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Photo above: Migrants arrive at the Tunis-Carthage International 

airport on March 7, 2023, to leave Tunis on a repatriation flight. 

Photo by Yassine Mahjoub/NurPhoto via Getty Images.



Anti-migration policies in Libya, Tunisia, and Niger have had dire consequences, as highlighted by the more than 25,000 
migrant deaths in the Mediterranean since 2014, a stagerringly high figure that does not fully capture the extent of the 
tragedy. The European Union’s externalization of border controls to third countries has led to widespread human rights 
violations, bolstered criminal networks, and failed to achieve the intended goal of reducing migration. The narrative of 
“stabilization” promoted by international aid, notably to create a framework to justify anti-migration policies, has proven 
ineffective at addressing migration issues, as evidenced by political instability and violence in the region. Moreover, the 
EU’s focus on security-centric initiatives has exacerbated the plight of migrants, leading to increased deaths and abuses 
along migration routes. EU-funded initiatives have a track record of supporting authoritarian regimes and criminal networks, 
ultimately undermining efforts to address migration challenges. 

To address these failures will require substantial policy changes and an evolution in approach to the migration issue. 
Regional and Western governments, international and non-governmental organizations (IOs, NGOs), as well as other relevant 
stakeholders should: 

1. Prioritize governance reform: International stabilization and development programs should prioritize supporting 
the transformation and rebuilding of national and local institutions to ensure effective governance. This includes 
holding states accountable for harmful actions and promoting more humane policies to address migratory flows.

2. Pursue transparency and accountability: The international community must conduct honest reviews of aid policies 
to ensure they do not inadvertently support oppressive regimes or criminal activities. Funds should be directed 
toward NGOs working in prevention and protection rather than reinforcing oppressive institutions.

3. Uphold human rights standards: United Nations agencies and NGOs should have unhindered access to vulnerable 
populations, and European countries should recognize and address the abuses endured by migrants on their journey 
to Europe. This includes applying the same standards to all countries receiving funding, including in North Africa and 
the Sahel, as seen in recent European Court of Human Rights decisions regarding asylum seekers in Turkey.

4. Redress rule of law: Urgent action is needed to redress the rule of law in Europe and hold states accountable for 
human rights abuses. This includes acknowledging the extensive proof of ongoing abuses in countries like Libya, 
Tunisia, and Niger, and halting returns to unsafe countries.

5. Protect innocent lives: Ultimately, the international community must prioritize policies that protect innocent lives 
and address the root causes of migration and instability, rather than exacerbating them through irresponsible 
actions and neglect of governance issues.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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The Effect of the “Stabilization” 
Narrative on Migration Policies
For decades, the international community has devoted 
billions of euros in development and military aid to the 
countries of North Africa and the Sahel to help them 
contain migratory movements while combating terrorism 
and chronic political instability. However, recent coups in 
Mali, Niger, and Burkina Faso; growing authoritarianism 
in Tunisia; and ongoing violence in Libya have highlighted 
the failure of this effort and the broader stabilization 
narrative. “Stabilization” refers to the international 
community’s framework for action in both peacekeeping 
and development support. Within this context, a country 
is said to have been stabilized when violence reaches a 
level deemed acceptable to the international community 
and local elites — low enough to supposedly enable 
the country’s economic activity to be (re)launched, 
itself the ultimate guarantor of national stability. The 
underlying premise of this domestic application of Kantian 
commercial peace theory is that if the leaders of a conflict 
are doing business (legal or illegal) and have an interest 
in the continuity of their economic affairs, they will not 
wage war. The visible face of this stability — the indicator 
validating its supposed reality — is the holding of elections. 
If elections happen, it means that the country is “stable.”

Such elections do not necessarily elect democrats, 
however. With the more-or-less public and direct support 
of the international community, strongmen, often former 
warlords and criminals, frequently rise to positions of 
power on the local or national levels, in exchange for a 
guarantee that they will “stabilize” key territories. This is 
the pivotal moment when the economy of violence and 
hybrid systems of governance involving numerous players 
(state, army, traditional leaders, militias, criminals, etc.) 
are institutionalized. Once this paradigmatic “stability” has 
been achieved, the international community deems the 
context favorable for disbursing state aid and development 

Introduction

At least 25,000 migrants trying to reach Europe from 
Africa have died in the Mediterranean Sea since 2014,1 
a number that grossly underestimates the true scale of 
this calamity by failing to account for the thousands who 
died en route to the coast, in the Nigerien, Algerian, and 
Libyan deserts.2 This terrible human cost is partially the 
result of the European Union’s border “externalization” 
policies, enacted 20 years ago for internal political reasons 
— justified and framed within the “development” and 
“stabilization” narratives but backed by the “replacement 
theory” of the far right. The outsourcing of EU migration 
controls to third countries has bolstered the countless 
human rights violations and breaches of legal obligations 
as well as reinforced patterns of abuse by local security 
forces, boosted criminal networks, exacerbated human 
trafficking, and worsened other harms suffered by persons 
on the move in North Africa and the Sahel. Not only do 
these policies contravene the purported values upheld 
by the EU but they also violate its established rules and 
international treaties to which it or its member states are 
signatories. Moreover, the outsourcing of EU migration 
controls to third countries has proven ineffective in its 
objective of curbing migration. It stands as a testament to 
policy failure.

1. Hanan Salah, “Already Complicit in Libya Migrant Abuse, EU 

Doubles Down on Support: Handing Ober of Search Boat Makes 

EU More Complicit in Abuses,” Human Rights Watch, February 8, 

2023, https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/02/08/already-complicit-

libya-migrant-abuse-eu-doubles-down-support.

2. Franziska Grillmeier, Katy Fallon, and Vincent Haiges, 

“Disappeared in the desert: bodies lie in the sand in Niger 

while Europe pours millions blocking migration route,” The 

Guardian, June 15, 2023, https://www.theguardian.com/global-

development/2023/jun/15/death-in-the-desert-bodies-lie-in-

the-sand-in-niger-while-europe-pours-millions-into-blocking-

migration-route.

https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/02/08/already-complicit-libya-migrant-abuse-eu-doubles-down-support
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/02/08/already-complicit-libya-migrant-abuse-eu-doubles-down-support
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/jun/15/death-in-the-desert-bodies-lie-in-the-san
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/jun/15/death-in-the-desert-bodies-lie-in-the-san
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/jun/15/death-in-the-desert-bodies-lie-in-the-san
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2023/jun/15/death-in-the-desert-bodies-lie-in-the-san
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programs, as well as implementing anti-migration 
policies, since “legitimate” institutional interlocutors 
exist. Criminal behaviors in public management, the 
creation of institutional rents, and the misappropriation 
of resources are all inevitably tolerated, forgotten, 
and even perpetuated, especially when part of anti-
migration policies. 

Such a technocratic vision of development aid and 
migration policy is a dangerous illusion — or willful 
hypocrisy. The continued push by recipient states to 
instrumentalize aid for political aims, contrary to its 
supposed core objective principles, serves to consolidate 
the same regimes that people have been fleeing from in 
the first place. By funding internal security forces in the 
name of migration control, the international community is 
participating in the exercise of violence not only against 
migrant or foreign populations but also against social 
or political movements making demands against these 
regimes. In addition to donor states, certain United 
Nations agencies — first and foremost the International 
Organization for Migration (IOM) and the Office of the UN 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) — exacerbate 
migrants’ vulnerability through their contribution to 
insufficiently checked security programs and “voluntary 
return” schemes to unsafe countries, from which returnees 
often attempt to flee again. As noted by the Mixed 
Migration Centre,

Closely related to the issue of returns is that of 
reintegrating returnees. … The prospect of large 
numbers of disgruntled and unemployed recently 
returned young men worries governments in 
countries of origin, especially when they are 
stigmatised as criminals or failed migrants. 
Meanwhile, without much evidence of their 
efficacy, destination governments increasingly fund 
reintegration programmes, offering returnees training 
or employment with the objective that they don’t try 
to re-migrate. They [the EU] also provide these funds 
as a quid pro quo with origin governments who are 
willing to take back their nationals.3 

3. “Mixed Migration Review 2023,” Mixed Migration Centre, 2023, 

https://mixedmigration.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/Mixed-

Migration-Review-2023.pdf.

This situation is compounded by the challenge faced by UN 
agencies and research institutions in speaking out against 
European Union migration policies, given the EU’s status 
as their primary donor bloc. Hence, current anti-migration 
policies merely serve EU member states’ internal political 
messaging, while being counterproductive to their main 
objective. In fact, EU anti-migration policies mainly create 
more dangerous migration.4 As per the UNHCR, a total of 
266,940 migrants and refugees arrived in the Southern 
European countries of Spain, Italy, Greece, Malta, and 
Cyprus throughout the year 2023, with 97% of them 
arriving by sea.5 This surge represents a notable escalation 
of 67%, nearly two-thirds higher than the arrivals recorded 
in 2022, with a substantial rise in migration originating 
from Tunisia. The Mixed Migration Centre points out, citing 
IOM, “1,417 deaths or disappearances occurred along the 
Central Mediterranean route in 2022, mostly off the coast 
of Libya, followed by Tunisia.”6

Furthermore, the failures of development policies by 
corrupt and ineffective local governments, as well as 
those of their international supporters, feed the violence 
and xenophobia from which migrants also suffer in many 
countries. In the absence of reforms and in a difficult 
economic context, authoritarian leaders are often inclined 
to propagate conspiracy theories against the most 
vulnerable communities, which become easy scapegoats 
— as President Kais Saied did in Tunisia last July, accusing 
sub-Saharan migrants of seeking to demographically 
control the country and replace Tunisians.7 These 
accusations triggered unprecedented waves of violence, 
extortion, arbitrary arrests, and illegal expulsions of sub-

4. “HRW urges Tunisia to suspend expulsions of African 

migrants,” Al Jazeera, July 7, 2023, https://www.aljazeera.com/

news/2023/7/7/hrw-urges-tunisia-to-suspend-expulsion-of-

african-migrants.

5. “Mediterranean Situation,” UNHCR Operational Data Portal, 

2023, https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/mediterranean.

6. “Mixed Migration Review 2023,” Mixed Migration Centre, 2023. 

7. “Tunisia: No Safe Haven for Black Migrants, Refugees,” 

Human Rights Watch, July 19, 2023, https://www.hrw.org/

news/2023/07/19/tunisia-no-safe-haven-black-african-migrants-

refugees.

https://mixedmigration.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/Mixed-Migration-Review-2023.pdf
https://mixedmigration.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/Mixed-Migration-Review-2023.pdf
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/7/7/hrw-urges-tunisia-to-suspend-expulsion-of-african-migrants
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/7/7/hrw-urges-tunisia-to-suspend-expulsion-of-african-migrants
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/7/7/hrw-urges-tunisia-to-suspend-expulsion-of-african-migrants
https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/mediterranean
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/07/19/tunisia-no-safe-haven-black-african-migrants-refugees
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/07/19/tunisia-no-safe-haven-black-african-migrants-refugees
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/07/19/tunisia-no-safe-haven-black-african-migrants-refugees
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from reaching European shores.9 The €800 million project 
to stop illegal migration from North Africa to Europe 
additionally finances the Libyan government’s Ministry of 
the Interior and its operational arm, the Directorate for 
Combating Illicit Migration (DCIM). The DCIM manages 
around 10 official detention centers, including Abu Salim, 
Tariq al-Sikka, Ain Zara, al-Homs, and Zlitan.10 There are 
also unofficial detention centers run by militias, some of 
which are said to be supported by European governments, 
including Italy.11 One such center is Dhar el-Djebel. 
Inaccessible to non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 

9. Salah, “Already Complicit,” 2023.

10. “Italy and the EU ‘Complicit’ in Crimes Against Non-Nationals 

in Libya,” Global Detention Project, February 14, 2023, https://

www.globaldetentionproject.org/14-february-2023-libya.

11. Jerome Tubiana, “Migrants en Libye, les oubliés de l’exil,” 

Orient XXI, December 26, 2019, https://orientxxi.info/magazine/

migrants-en-libye-les-oublies-de-l-exil,3460.

Saharan migrants by the Tunisian security and military 
forces, which are notably financed by the EU.8

Political Choices: EU Anti-
Migration Efforts in Libya, Tunisia, 
and Niger

Since 2016, Brussels has been funding the Libyan, 
Nigerien, and Tunisian governments to combat migratory 
flows through the European Union Emergency Trust 
Fund (EUTF). With the EUTF, the EU finances and equips 
security forces in Niger, Tunisia, and Libya, including the 
Libyan and Tunisian coast guards, to prevent migrants 

8. “Tunisia: Crisis as Black Africans Expelled to Libya Border,” 

Human Rights Watch, July 6, 2023, https://www.hrw.org/

news/2023/07/06/tunisia-crisis-black-africans-expelled-libya-

border.

Photo above: A migrant from Sub-Saharan Africa prepares food in front of a tent at a camp in Jebeniana, in Tunisia’s Sfax governorate, on 

April 24, 2024. Photo by FETHI BELAID/AFP via Getty Images.

https://www.globaldetentionproject.org/14-february-2023-libya
https://www.globaldetentionproject.org/14-february-2023-libya
https://orientxxi.info/magazine/migrants-en-libye-les-oublies-de-l-exil,3460
https://orientxxi.info/magazine/migrants-en-libye-les-oublies-de-l-exil,3460
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/07/06/tunisia-crisis-black-africans-expelled-libya-border
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/07/06/tunisia-crisis-black-africans-expelled-libya-border
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/07/06/tunisia-crisis-black-africans-expelled-libya-border
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the facility is a giant, completely walled-in hangar, where 
migrants have to climb out by rope and almost never see 
the light of day.12

Migrants originating from Central and West Africa transit 
in large numbers through Niger en route either to Algeria 
or Libya. Located in the middle of the country, at the 
crossroads between the main migration routes leading to 
North Africa, is the old town of Agadez. Some West and 
Central African asylum seekers who have spent time in 
Libya and Algeria eventually end up back in Agadez. They 
recount episodes of incarceration and violence at the 
hands of both Libyan prison guards and armed groups.13 
Imprisonment (or forced labor), torture, and ransom 
demands have become a criminal industry over the past 
10 years, carried out by multiple actors, some of whom 

12. Ibid.

13. Interviews of asylum seekers conducted by Florence Boyer, 

Agadez, between July 2018 and 2023.

are interlocutors of the EU and/or other international 
organizations.14 The following account describes the 
suffering endured by Bachir, a Sudanese asylum seeker, in 
Libyan prisons, as he was unable to pay his ransom:

In Tripoli, Bachir started a small business selling 
watches and glasses. He was kidnapped by a Katiba 
(armed group), and beaten on the feet. His older 
brother was told to pay 15,000 dinars and his older 
brother was made to listen to the torture. His older 
brother told him to wait and see because he didn’t 
have the 15,000 dinars. The older brother took the 
15,000 dinars through another man. One day, he was 
released. His eyes were closed, and he was taken for 
a walk around town and dumped by the sea, [as well 
as] given 10 dinars. When he got out and joined his 
big brother, he decided not to go back to Sudan and 
Libya. He accumulated 1,650 dollars with his brothers 
and friends abroad and in Libya. … After 4 hours at 

14. Ibid. 

Photo above: The Italian navy carrier Cavour, seen from the German navy frigate ship Werra, as it sails in the Mediterranean Sea, close to 

Libyan territorial waters, on Sept. 23, 2015. Photo by ALBERTO PIZZOLI/AFP via Getty Images.



9

sea, they were surrounded by the Libyan coast guard 
and taken to Az Zawiyah. He spent a year and three 
months in prison in Az Zawiyah. He spent a year and 
three months being transferred from one prison to 
another, and was again asked to pay a ransom of 
3,000 dinars.15

In February 2023, the EU and Italy delivered a search-and-
rescue vessel to the Libyan Coast Guard.16 Additionally, the 
EU pledged to provide four more such vessels but made no 
discernible effort to evaluate the practices of these coast 
guard forces. During a recent trip to Tripoli, Italy’s Prime 
Minister Giorgia Meloni also announced that her country 
would provide five “fully equipped” boats to Libya’s Coast 
Guard to intercept non-nationals. Moreover, Italy renewed 
a memorandum of understanding (MoU) with Libya, on 
Feb. 2 of that year, agreeing to support the North African 
state’s controversial “migration management” policies for 
a further three years.

On July 16, the EU announced the formalization of an 
MoU with Tunisia.17 This partnership entails a substantial 
funding package of up to €1 billion, of which €105 million 
has been designated to bolster border management, 
combat smuggling activities, facilitate returns, and 
reinforce efforts to curb irregular migration. Between 2015 
and 2022, €93 million-€178 million of EU funds per year 
were already utilized to, among other objectives, enhance 
the capacities of security forces responsible for deterring 
irregular migration and intercepting boats en route to 
Europe. In addition to the EU’s contributions, last summer, 
France’s Interior Minister Gérald Darmanin committed to 
provide Tunisia with €25.8 million to assist in managing 
and mitigating the influx of irregular migrants.18 

15. Interview of Sudanese asylum seekers conducted by Florence 

Boyer, Agadez, September 2019. The interview was translated 

from French to English by the author.

16. Salah, “Already Complicit,” 2023.

17. “Tunisia and EU sign pact to stem migration,” Middle East Eye, 

July 19, 2023, https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/tunisia-and-

eu-sign-pact-stem-migration.

18. “France offers Tunisia 25.8 million euros to help tackle 

migration,” Reuters, June 19, 2023, https://www.reuters.com/

As Doctors Without Borders explains in its report “Out 
of Libya: Opening Safe Pathways for Vulnerable Migrants 
Stuck in Libya,” the EU and its member states’ choice to 
open up a very limited number of legal migration channels 
slows down and complicates the few existing ones, 
including for migrants in highly vulnerable situations.19 
As a result, in 2021, only 1,662 of the approximately 
42,000 people registered were able to leave Libya using 
the UNHCR’s resettlement mechanisms, and around 
3,000 passed through the IOM voluntary return program.20 
A specific program, the Emergency Transit Mechanism 
(ETM), run by the HCR-Niger, aims to evacuate to Nigerien 
territory people imprisoned in Libya but considered eligible 
for asylum and in a highly vulnerable situation. A second 
sorting is carried out by the agencies of various European 
countries, the United States, Canada, and Australia, with a 
view to resettlement in a third country. During the process, 
people wait in a camp outside Niger’s capital of Niamey, 
but there are no plans for those whose applications have 
been rejected. Between 2017 and December 2022, 4,063 
people were evacuated from Libya, 3,526 were resettled 
in a third country, and 636 are waiting in Niger.21 Staffing 
levels to administer these asylum and resettlement 
programs remain very low. 

The EU has made the decision to declare Tunisia and Niger 
safe places for disembarkation of third-country nationals 
intercepted or rescued at sea as well as “safe third 
countries” for transfers of asylum seekers. However, the 
EU Asylum Procedures Directive requires non-EU member 
states to meet specific criteria to be designated a “safe 

world/africa/france-offers-tunisia-258-million-euros-help-tackle-

migration-2023-06-19/.

19. “Libye : ‘J’ai attendu deux ans et cinq mois qu’on m’évacue 

et il ne s’est rien passé,’” Doctors Without Borders, May 3, 2023, 

https://www.medecinssansfrontieres.ca/libye-jai-attendu-deux-

ans-et-cinq-mois-quon-mevacue-et-il-ne-sest-rien-passe/.

20. “Out of Libya: Opening Safe Pathways for Vulnerable Migrants 

Stuck in Libya,” Doctors Without Borders, June 20, 2022, https://

www.msf.org/out-libya-opening-safe-pathways-migrants-stuck-

libya.

21. Numbers obtained confidentially during research conducted 

by Florence Boyer in Niger, 2023. 

https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/tunisia-and-eu-sign-pact-stem-migration
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/tunisia-and-eu-sign-pact-stem-migration
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/france-offers-tunisia-258-million-euros-help-tackle-migration-2
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/france-offers-tunisia-258-million-euros-help-tackle-migration-2
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/france-offers-tunisia-258-million-euros-help-tackle-migration-2
https://www.medecinssansfrontieres.ca/libye-jai-attendu-deux-ans-et-cinq-mois-quon-mevacue-et-il-ne-
https://www.medecinssansfrontieres.ca/libye-jai-attendu-deux-ans-et-cinq-mois-quon-mevacue-et-il-ne-
https://www.msf.org/out-libya-opening-safe-pathways-migrants-stuck-libya
https://www.msf.org/out-libya-opening-safe-pathways-migrants-stuck-libya
https://www.msf.org/out-libya-opening-safe-pathways-migrants-stuck-libya
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third country,” including posing “no risk of serious harm” to 
individuals sent there.22 In reality, neither Tunisia nor Libya 
nor Niger are able to ensure adequate protection and support 
for migrants; many passing through or sent there fall victim 
to ill treatment, forced evictions, or racist attacks.23 Libya 
also does not abide by the international Convention Relating 
to the Status of Refugees of 1951 and subsequent 1967 
protocol with respect to the recognition of refugee status 
and the protection of refugees. Tunisia acceded to the 1951 
refugee convention in 1957 and its 1967 protocol in 1968; 
however, the country lacks a national protection framework 
on asylum, which is in contradiction to the requirements 
of the convention. In turn, Niger, has adopted reasonable 
asylum laws, but its capacity to implement them is limited 
due to a lack of trained personnel. The EU is therefore making 
the decision to send back asylum seekers to countries where 
they risk serious harm.

Finally, by directing its migration policy assistance budgets 
primarily toward security-centric initiatives, the EU 
undermines its regional partners’ ability to provide medical 
or economic assistance to asylum seekers in distress.24 This 
has, for example, led to thousands being stranded in Niger, a 
country they did not want to settle in, and where their long-
term presence is not guaranteed.25 Access to this asylum 
system is further limited by the recurrent practice of illegal 
pushback, particularly at the country’s southern borders.26 
In Niger, disturbing accounts have surfaced linking police 
forces with bus drivers who have anonymously reported 
having been paid to transport migrants who had been 
pushed back from Algeria and Libya.27 

22. See the EU directive, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/

EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32013L0032&from=en.

23. “Tunisia: No Safe Haven for Black Migrants,” Human Rights 

Watch, July 19, 2023.

24. Tubiana, “Migrants en Libye, les oubliés de l’exil,” 2019.

25. “Out of Libya,” Doctors Without Borders, 2022.

26. “‘No one will look for you’: Forcibly returned from sea to 

abusive detention in Libya,” Amnesty International, July 15, 2021, 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde19/4439/2021/en/.

27. Interview conducted in Niger between 2016 and 2023 by 

Florence Boyer and Guillaume Soto-Mayor.

To summarize, the EU and its partners have turned a blind 
eye to human right abuses and criminal offenses in return 
for a hypothetical reduction in migratory flows — all for the 
“good” of Europe’s populations and political expediency.

Disavowing All Legal Standards 

As previously mentioned, the MoU that the EU recently 
signed with Tunisia — like many anti-migration programs 
led by the international community — neglects to 
incorporate guarantees to ensure officials respect 
the rights of migrants and asylum seekers. Moreover, 
it offers no safeguards against the EU’s financial or 
material contributions ultimately benefiting organizations 
implicated in human rights abuses. 

As highlighted in the detailed reports by Amnesty 
International, Doctors Without Borders, and Human 
Rights Watch, the EU has chosen to fund the DCIM and 
the GEN-funded militias, which torture, enslave, and ill-
treat the 7,000 or so migrants detained in their centers 
for an indefinite period, actions that go against many of 
the international conventions to which EU countries are 
signatories.28 According to a preliminary assessment by the 
office of the Prosecutor of the International Criminal Court, 
the treatments of migrants in these detention centers “may 
constitute crimes against humanity and war crimes.” 

Due to the conditions of detention in migrant prisons, 
tuberculosis has spread throughout Libya. Migrants in 
DCIM detention centers are regularly kidnapped to be 
enslaved or forcibly recruited into militias. Migrants have 
also been transferred to detention centers located in war 
zones run by individuals under Security Council sanctions 
specifically for their mistreatment of migrants at those 
same centers. For example, at the Tripoli Gathering and 
Return Centre, colloquially known as al-Mabani, formerly 
under the control of a militia and now under the thumb 
of the DCIM, Amnesty International reported that guards 
raped women, and some detained migrants were coerced 
into sex in exchange for their release or for essentials such 
as clean water. At the Abu Issa center, in the city of al-

28. Emma Wallis, “Human Rights Watch: EU agency ‘complicit’ in 

migrant abuse in Libya,” InfoMigrants, December 13, 2022.

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32013L0032&from=en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32013L0032&from=en
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde19/4439/2021/en/
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these operations. When EU member states disavow the 
right and obligation that vessels have under maritime law 
to rescue people in distress at sea, this leads to disastrous 
situations and the deaths of hundreds of people. The 
volunteer group Sea-Watch.org estimates that the number 
of people who died while trying to cross the Mediterranean 
Sea to reach EU shores between 2013 and 2023 was at 
least 27,047.31 

Not rescuing people also avoids having to face the reality 
of the conditions they had to endure in Libya and Tunisia. 
Although the number of deaths in the Sahara is unknown, 
the criminalization of desert crossings, supported by the 
Nigerien government and the EU, has made this corridor 
much more dangerous because migrants and their 
traffickers have had to take even rougher routes, further 

31. “Up to 600 people drown off Pylos, Greece – only days 

after EU leaders agreed to further erode the right to asylum,” 

Sea-Watch.org, June 15, 2023, https://sea-watch.org/en/up-to-

600-people-drown-off-pylos-greece-only-days-after-eu-leaders-

agreed-to-further-erode-the-right-to-asylum-2/.

Zawiya, detainees reported being deprived of food to the 
point of starvation. At the Abu Salim detention center, the 
denial of care for the sick led to the death of a woman as 
recently as August of last year.29

Other human rights violations are directly enacted by the 
EU itself. Pushbacks financed by the EU violate individuals’ 
rights to seek asylum and to leave any country, whether 
their own or another, trapping people in abusive situations, 
in complete breach of non-refoulement principles.30 In 
addition to not funding search-and-rescue operations, 
the EU is also voluntarily criminalizing the work of 
humanitarian organizations such as Sea-Watch conducting 

29. Bel Trew, “‘Left to Rot’: Inside Libya’s Squalid Detention 

Centres Where Migrants and Refugees Suffer a ‘Slow Death,’” 

The Independent, September 4, 2020, https://www.independent.

co.uk/news/world/middle-east/libya-detention-centres-migrant-

refugees-deaths-zintan-tripoli-a9703161.html; Tubiana, 

“Migrants en Libye, les oubliés de l’exil,” 2019; “Out of Libya,” 

Doctors Without Borders, 2022.

30. “No one will look for you,” Amnesty International, 2021.

Photo above: Individuals rescued by the Libyan Coast Guard after a boat carrying migrants sank off the coast of Tripoli, on April 25, 2023, 

killing 11. Photo by Hazem Turkia/Anadolu Agency via Getty Images.

https://sea-watch.org/en/up-to-600-people-drown-off-pylos-greece-only-days-after-eu-leaders-agreed-t
https://sea-watch.org/en/up-to-600-people-drown-off-pylos-greece-only-days-after-eu-leaders-agreed-t
https://sea-watch.org/en/up-to-600-people-drown-off-pylos-greece-only-days-after-eu-leaders-agreed-t
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/libya-detention-centres-migrant-refugees-deaths
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/libya-detention-centres-migrant-refugees-deaths
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/libya-detention-centres-migrant-refugees-deaths
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from cities, waterpoints, and possible access to rescue.32 
Moreover, between January and July 2023, some 20,000 
people were deported from Algeria to the Niger desert.33 

Finally, Doctors Without Borders’ “Out of Libya” report 
shows that the UNHCR, in agreement with the Libyan 
government and both funded by the EU, accepts only 
nine nationalities34 to be eligible for the services of the 
UN refugee agency and its partners or to receive paper 
validation allowing them to be recognized as refugees in 
another country.35 Vulnerable persons who arrive on Libyan 
soil from Western and Sub-Saharan African countries, 
such as the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), are 
notably not eligible for UNHCR and implementing partner 

32. Grillmeier, Fallon, and Haiges, “Disappeared in the desert,” 

June 15, 2023.

33. Estimations made by the specialized NGO Alarm Phone 

Sahara.

34. These are nationals from Somalia, Eritrea, South Sudan, 

Sudan, Ethiopia, Palestine, Syria, Yemen, and Iraq. 

35. “Out of Libya,” Doctors Without Borders, 2022.

services, thus disproportionately worsening their already 
grim prospects of making it out of Libya.36 Such arbitrary 
discrimination to the right to access asylum excludes 
persons who would otherwise be eligible based on the 
criteria set out by the UNHCR and its founding convention. 
Although Libya is not a signatory to the 1951 refugee 
convention, the UNHCR has made the decision to remain 
in the war-torn country to at least try to assist some rather 
than providing no help at all.37 

Reinforcing Criminal Patterns

The EU and its regional partners also offer direct technical 
and financial resources to criminals — as well as a blanket 
geopolitical immunity card. As noted above, Europe 
finances the Tunisian and Libyan coast guards, despite 

36. Ibid.

37. Interview with an UNHCR officer in Geneva, conducted by 

phone, March 2024.

Photo above: Niger Security Forces hold back a crowd of migrants gathering in Assamaka, Niger, on March 29, 2023. Photo by STANISLAS 

POYET/AFP via Getty Images.
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repeat evidence of their collusion with human traffickers.38 
The pattern is as follows: Traffickers lower prices for 
traversing the Mediterranean to a minimum, which at the 
moment is between €300 and €500 for a crossing from 
Sfax, Tunisia, to Italy.39 These attractive prices encourage 
migrants to try their luck. However, once the boats have 
left, the traffickers call the local coast guard, which 
intercepts the boats, brings them back to shore, and then 
detains and extorts the migrants who were aboard. The 
cycle repeats itself until, by chance, a boat gets through. 
Either way, the criminal networks as well as the coast 
guards are enriched in the process. However, the EU is 
not only watching from afar. According to a Human Rights 
Watch-Border Forensics investigation, one-third of the 
interceptions in 2021/2022 — over 20,000 people — made 
by the Libyan Coast Guard were deliberately facilitated by 
intelligence gathered by Frontex from aerial surveillance 
made by contracted private companies’ aircraft and 
unarmed drones.40 

The EU has also contributed to the bolstering of the 
human-smuggling industry in northern Niger, western 
Sudan, and southern Libya, no-man’s lands where 
nobody knows the precise number of migrant deaths 
that might have occurred in recent years. At least since 
2016, the EU financed the Rapid Support Forces (RSF) of 
Mohamed Hamdan Dagalo (Hemedti), which participated 
in many human trafficking operations in Sudan.41 The 

38. “No one will look for you,” Amnesty International, 2021.

39. Interviews with asylum seekers and experts conducted by 

phone in Tunisia, June to September 2023.

40. “Investigation Report. Mission Accomplished? The deadly 

effects of border control in Niger,” Border Forensics, May 

2023, https://www.borderforensics.org/investigations/niger-

investigation/; Judith Sunderland and Lorenzo Pezzani, “Airborne 

Complicity: Frontex Aerial Surveillance Enables Abuse,” Human 

Rights Watch, December 8, 2022, https://www.hrw.org/video-

photos/interactive/2022/12/08/airborne-complicity-frontex-

aerial-surveillance-enables-abuse.

41. Suliman Baldo, “Border Control from Hell: How the EU’s 

migration partnerships legitimizes Sudan’s ‘militia state,’” The 

Enough Project, April 6, 2017, https://enoughproject.org/reports/

border-control-hell-how-eus-migration-partnership-legitimizes-

RSF is currently embroiled in a civil war, during which it 
has perpetrated various abuses and atrocities.42 The EU 
also attempted to curb migration flows in Niger, strongly 
pressuring the government to pass a law in 2015 that 
criminalized transporting and housing migrants illegally 
leaving the country.43 The criminalization of the migration 
industry greatly affected the regional economy of Niger’s 
northern regions, as smugglers were briefly arrested and 
their vehicles seized specifically to benefit other smugglers 
with closer links to state officials. 

Supported and compelled by EU funding, the Nigerien 
government asserted control over the main routes leading 
to the northern regions of the country.44 Consequently, 
the smuggling networks started to use more scattered 
and remote routes, ones with less access to water or 
cellphone reception. These routes are also more prone to 
vehicle breakdowns and encounters with armed bandits 
who hijack migrant convoys. To compensate for those 
inevitable losses, traffickers have taken to transporting 
more migrants per convoy. All of these factors contribute 
to the reported increase in migrant deaths in the Algerian 
and Nigerien deserts. Further exacerbating this situation, 
Algerian forces also kidnap, maltreat, and expel numerous 
migrants without condemnations by the EU. 

The transport of migrants is particularly profitable: 
Migrants reportedly pay €1,400 to travel from southern 
Niger to Libya and €1,500 to be transported from southern 
Sudan to Libya. Another increasingly common practice 
is for migrants to pay a discounted fee of €80 or €100 
to travel from Agadez (Niger) to Tamanrasset (Algeria) 
or Sebha (Libya), but in return they must agree to be 
exploited as slave labor in agricultural fields or to transport 
illicit products (drugs, medicines such as tramadol or 

sudans-militia-state.

42. “Sudan: RSF commit ethnic killings in Darfur, UN says,” Africa 

News, March 1, 2024, https://www.africanews.com/2024/03/01/

sudan-rsf-commit-ethnic-killings-in-darfur-un-says//. 

43. Johannes Claes and Anna Schmauder, “When the dust 

settles,” Clingendael Institute, October 2020, https://www.

clingendael.org/pub/2020/when-the-dust-settles/.

44. Ibid.

https://www.borderforensics.org/investigations/niger-investigation/
https://www.borderforensics.org/investigations/niger-investigation/
https://www.hrw.org/video-photos/interactive/2022/12/08/airborne-complicity-frontex-aerial-surveilla
https://www.hrw.org/video-photos/interactive/2022/12/08/airborne-complicity-frontex-aerial-surveilla
https://www.hrw.org/video-photos/interactive/2022/12/08/airborne-complicity-frontex-aerial-surveilla
https://enoughproject.org/reports/border-control-hell-how-eus-migration-partnership-legitimizes-suda
https://enoughproject.org/reports/border-control-hell-how-eus-migration-partnership-legitimizes-suda
https://enoughproject.org/reports/border-control-hell-how-eus-migration-partnership-legitimizes-suda
https://www.africanews.com/2024/03/01/sudan-rsf-commit-ethnic-killings-in-darfur-un-says//
https://www.africanews.com/2024/03/01/sudan-rsf-commit-ethnic-killings-in-darfur-un-says//
https://www.clingendael.org/pub/2020/when-the-dust-settles/
https://www.clingendael.org/pub/2020/when-the-dust-settles/
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pregabalin, alcohol); this makes them individually criminally 
liable in the event of a seizure by the authorities.45 Such 
additional revenue sources for traffickers have contributed 
to reinforcing the institutionalization and sophistication of 
criminal networks, which use this money to expand into 
new illicit activities. Sexual slavery has sharply increased 
all along North African migration routes as women regularly 
are forced to prostitute themselves to pay for their trips. 
The price of corruption and rents derived from embezzled 
aid funds in Niger and Sudan have also considerably 
increased over the years, thus reinforcing the criminal 
practices of local governments. Yet even as conditions have 
deteriorated, migration flows have neither stopped nor 
slowed, it has just been made more dangerous.46

What Solutions Are Possible?

If the international community’s stabilization and 
development programs continue to ignore the problematic 
functioning of the national and local institutions they 
support, they will end up doing more harm than good. 
The security-first anti-migration policies that are being 
promoted in North Africa and the Sahel actually create more 
migration, encourage crime, and result in greater numbers 
of deaths than if the focus of the aid was on development 
and virtuous governance practices. An honest review of 
these international programs concludes that they pay 
the salaries and reinforce the capabilities of local human 
rights abusers and traffickers, while devoting no funds to 
the NGOs that work in prevention and protection.47 The 
present aid system is at least partially responsible for 
the thousands of deaths of young migrants every year: 
for instance, unreliable bone tests are being used by UN 
agencies to wrongfully claim that children are adults, and 
these individuals are then denied appropriate care.48 Some 

45. Interviews with smugglers conducted by the author, Agadez, 

June 2023.

46. “Mixed Migration Review 2023,” Mixed Migration Centre, 2023.

47. “Out of Libya,” Doctors Without Borders, 2022.

48. Ottavia Spaggiari, Isobel Thompson, and Illiana Papangeli, 

“How European countries wrongfully classify children seeking 

asylum as adults,” The New Humanitarian, April 10, 2024, https://

UN officials effectively blamed victims and their families, as 
the UNHCR Special Envoy to the Mediterranean Sea did in a 
tweet in September 2022:

Grieving for the loss. But the same mothers had no 
problem encouraging or funding their children to 
embark on those dangerous journeys. Like in Senegal, 
symbolically prosecuting parents for putting at risk 
their children could trigger serious attitudinal change 
on death journeys.49 

To achieve lasting stability, international actors need to 
support a process of transformation that not only reforms 
but also restores accountable state structures, including 
transparent and effective modes of governance, throughout 
the North Africa and Sahel region — in fact, this is the only 
way to combat migration. Red lines must be drawn, and 
regional states must be held accountable for the harm 
done in order to move them toward more humane policies. 
In turn, UN agencies must be given the ability to conduct 
themselves according to the principles, conventions, and 
treaties that are in place to guide them. Finally, NGOs must, 
at a minimum, be given the ability to reach vulnerable 
people in need. European countries should also recognize 
the horrific abuses migrants experience en route to Europe, 
especially inside countries that the EU financially supports. 

Since 2017, several European Court of Human Rights 
decisions halted the returns of asylum seekers to 
Turkey due to concerns over safety there. Yet the same 
considerations are not being applied to Libya, Tunisia, Niger, 
and many other regional states, despite extensive proof of 
ongoing abuses suffered by migrants passing through these 
countries. There is an urgent need for European donors 
to redress such acute rule of law failures. The lives of 
countless innocent people depend on it.

www.thenewhumanitarian.org/investigations/2024/04/10/how-

european-countries-wrongfully-classify-children-seeking-asylum-

adults.

49. Official Twitter account of Vincent Cochetel, UNHCR special 

envoy for the Mediterranean, https://twitter.com/cochetel/status/

1567109748238974976?s=24&t=ecasKHGN-rnUFbn3InpO0w.
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