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Introduction 
Thousands of Africans attempt to make the journey to Europe each year as illegal migrants, being held 
back by many obstacles that get in the way of them and their goal: a better life.  
 
The Migration Policy Institute estimates that there are between 7 to 8 million irregular African 
immigrants living in European countries, and about two-thirds of Africans living in Europe are from 
North Africa, including Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia.  
 
The dynamic in which a neighboring country uses the threat of increased migration as a political 
bargaining tool is one the European Union (EU) is quite familiar with and is frequently utilized by 
North African nations. North African countries tend to broker deals with European nations through 
claiming to not hold back the Africans striving to set off to Europe. Thus, by acknowledging this data, 
one can say that waves of migrants are piling into European countries after making it to the 
Mediterranean coasts of European nations. These migration sea routes are sea routes by which African 
immigrants utilize in order to cross the Mediterranean from North Africa to reach the coasts of 
European countries. The most common destination countries are Spain and Italy. 
 
Although the Central Mediterranean Sea Route, with Italy being its embarkation country, has been 
declining in popularity and is used less frequently compared to the Western Mediterranean Sea Route, 
with its harbor being Spain, it is still a debate whether there has actually been a shift in the migrant sea 
routes. On the other hand, it has been put forth by various data sources that only a minority of these 
refugees aim to migrate to Europe and most of them prefer to bide in North African countries in which 
there are plenty of job opportunities available to them.  
 
Key Vocabulary  
Refugee: A person who has been forced to leave their country in order to escape war, persecution or 
natural disaster. 
 
Migration route: The geographical route along which people customarily migrate.  
 
Maghrebians: Maghrebians are the native inhabitants of the Maghreb Region.  
 
Maghreb: The western region of North Africa bordering the Mediterranean Sea. 
 
Frontex: The European border patrol agency founded in 2005. 
 
Immigrate: To come to a new country or region to live there. 
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Emigrate: To leave a country or region to live somewhere else. 
 
Colonization: the action or process of settling among and establishing control over the indigenous 
people of an area. 

 
Focused Overview 
1) Has there been a shift from the Central Mediterranean route to the Western 

Mediterranean route? 
Spain became the top arrival country of irregular 
migration to Europe in the last few years. It is still 
ambiguous if there has genuinely been a shift 
from the Central Mediterranean Migration Route 
(Italy) towards the Western Mediterranean Route 
(Spain), but it is clear that the Western 
Mediterranean Route has lately become the most 
diligent route of irregular migration to Europe. 
As of mid-August 2018, the numbers of refugees 

and migrants in Spain have increased drastically. 
However, this escalation in refugees arriving in Spain is not a new trend: refugees and migrants 
fleeing to Spain grew by 55 per cent between 2015 and 2016, and by 172 per cent between 2016 and 
2017. Simultaneously, there has been an evident decrease in the number of refugees and migrants 
entering Europe via the Central Mediterranean Route. Migrations to Italy between January and July 
2018 are 81 per cent less than the arrivals in the same period in 2017. 
 
The reasons for this rapid decrease can be associated with several regulations put forth and adopted by 
EU Member States that aim to restrict irregular migration. There has also been increased cooperation 
with Libya, which is known to be the main embarkation country for the Central Mediterranean 
migration route. Because Libya has strived to improve its border control, it has been difficult for 
migrants to depart from Libya and arrive in Italy, as opposed to other North African countries who 
lack stable border control. 
 
Since the beginning of 2018, Libyan Coast Guards 
have intercepted approximately 12,152 refugees and 
migrants who were on smuggling boats trying to head out 
for European shorelines. This number of refugees is more 
than double the number of interceptions in 2017. According 
to the data analysis lead by the Italian Institute for 
International Political Studies (ISPI), 99.5 per cent of the 
refugees and migrants who attempted to depart on 
smuggling boats were caught and returned to Libya in the last two 
weeks of July. The number of refugees that the Libyan Directorate for Combatting Illegal Migration 
(DCIM) is detaining has grown from 5,000 to 9,300 between May and July 2018, with thousands 
more held in unofficial detention facilities. 
 
The two most common origin countries of refugees and migrants arriving in Italy in 2015 and 2016 
were Nigeria and Eritrea. About a total of 100,000 refugees and migrants from Nigeria and Eritrea 

Picture 1: Irregular Sea Arrivals in Italy and Spain 

Picture 2: Irregular Sea Arrivals in Italy and Spain 
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arrived in Italy in 2015 and 2016.  Moreover, between 2016 and 2017, the total number of Nigerian 
and Eritrean arrivals in Italy decreased by 66 per cent. Italy has saluted only 2,812 Nigerians and 
Eritreans in the first half of the year. On the other hand, there has not been an increase in Nigerians 
and Eritreans arriving in Spain either. Judging by the data provided on the matter, it is evident that 
refugees and migrants originating in these two countries have not shifted from the Central 
Mediterranean Route to the Western Mediterranean Route. 
 
Bangladesh, Sudan, and Somalia were also on the list of most common countries of origin amongst 
arrivals in Italy during 2015 and 2016. Although there has been a decline in the numbers of 
Bangladeshis, Sundaneses, and Somalis arriving in Italy since 2017, there has not been an increase in 
arrivals of migrants from these countries and refugees in Spain either. This points to the fact that 
neither migrants coming from Bangladesh, Sudan, and Somalia nor migrants coming from Eritrea and 
Nigeria have shifted to use the Western Mediterranean Migration Route as a substitute for the Central 
Mediterranean Route. As a matter of fact, data marks that zero refugees and migrants from Somalia, 
Bangladesh, and Eritrea have arrived in Spain since 2013 which supports the claim that the migration 
route to Spain is not an alternative for the one to Italy for Somali, Bangladeshi, or Eritrean refugees. 

However, the data indicates a different outcome when it comes to the question of West African 
refugees and migrants. Between 2015 and 2017, West African countries, mainly Guinea, Mali, Cote 
d’Ivoire, Gambia, and Senegal, were also amongst the most common origin countries of the migrants 
and refugees arriving in Italy. Between 2015 and 2017, approximately 91 per cent of all arrivals to 
Europe from these five countries migrated via the Central Mediterranean route to Italy, while 9 per 
cent used the Western Mediterranean Route to Spain. Nevertheless, in 2018 these statistics flipped and 
only 23 per cent of EU arrivals from these five West African countries used the Central Mediterranean 
route, while 76 per cent took the Western Mediterranean Route. It is clear that as the Central 
Mediterranean Route is being hampered, an escalating number of refugees and migrants from these 
five countries aim to arrive in Europe via the Western Mediterranean Route.  

2) Why are African refugees migrating to Europe? 

Initially, the migration of Maghrebians to Europe was the direct result of colonization and has since 
been regarded as an economic factor regulating the labor market, in both the Maghreb Region and 
Europe, especially in France. This phenomenon dates back to the colonial impact but has gained 
momentum with decolonization. Regulation of migration has become structural and immigrants 
crossing the Mediterranean have found themselves bound to their initial decision, with their 
emigration becoming an irreversible deed. 

As stated by Fernand Braudel, a renowned French historian of the 20th century, the Mediterranean was 
defined as a ‘movement space’, where an exchange takes place, along with intermingling conflicts. 
Migration finds its explanation in the multidimensional story that links the countries of origin with the 
receiving countries. The issue of population movements goes beyond the geographic boundaries with 
economic, human, social, cultural and political significance. In fact, the changing world has shown 
that the migration issue goes beyond the job market. It has also been demonstrated throughout history 
that the relationship between dominant and dominated countries is a fundamental underlying reason 
for migration flows.  
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As supported by the data given in pictures 5 and 6, Migrants who cross the Central Mediterranean 
Route are usually traveling the final stage of a much longer journey. Most refugees arriving in 
European shores have originally not come from North Africa, but have also migrated to North African 
countries from Sub-Saharan Africa. These migrants have been compelled to leave their homes due to 
poverty, repression, or a lack of opportunity in their home countries. Border guards who are easy to 
bribe and borders that are difficult to secure assist these determined migrants who want to make it to 
Europe.  

To lessen some of the economic depression driving migrants North, Europe set up the $1.8 billion 
Emergency Trust Fund for Africa in late 2015 to fund projects including education development and 
employment support in 23 African countries that typically feed the migrant flow. But it is estimated 
that the money donated could take decades to actually reduce emigration from sub-Saharan Africa, if 
the targeted governments even accept the aid in the first place. In the meantime, the EU is in search of 
willing partners in North Africa so that it can forge migrant deals. The stronger the laws for the 
resettlement and processing of migrants in a European country, the more likely an agreement between 
that country and the EU is going to be achieved. 

 
Major Parties Involved and Their Views 
Spain 
Spain’s geographical location plays a very critical role in enabling refugees and migrants taking off 
from North Africa to select it as a destination. Because the Tarifa-Tangier Ferry Route that 
connects Spain with Morocco is a very brief journey (with the sailing duration being about 1 hour), 
designating Spain as the key to entering Europe is quite reasonable.  
 
Because of its close proximity with the African continent, Spain is on the frontline for illegal 
migration. Migrants often tend to spread out to other European countries after they have arrived in 
Spain. Although the enclaves' authorities were compelled to double the size of border fences around 
the coastal territories in 2005, when hundreds of refugees attempted to elude the defenses and the joint 
Frontex patrol operations lead by Spain, the EU and African nations were compelled to strengthen 
border control policies. However, that only led migrants to target the Canary Islands, as tightening 
security at one arrival or departure point simply seems to shift it elsewhere. Spain's enclaves of Ceuta 
and Melilla which are located in northern Morocco are primary targets for many refugees. If these 
migrants are spotted in one of these archipelagos, they are sent to mainland Spain, where many are 
reported to be released, awaiting expulsion. 

Italy 

The people who have reached Italy by boat in 2006 slightly exceeded 22 thousand which is a 
relatively lower number than the arrivals in 2005. However, sea crossings bring along tremendous 
hazards with them. It is believed that hundreds die in attempt to reach Europe. In June 2018 alone, 24 
African migrants drowned after a boat capsized south of Malta. 

Egypt 
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Recently, German Chancellor Angela Merkel marked Egypt as a country with which the EU should 
collaborate to enhance migration control policies. Egypt's parliament drafted a bill in late 2015 and is 
close to passing it. This bill focuses on cutting down smuggling operations that shuttle migrants onto 
boats heading to Europe. On the contrary, the number of Egyptian migrants, using the central routes, 
bound to Europe has grown dramatically. In order to reverse this situation, President Abdel Fatah al-
Sisi has implored Egyptian youth to consider the jobs that the government is providing to them and 
staying in the country.  

The way this legislation approaches the issue is not by encouraging law enforcement to do their jobs 
(e.g. by raising their pay to discourage bribery), but chooses to punish smugglers caught on the act, 
which is clearly a method that is not very effective and on the contrary, backfires. Moreover, 
shortcomings within the country’s coast guard and border patrol policies are lacking. Additionally,  
they have employed the strategy of curbing migration by halting the flow of young Egyptians onto the 
Central Mediterranean Migration Route without regarding the steady volume of foreign migrants 
leaving Egyptian shores. 

Morocco  

In comparison to the Central Mediterranean Route, the Western Mediterranean Route originating in 
Morocco and Algeria is a less critical concern for most European countries. Bearing in mind that 
Morocco is the sole North African country with a comprehensive immigration policy of its own, was 
the first to break a mobility partnership with the EU, and has extended intelligence and security 
services, organized criminal networks are not able to thrive in Morocco.  

At a global level, the number of North Africans in Europe has reached a relatively high level and has 
greatly altered the social, economic, and political life. Currently, Morocco is the largest provider of 
migrants. Although France remains the destination of choice for Moroccans, it should be noted that 
over the years, countries such as Spain and Italy have absorbed thousands of Moroccan migrants as 
well. The fact that so many Moroccans are amongst the arrivals to Spain could be an indication that 
Morocco, the embarkation country for the Western Mediterranean Route, has perhaps been relaxing 
its control on migration outflows, as recently suggested by several media outlets. Der Spiegel reported 
that Morocco is trying to extort concessions from the EU by placing Spain under pressure of increased 
migration. 

Algeria 

Algeria is short on well-paying jobs, specifically in rural areas; thus, smuggling in Algeria is a 
profitable business. The Algerian government has repeatedly failed in offering competing alternatives 
to discourage smuggling operations. Algeria is amongst the trickiest North African countries to ensure 
cooperation with, despite it being added on the list of ‘safe’ countries by Germany. Fruitful naval 
drills between Algeria and NATO have summoned the possibility of deeper cooperation on land, 
including joint border patrol training launched between Algerian border officials and EU partners.  

Libya 

With most smuggling ships on the Central Mediterranean Migration Route setting off from Libya, 
Libya presents the biggest deadlock for the EU’s mission to halt migration from North Africa. While 
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under the rule of Moammar Gadhafi, Libya actively drew migrant workers from sub-Saharan Africa 
because it had more job opportunities (especially jobs in the energy and services sectors) than its 
population could fill out. However, some migrants managed to extend their search for employment 
across the Mediterranean Sea, which urged Gadhafi to break a comprehensive deal with the EU in 
2008. This deal aimed to curb the flow of migrants to European shores.  
 
Libya has also made another deal with the EU in August, which offers Libyan coast guards aid and 
training to improve its ability to return migrants to its shores. However, even if the newly trained and 
funded coast guards are efficient in sweeping migrants, the migration crisis is still an ongoing issue.  
 
Libya has 31 migrant detention centers, but only 8 of them are monitored by the United Nations (UN). 
The remaining chunk of these facilities do not abide by the EU humanitarian standards; therefore, 
rendering it difficult to grant Libya the ‘safe’ nation status.  
 
The European Union (EU) 
The EU’s response to the increased migration has been fundamentally the same: it supports its 
southern neighbors with financial incentives as a political bargaining tool and hopes to control 
migration rates. The European Commission bestowed 55 million Euros upon the Tunisian and 
Moroccan governments to assist them with their border management on August 3rd, 2018.  
 
The EU is also working to improve border control in North African countries both by aiding large 
sums of financial support as well as training and monitoring services to the countries’ coast guards 
and border patrol officials. The EU also strives to secure numerous treaties and deals with North 
African nations involved in the migration crisis. 
 

Timeline of Events 
Date of Event  Description of Event 
November 28th 1995 The Barcelona Process was implemented 
November 11-12 2015 Valletta Summit (An international summit was organized to discuss 

migration issues between EU and African leaders  
 

November 12th 2015  The $1.8 billion Emergency Trust Fund for Africa was set up by the EU  
August 7th 2018 A Euronews article questioned the integrity of the Moroccan 

government by asking whether they allowed refugees and migrants to 
migrate to Spain as part of its negotiations with the EU on the intensity 
of the support it will receive from them 
  

 
Evaluation of Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue 

International migration is a major concern to all European countries; therefore, many steps have been 
taken in order to control the Maghrebian countries to protect the Europe’s southern borders.  

• The Barcelona Process 
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It can be said that the Barcelona Process, having been implemented in 1995, is a major milestone in 
bringing a halt to African refugees migrating to Europe. However, since there are still migrants 
streaming into Europe, this process adopted in 1995 has not been able to tackle the issue to the core. 

It is clear that migration is an irreversible fact that will continue because of the needs of both Southern 
and Northern countries. Industrialized countries undergoing the third stage of the demographic 
transition (world’s largest economies), in other words Northern countries, will need a cheap labor 
force, while Southern countries will need opportunities to work. North African countries are in a 
severe dilemma. They are committed to control their borders and the migration of their citizens. The 
EU has already provided large chunks of financial aid so that North African countries can strengthen 
their border control policies. 

Possible Solutions 

Key points countries should consider while solving this issue are state below: 

•  Migration is the result of a long history of domination, cooperation and the future.  
•  North African migration is under constant change.  
•  North African migration is one of the basic images of the Mediterranean space.  
•  Migration by land is the cheapest way of migration. 

It is evident that although maintaining border control is a very crucial aspect of stopping African 
refugees from migrating to Europe, it is not the issue that lies at the core of these migrations.  

European countries can offer these refugees opportunities that their own countries cannot: educational, 
financial, and socio-economic benefits e.g. a good education, a decent-paying job, financial stability 
and insurance. Therefore, instead of attempting to invest in border control policies, African countries 
can boost the standards of their social services and the EU can support this their development 
processes.  

It is crucial to obtain equilibrium in order to redefine and potentially minimize the huge gap between 
the dominating (European) and dominated (African) countries and re-establish their relationships. 
Pictures 7 and 8 address this issue. 

 
Further Reading 
• https://www.ecfr.eu/specials/mapping_migration 

 
• https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/30/how-europe-exported-its-refugee-crisis-to-

north-africa 
 

• https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/sep/11/migrant-death-toll-rises-after-clampdown-on-
east-european-borders 
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