved rhet-

oric. Worse, their practice on legal migration stands in contrast to their strong rhetorical

stances on these matters (see also Castles, 2004, p. 221). Thus, in practice like in rhetoric

the EU priorities irregular migration, but unlike its rhetoric concrete action especially on

legal migration is missing. Far from easing or even regulating mobility the practice in effect

aims to restrict mobility. Scholars have already pointed to a rhetorical distancing away from

a securitised vision of controlling migration by the EU, towards a more preventative ‘root

cause approach’, which seeks to reduce push factors for migration (e.g. Mangala, 2013).

This may however simply be control by other means, namely by preventing migration to

Europe in the first place (see also Carling & Hernández-Carretero, 2011).

Conclusion
Three conclusions can be drawn from the analysis of the rhetoric and practice of mi-

gration governance policies in the EU and Africa. First the rhetoric goes into diverting

directions of managing versus controlling mobility. Second, though there are no doubt

many subtle and unsubtle differences between the two continents there are also sur-

prisingly similar in their rhetoric. Lastly, there is a pronounced divergence between a

management-orientated discourse and the restriction-orientated practice.

The rhetoric juxtaposes both the management of mobility and the restriction of

irregular migration. Moreover, there was some geographical divisions, especially with

Table 4 An overview of the EUTF according to region and goals

EUTF goals Number of projects and funding

Sahel and Lake Chad Horn of Africa North of Africa Total funding and
projects per goal

Goal 1: Jobs 28 (290. 45 million) 22 (170.38 million) 4 (61.5 million) 54 (30%)
(522.33 million)

Goal 2: ‘Resilience’ 19 (194.85 million) 29 (244.18 million) 5 (75.75 million) 53 (30%)
(514.78 million)

Goal 3: Migration
Management

19 (225.1 million) 9 (83.83 million) 3 (14.5 million) 31 (17%)
(323.43 million)

Goal 4: governance and
conflict prevention

18 (190.9 million) 21 (166.63 million) 1 (2.75 million) 40 (22%)
(360.28 million)

Total funding per
Region

901.3 million € 665.02 million € 154.5 million €

Source: Own compilation from the EUTF website, see Additional file 2
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regards to mobility. African policy instruments favoured easing mobility restrictions for

development and the EU-led documents looked to regulated, short-term mobility and

preferably within Africa. The EU and Africa are far from a common approach to gov-

erning migration (see also Castillejo, 2017, p. 32). Nonetheless, there was also quite

some similarities in the rhetoric. The EU was just was vocal – rhetorically – about legal

migration. In addition, a surprising level of control came out from the African docu-

ments and was by no means only a European emphasis. More significantly there is an

overall divergence between what is said rhetorically and what is done in practice. The

rhetoric goes in the overall direction of managing or controlling migration, whereby

the practice clearly seeks to restrict migration, especially towards Europe. Many

scholars make the argument that there is a disjuncture between relative actual permis-

siveness for migration compared to highly securitised discourses (Andersson, 2016; De

Haas, 2008). In contrast, this paper shows that EU policies with regards to governing

migration are not particularly more securitised than their African counterparts, and

that they are less securitised on paper than in practice. Thus the rhetoric of the docu-

ments analysed for this paper seem to be steering discursive powers away from more

securitisation in contrast to much research on the topic (Bourbeau, 2015). But the aim

to control migration was evident through other means, such as the regulatory approach

toward mobility in conjunction with territorialised development to prevent migration.

This is reiterated by the EU practice which seeks to restrict all movement, using devel-

opment simultaneously to stop migration and an incentive to corporate on migration

controls, thereby improving migration management (or control) long before it reaches

Europe’s borders (see also what Landau and Kihato call the ‘containment compact’, c.f.

Kihato, 2018). There are several reasons for the lack of common rhetoric and the gap

between rhetoric and practice.

Firstly, migration governance remains largely a national matter, which often stands in

contrast to rhetorical commitments made at institutional levels. Put differently, govern-

ance approaches still follow national logics despite the transnational nature of migra-

tion (Castles, 2004; Czaika & De Haas, 2013). This undermines the policies that are

developed. For EU-led migration governance, this is by no means a new finding

whereby national interests on immigration dictate policy direction and practice (e.g.

Hampshire, 2016; Van Criekinge, 2016). Moreover, the focus on bilateral agreements

(i.e. between the EU, member states and individual African countries) also breaks down

any further chances of institutionalisation and a strengthened regional migration

agenda (Bisong, 2018). The resultant inconsistency means that the “EU oscillates be-

tween bilateral and multilateral, lacks consistency and gives AU member states ‘too

many masters” (FES & CCPAU, 2016). Moreover, this inconsistency is underpinned by

competing and sometimes conflicting interests within the EU or between its member

states (Hampshire, 2016), as well as between African states (Kihato, 2018).

Secondly and in consequence, the divergence between rhetoric and practice, thematic

juxtaposition in the rhetoric as well as geographic commonalities also speaks to

(hidden) interests. At the EU level, policies speak of regulating mobility whilst in reality

they seek to restrict and prevent movement. As such, the rhetoric/practice gap can be

used to achieve to contradictory goals of moving migration controls and prevention

away from Europe’s borders to the African continent, whilst strengthening the

EU-African partnership at the same time (see also the predominance of partnership in
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the EU-African policy documents, Table 2). In Africa, recent research indicates that

there is a preference for bilateral cooperation with the EU or member states on migra-

tion matters as more rapid, efficient and tailored to the countries interests and contexts

(Castillejo, 2017, p. 10; Van Criekinge, 2016). Moreover, African states may be paying

lip-service to European interests on securing borders in order to achieve leverage in an

asymmetric relationship, but in practice purposively stall on implementation. Put differ-

ently, that the rhetoric was surprisingly similar can be explained by the overall asym-

metric relationship between the two continents. As was shown when discussing the

rhetoric on border management or dealing with trafficking, African partners are still

very much dependent on donors for capacity building, equipment etc. (see also Van

Criekinge, 2016). This makes a securitised rhetoric aligning with European migration

governance aims of strategic interest. The consequences are two-fold both with on the

one hand mobility regimes being dismantled in the name of security. This can be ob-

served for the ECOWAS region for example, where mobility has become increasingly

threatened by the emphasis of dealing with ‘irregular migration’ to Europe (De Haas,

2008). Many African governments have also reasserted more restrictive immigration re-

gimes to the detriment of regional free movement initiatives (Kihato, 2018). On the

other hand however, the dependence of the EU on African partners to successfully ex-

ternalise their borders further south, gives African partners a new unique position

where they can gain leverage in an otherwise asymmetric relationship. The African doc-

uments may contain certain buzzwords but there is no intention to follow up on the

commitments made. Notably the partnership framework has thus far had little success,

for example in Ethiopia the government has stalled on issuing travel documents for re-

turnees, seeking greater funding for the reintegration of returnees (Castillejo, 2017).

African stakeholders, well aware of the benefits of migration (even irregular) may be stal-

ling on purpose (e.g. Raineri & Rossi, 2017), whilst simultaneously paying lip-service to

European interests. Future research should consider the national political interests in par-

ticular for African states (see also De Haas, 2008) and other relevant stakeholders.

If joint cooperation on migration is not taken seriously, this risks having a destabiliz-

ing effect on relationships between the two continents in the longer term. In addition

to the overall asymmetric relationship and complexities between trade-offs of different

multilateral levels (transnational/national), hidden interests of all the actors should not

be underestimated.

Endnotes
1Though security can mean very different things and for example migration can be

seen as an opportunity to improve economic security (see Raineri & Rossi, 2017)
2There is no overall regional policy framework to govern migration in the Southern

Africa Development Community or the East African Community though some plans

and bilateral agreements exist (see also Kihato, 2018)
3All frequency counts were calculated in terms of average mentions per documents

to one decimal point. All Boolean AND searches looked for two words within one sen-

tence (e.g. legal and migration), see Table 2.
4Though policy makers often apply categorical differentiation between different

types of migrants (i.e. labour migrants versus refugees or asylum seekers), this is
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problematic making a number of assumptions that often shy away from the complex

realities of individual migrant journeys (Crawley & Skleparis, 2018). This paper will

consider refugees (and internally displaced persons) alongside other migrants, only

differentiating when necessary.
5If we search for fight* OR combat*, it appears an average of 8.3 times in each

EU-Africa documents compared to 5.1 times for the EU-only ones and only 3.6 times

for the African ones, see Table
6The figures (from May 2017) used are those which have been committed, approx.

€1.7 billion, which is higher than what has been contracted, approx. €729.7 million and

actually disbursed, approx. €266.7 million (European Commission, 2017b).
7Since many of the projects have multiple goals they appear two or three or even

four times. The funding was however split accordingly, though of course this is only a

crude approximation. E.g. Project N°58 (Programme to strengthen resilience and peace-

ful coexistence in Chad) is funded with €18 million and aims to address Goals 1, 2 and

4 and therefore €6 million was assigned to each category.
8Of the 31 projects 13 projects are aimed at setting up data collection and research

observatories, but the Oxfam study shows that overall only 1.5% of the budget is allo-

cated to research and monitoring (Oxfam, 2017).
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