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Executive summary

Migration has been at the top of the European political agenda since 2015 following a spike in peoplinU 



Thous ands of men, women and children are languishing 
in ghettos in Niger and in government-run and unofficial 
detention centres in Libya, without access to basic 
services. Others attempting to st ay and work in Libya live 
with the const ant threat of abduction, exploit ation and 
abuse, impeding their ability to access basic services and 
move freely within local communities. Many have been 
subjected to inhumane treatment at the hands of st ate 
and non-st ate actors (including vast criminal networks 
of people smugglers) 2 ; among them are the unrecorded 
thous ands who have perished in the desert. 3

E U policy interventions could make a significant positive 
impact on the situation on the ground, and there are many 
ex amples of good practice. These include development 
projects across the region, supported by the E UTF for 
Africa, and increased cooperation between the E U and 
the African Union (AU) through the joint Migration Task 



Increasing the security capacity of border management 
without sufficient attention to the s afety and human 
rights of vulnerable migrants is also creating additional 
obst acles for those most likely to face discrimination 
and problems in accessing services, thereby putting 
more lives at risk. The revelation that one Libyan recently 
s anctioned by the United Nations (U N) was a former militia 
leader able to act as both people smuggler and head of 
the E U-funded regional unit of the Libyan coastguard, 
highlights the need for far greater account ability of the 
security services the E U is supporting. 6  The 2018 June 
European Council conclusions backed greater support 
for the Libyan coastguard, and stressed the need for “all 
vessels” operating in the Mediterranean to “respect the 
applicable laws and not obstruct operations of the Libyan 
Coastguard”. In light of concerns about the conduct of 
the Libyan coastguard 7 , this emphasis on other search 
and rescue (SAR) vessels is misplaced. At a time when 
the Mediterranean Sea crossing has become one of the 
most deadly in the world, the focus should remain on 
encouraging effective collaboration between all SAR  
operations. Any financial support must be made conditional 
on respect for fundament al rights and accompanied by 
extensive monitoring to ensure that E U resources are 
not being diverted to support the smuggling trade or 
inadvertently contributing to the abuse and exploit ation 
of migrants. The current account ability gaps must be 
t ackled, with more resources channelled into assessing 
the implement ation of new approaches to determine their 
actual impact.

According to recent research, only one in five people 
who migrate to Libya ultimately attempt to cross the 
Mediterranean Sea. 8  The voices of the people in this 
report who made the journey to It aly s ay they were driven 
onwards to Europe because of the appalling conditions 
in Libya. 9  There are no simple solutions and ultimately the 
only way to improve conditions in Libya and reduce the 
likelihood of migrants travelling onwards to Europe, is to 
support efforts to restore st ability and good governance. 
They must continue to unite behind and support the U N-
led peace process, based on the Action Plan unveiled in 
September 2017 by Ghass an S alamé, the U N Secret ary-
General’s Special Represent ative for Libya. E U member 
st ates can do more to build on the momentum of the 2015 
Paris Summit, which brought together the country’s key 
power players to agree on a roadmap towards elections, 
through a joint diplomatic strategy that drives an inclusive 
political process est ablishing the necess ary technical, 
legislative, political and security conditions to promote 
st ability and protect human rights for all in Libya. 

Ultimately, much of Europe’s power as an actor on the 
global st age lies in its projection of a values-driven foreign 
policy, and the current trend towards transferring some of 
Europe’s responsibilities onto the developing world does 
not set the right ex ample. Migration must be s afer but it is 
also manageable, provided E U leaders agree necess ary 
reforms to put in place a fair, humane and efficient asylum 
system that shares responsibility between European 
countries. Alongside this, the I R C suggests the following 
‘Ten Point Action Plan’ for E U leaders to promote a values-
driven approach to migration along the C M R.  French 
President Emmanuel Macron has indicated that the S ahel 
will be an import ant focus for the G7, which France will 
host next year – this will be another import ant opportunity 
for progress on these points.
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Ten point action plan for 
migration along the Central 
Mediterranean Route:
1. �Improve access to lifesaving services for 

vulnerable migrants along the Central 
Mediterranean Route: 

The E U-AU-U N Migration Taskforce should provide greater 
financial and logistical support to agencies delivering 
outreach services to address the health and psychosocial 
needs of vulnerable migrants at different points along the 
Central Mediterranean Route, to ensure a coordinated 
response that is able to reach the most vulnerable. This 
includes working with the Libyan Government of National 
Accord (G NA) and the House of Represent atives to 
ensure they est ablish a registration system for all those 
det ained in Libya (including at proposed disembark ation 
points) and adopt a Protection Guarantee to ensure the 
provision of gender segregated areas, appropriate 
s anit ation and hygiene facilities, access to legal aid,  
health services and adequate food and non-food items in 
all government-run facilities. Special provisions must be 
made to provide protection and services for children 
travelling alone – an estimated 26,0 95 children are 
currently unaccompanied in Libya. 10 At sea borders,  
the focus must remain on s aving lives and facilit ating 
effective collaboration amongst vessels operating in the 
Mediterranean, in full respect of fundament al rights.

2. �Protect and empower women and girls along 
the Central Mediterranean Route: 

Women and girls are particularly vulnerable to abuse 
and exploit ation, for ex ample, roughly 8 0 per cent of the 
female Nigerians reaching It aly and other countries in the 
E U in 2016 were victims of sex trafficking. 11  The E UTF for 
Africa should invest in specific programming to support 
the s afety and wellbeing of women and girls by providing 
access to sexual and reproductive health care, gender 
segregated s anit ation facilities, s afe spaces for women 
and girls at reception points, and appropriate medical 
care, counselling and legal services for survivors of G BV. 
These protection measures should be integrated alongside 
programming to economically empower women through 
livelihoods support, access to cash and financial services, 
and collaboration with local women’s organis ations and 
communities to t ackle harmful gender norms that inhibit 
economic well-being.

3. �Increase humanitarian funding for countries 
along the Central Mediterranean Route: 

The E U can build on the political momentum generated 
by the International High Level Conference on the S ahel 
that it hosted in Brussels in February this year to increase 
pledges in support of the 2018 Humanit arian Response 
Plan (H R P) for the S ahel, which is currently only 19.4 per 
cent funded for Libya and 33 per cent funded for Niger. It 
should also continue to work with other key st akeholders, 
such as the League of Arab St ates (LAS), to provide the 
required additional U S$25 0 million for Libya and U S$33 8 
million for Niger.  

4. �Ensure EU asylum processing procedures  
are principled and humane: 

The right to asylum was born in Europe and the E U has 
a duty to continue to uphold these st andards as it asks 
them of other countries through the Global Compact 
for Refugees. Before moving forward with the current 
propos al for ‘regional disembark ation platforms’ or other 
forms of external processing centres outside of the E U, 
the E U has a responsibility to fully address four key areas 
of concern: legality, s afe and humane conditions, access 
to the centres, and access to due process, over which 
numerous questions remain. 

5. Increase access to resettlement in the EU:  

The E U has the capacity to immediately double its 
emergency resettlement pledges for the C M R to 8,000 
places by the end of 2018, in addition to current pledges 
under the Union Resettlement Framework. This t arget is 
20 per cent of U N H C R’s global call of 4 0,000 emergency 
places for the route, reflecting the E U’s combined Gross 
Domestic Product (G D P), which is approximately 20 per 
cent of global G D P. Greater investments can also be made 
to shorten the waiting period for people evacuated under 
the ETM to ensure they are not left in limbo in  
processing centres.
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Introduction
In November 2015 at the Valetta Summit on Migration, the European Commission launched the EUTF for 



This suite of initiatives sends a clear signal about the E U’s 
response to mixed migration, and its intention to prioritise 
stemming future arrivals to Europe in their development 
cooperation programmes in North Africa and the S ahel. 
Despite language around these programmes majoring on 
humanit arian imperatives and the import ance of economic 
development initiatives, the priority focus att ached to 
stopping people moving risks detracting from the focus  
on addressing humanit arian and development needs. 

This report offers insights into the ongoing crisis in two 
countries where the I R C has a significant presence: Libya 
and Niger. It exposes the dire humanit arian situation and 
the as yet unmet needs, especially among vulnerable 
groups such as women and children.

It also ex amines how cert ain E U interventions risk creating 
perverse unintended consequences in the region including 
the disruption of long est ablished intra-Africa migration 
patterns that sust ain livelihoods. Ultimately, the reality on 
the ground indicates that in some cases, these policies 
risk undermining the E U’s strategic poverty reduction and 
st abilis ation objectives.

A ten point action plan is presented, outlining  
immediate actions the E U and its partners should t ake  
to re-focus interventions along the C M R towards 
protecting and meeting the needs of vulnerable people.

Above: Sub S aharan woman leaving the Hamal rescue boat.5 0 men and 5 women were rescued in Alboran Sea from a dinghy and brought to the 
port of Motril. 121 people were rescued today by the Maritime Rescue S afety in Alboran sea and assisted by Red Cross. Carlos Gil/SOPA Images/
LightRocket via Getty Images
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Asylum

Many people leave their country due to political  
factors such as conflict, violence or persecution.  
Tens of thous ands of people have been killed due to  
the protracted conflicts in Sub-S aharan Africa alongside 
the rise of violent extremism across the S ahel, att acks by 
al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQI M) and B oko Haram. 
This violence has resulted in many people being forced 
to seek protection outside their own country. 16  U N H C R 
estimates that up to 3 0 per cent of those travelling through 
Niger since 2016 may have been in need of international 
protection. 17  However, many continue on to Libya. There 
are migrants of nearly 4 0 nationalities in Libya, with 65 per 
cent originating from Sub-S aharan Africa, 28 per cent from 
North Africa and seven per cent from the Middle East. 18  
Currently, U N H C R has registered 52,73 9 19  refugees and 
asylum seekers in Libya (5 9 per cent male,  
41 per cent female, 3 0 per cent children 20 ) but many are 
out of reach to U N H C R and aid agencies for a variety 
of reasons, so the actual number in need of international 
protection is likely to be much higher. An estimated 
277,000 people are in need of resettlement across  
the 15 priority countries along the route. 21

Family reunification

Families are often separated as family members are left 
behind in the country of origin or in their country of first 
displacement. They either lack the resources to make the 
journey as a group, are rightly fearful of the dangerous 
conditions that it ent ails or, in some cases, are forcibly 
separated by smugglers along the route. Family members 
trying to reunite with others either along the route or in 
Europe is often part of the reason that people are on the 
move. Research in 2016, for ex ample, showed that 4 4need of resuha174j
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NIGER, FOR EXAMPLE,  
IS RANKED SECOND TO  
LAST ON THE UN’S 2016 
HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 
INDEX OF 188 COUNTRIES, 
BASED ON LIFE EXPECTANCY, 
EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 
AND GROSS NATIONAL 
INCOME PER CAPITA.25

Poverty

Countries in the S ahel are some of the poorest in the 
world and the most vulnerable to climate change. Niger, 
for ex ample, is ranked second to last on the U N’s 2016 
Human Development Index of 18 8 countries, based on 
life expect ancy, educational att ainment and gross national 
income per capit a. 27  4 4.5 per cent of Nigeriens live in 
grinding poverty, surviving on less than U S$1.9 0 a day 28  
and male and female adult literacy rates are at just 23 per 
cent and nine per cent respectively. 29  For the majority who 
rely on agriculture for survival, many have no choice but 
to seasonally migrate across borders in search of work, 
when increasingly severe droughts destroy their crops 
and livestock. Historically, Libya and Algeria have provided 
people from poorer countries with an opportunity to earn 
much more than in their home countries or elsewhere 
in the Economic Community of West African St ates 
(E C OWAS) zone, a regional economic integration union 
comprising 15 countries. Around half of the migrants in 
Libya originally travelled in search of work. 3 0  Niger ’s close 
proximity to Libya and Algeria makes the northern part of 
the country a key transit hub for Nigeriens and other West 
and Central Africans. 

Mixed migration

Those moving along the C M R are driven by a combination 
of factors outlined above. However, the dangers faced, 
in many cases, the human rights abuses and violence 
endured, during the journey can drastically affect the 
vulnerability of migrants along the route and can drive 
them to make further migratory movements in order to 



Urgent needs of  
vulnerable migrants
People on the move across the CMR have a range of urgent humanitarian needs which agencies like 
the IRC are working hard to address. However, a closer look at the situation in Niger and Libya reveals 
that the challenges in meeting these needs are great and require concerted and coherent humanitarian, 
political and diplomatic efforts.



Libya



Discrimination in Libya

I O M has officially recorded 6 9 0,351 migrants in Libya  
but estimates there may actually be 75 0,000 or more. 4 0  
Libya is not a signatory to the 1951 Refugee Convention, 
nor does the country recognise the right to claim asylum or 
the role of U N H C R. While some migrants who arrived in 
Libya before the conflict had the legal right to work, most of 
the more recent arrivals do not, and face huge challenges in 
securing legal papers in this current period of inst ability and 
weak governance in Libya. Some are refugees and asylum 
seekers, or have been trafficked, with no official recognition 
of their right to international protection st atus under  
Libyan law.

The majority of migrants in Libya reside in host communities 
as opposed to official and unofficial detention centres. 
Like most Libyans, it is reported that their most pressing 
humanit arian needs are access to health care, jobs and 
freedom from violence. 41  As the country’s security situation 
has deteriorated, xenophobic sentiments and abuse 
against migrants have increased, especially t argeting those 
from Sub-S aharan Africa. Those without legal papers are 
particularly vulnerable to exploit ation. A recent study by 



Migrants held captive in unofficial  
detention centres

In addition to those in official, government-managed 
detention centres, there are unknown thous ands held 
captive in ‘unofficial’ detention centres, run by a range of 
armed actors including militias and criminal gangs. Located 
in disused farms and warehouses, the U N has referred to 
these unofficial centres as ‘forced labour camps’, ‘where 
people were held for months at a time without any form of 
due process, in squalid, cramped conditions’. 4 9  Those being 
illegally held are without even the very limited services that 
are available in official detention centres, as neither the U N 
nor N G Os are able to access these facilities. Testimonies of 
those held captive depict people extorted for ransom from 
family, forced into manual labour, and experiencing torture, 
rape and other forms of abuse for extended periods before 
being released or brought to the coast for travel across 
the sea. 5 0  During the September-October 2017 conflict in 
S abratha, more than 18,000 migrants in captivity escaped 
from a single location, giving a sense of the large numbers 
that may be held elsewhere. 51  More recently, in late May 
2018, hundreds of migrants escaped captivity in B ani Walid, 
some having been held and abused for years. 52

Women and girls on the move

Female migrants are particularly vulnerable to abuse 
and exploit ation. Women and girls risk being forced 
into prostitution and trafficked for the purposes of 
commercial sexual exploit ation. I O M estimates that 
up to roughly 8 0 per cent of the Nigerian women and 
girls reaching It aly and other countries in the European 
Union in 2016 were victims of sex trafficking. 53  It is 
also commonplace for women and girls to experience 
sexual violence at the hands of smugglers. 5 4  
Whilst women can be reluct ant to t alk about their 
experiences, others spoke of their suffering at the 
hands of criminal gangs.

I O M st ates that 11 per cent of adult migrants observed 
in Libya are female, 55  while the Mixed Migration 
Monitoring Mechanism initiative (4Mi) puts the per 
cent age at closer to 3 0-4 0 per cent. 5 6  Yet there are 
a lack of dedicated services for women and girls in 
either Niger or Libya, including sexual and reproductive 
health services and support for survivors of G BV. 
According to U N H C R, the most common first request 
made by female asylum seekers who are evacuated to 
Niger from Libya is for H IV testing; an indication that 
many will likely have been raped while det ained. 57

Even when women and girls have not suffered from 
sexual abuse and exploit ation, they face stigma. In 
a recent 4Mi report, Sub-S aharan African female 
respondents, particularly from West Africa, reported 
feeling stigmatised and treated as if they were 
prostitutes. 5 8  Fear of intimidation can further inhibit 
their decision to access essential services and can 
constrain their options for income generation. There is 
an urgent need for dedicated outreach to vulnerable 
women and girls at different points along the route, 
including access to ‘s afe spaces’ which provide health 
care, psychosocial support, legal services  
and economic opportunities. 





Criminal gangs 

“Imagine this. You are being kept in a holding pen in 
the middle of the Libyan Desert. You are watching 
as the men who are holding you there – by force – 
threaten to rape a young boy who is travelling alone. 
They are shooting a video of these threats which they 
will send to his family as a means to extort them for 
money. You are there but there is nothing you can do. 
If you do anything, if you show any emotion they will 
turn on you too. Life is cheap here. And you know 
what these men are capable of. So you keep still.”

“Max” is from Aleppo, Syria. He is 3 0 years old. 
He fled because of the war, and flew first to Sudan 
before st arting on the trek north through the desert. 
Avoiding criminal gangs in Libya was impossible. 
He was abandoned in the desert by smugglers and 
criminal gangs picked him up. If he didn’t go with them 
he would die. If he did go with them he was theirs to 
torture and extort for money.

“They did these things to me.” 

His captors were adept at both psychological and 
physical torture, using electric sticks and burning 
people with plastic. Although temperatures in the 
desert can soar to 5 0C in the day, at night the 
temperatures can drop below freezing. Max described 
how, when the temperature dropped, guards would 
force their captives into a pool of cold water and  
then pass electric volts through that water. All of  
this treatment amounts to torture.

Intercepted at sea – returned to detention in Libya 

A major E U response to arrivals via the C M R has been to 
step up capacity building and other assist ance to the Libyan 
coastguard to increase its presence along the coast. As a 
result of this support and the Libyan coastguard’s increased 
patrols, more than 25,000 people have been intercepted at 
sea and returned to Libya since January 2017. 75  Although those 
intercepted receive medical and basic humanitarian assistance 
from U N HCR and partner NG Os upon disembarkation, they 
are all then automatically transferred to one of the official, 
government-run detention centres where, as outlined above, 
conditions are dire and frequent human rights abuses take 
place. 76  Since there is no registration system in place for those 
disembarked and subsequently detained, it is impossible to 
know with any degree of accuracy how many people are being 
held in official detention at any given time, 77  the length of their 
detention and, ultimately, their fate. The practice of migrants 
being transferred into detention and then between detention 
centres without registration means agencies like the I RC 
cannot provide effective care. The detention centres where the 
I RC provides medical services through its mobile health units 
have regularly received hundreds of new migrant detainees 
in recent months, without adequate advance warning or the 
required capacity to receive them. The lack of registration also 
impedes the ability of the U N to effectively manage processes 
to transfer people out of detention – either to IOM’s system for 
VH R or to U N HCR to register people for asylum, transfer and 
refugee resettlement. 

While the increase in interceptions of migrant boats by 
coastguard authorities has decreased the actual numbers of 
people attempting to cross the Mediterranean, the crossing 
has become substantially more dangerous due to the strong 
opposition from E U member states to SAR operations. 
Evidence shows that whilst the number of people crossing the 
Mediterranean has declined, for the reasons outlined above, 
the death rate per journey has increased. In February 2017, for 
every 30 people who arrived to Italy, one person had lost their 
life, whilst in February this year, for every 16 people who arrived, 
1 person had lost their life. 78

There is an opportunity for SAR operations to work in a 
more coordinated way with coastguards and yet st atements 
from the E U leaders continue to establish them in opposition 
to coastguard authorities. In the recent in the recent June 2018 
Council Conclusions, political leaders prioritised the operation 
of the Libyan coastguards, stating that ‘all vessels” are to 
“respect the applicable laws and not obstruct operations of the 
Libyan coastguard’. 79  Policies to tighten sea border controls 
should not be at the expense of the humanitarian imperative 
to save lives. Indeed a recent resolution by the European 
Parliament 80  stressed that “acts of humanitarian assistance 
should not be criminalised”, in line with the U N Smuggling 
Protocol. At a time when political support and subsequent 
investment in greater sea border management is being put in 
place, E U member states must not step back from the moral 
and legal obligation to rescue those in distress at sea.

smuggling and trafficking networks operating in Libya. In 
June 2018, the U N Security Council was able, for the first 
time, to implement a travel ban and asset freeze against 
six individuals known to be involved in human smuggling in 
Libya, 73  among them the head of the E U-funded regional unit 
of the Libyan coastguard. 74  The E U was crucial in securing 
these s anctions, which are a positive step forward in the 
fight against smugglers, though much more remains to be 
done on this front.

Above: IRC
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Asylum claims, resettlement  
and return
In response to the dire situation for many vulnerable migrants in Libya, the EU has been supportive of two 
channels for evacuation: VHR, which facilitates an individual’s return to their country of origin if they do not 
need international protection; and the ETM, which affords asylum seekers of seven nationalities the potential 
to be evacuated out of official detention centres to Niger, for possible onward resettlement to Europe 
after assessment of their asylum application. The UN oversees both processes in cooperation with African 
governments and EU member states who have agreed to accept returnees or allocate resettlement places. 
Strengthening and expanding this strategic partnership via the EU-AU-UN Migration Taskforce is a vital tool 
for helping thousands to escape horrendous conditions in detention centres in Libya, and to ensure those 
with valid asylum claims are able to access the protection they are guaranteed under international law. 

For those intercepted at sea, the situation is more complex 
with respect to political agreement over which countries 
should t ake initial responsibility for processing asylum 
claims. This highly politicised issue has caused the E U to 
revisit ideas for ‘external processing’ or ‘disembark ation 
platforms’ to lessen the numbers of arrivals to southern 
European countries, as discussed below. 

ETM

In 2017 U N H C R, with the agreement of the Nigerien 
government, est ablished the ETM. The goal of the ETM 
is to evacuate refugees and asylum seekers from official 
detention in Libya to s afety in Niger, where E U member 
st ate delegations can deploy to assess their claims and, 
if successful, offer them resettlement in the E U. This is a 
critical lifeline for refugees and asylum seekers held in the 
official detention centres, but significant improvements need 
to be made to strengthen this mechanism. Some limit ations 
to and challenges include:

•	 �U N H C R is only able to evacuate people of seven 
authorised nationalities. 81  This needs to be extended to 
all refugees and asylum seekers on the basis of need, 
not nationality. 

•	 �The process to evacuate people from detention centres 
is slow and inefficient, which has limited the numbers 
of people being registered by U N H C R under the ETM. 
Libyan authorities need to improve the bureaucratic 
process, and provide full access to U N agencies to 
effectively identify vulnerable migrants for processing.

•	 �Niger is only able to offer 1,5 00 places at its centre in 
Niamey at any one time. Yet many are left there in limbo 
as resettlement places in European countries fail to 
materialise, in turn preventing more vulnerable people 
from being evacuated from Libya. There is an urgent 
need for the E U to increase resettlement places and 
address bottlenecks in processing procedures.

Since the ETM was est ablished, only 173 people have 
been resettled across Europe, in France, the Netherlands, 
Switzerland and Sweden 82 . Although the European 
Commission has consistently pressed member st ates 
to step up in this regard, the pledging and resettlement 
processes remain slow. Current pledges from E U member 
st ates st and at 3,781 places for Libya and Niger (including 
only 53 places for unaccompanied children). 83  This falls 
short of the 8,000 places the E U should be offering as 
part of its commitment to equit ably share responsibility 
for resettlement with other parts of the world. This figure 
is calculated as 20 per cent of U N H C R’s global call for 
4 0,000 places for the C M R, in line with the E U’s 20 per 
cent share of global G D P. The reluct ance of E U member 
st ates to provide more resettlement places caused the 
Nigerien government to suspend evacuations to their site 
in Niamey for nearly three months in early 2018. While 
evacuations have resumed as of 13 May 2018, the process 
is likely to st all again if sufficient resettlement pledges are 
not clearly articulated and adhered to by E U member st ates. 

It is also import ant that the places offered for the C M R are 
properly considered as ‘emergency pledges’ in addition 
to those already agreed. This would be in line with the 
emergency resettlement procedures currently foreseen 
under the proposed Union Resettlement Framework, 
which is currently being negotiated by the E U institutions. 
Agreement on this framework, provided it includes all 
necess ary s afeguards, would lay the groundwork for a more 
coherent and robust system to enable member st ates to 
scale up their resettlement commitments. 
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External processing centres

According to the E U’s Dublin Regulation, the first country 
to which a person arrives is responsible for ex amining 
their claim to asylum. The spike in arrivals in 2015, and 
the progressive tightening of internal border controls put 
in place by neighbouring E U member st ates to reduce 
onward movement, has placed a disproportionate share 
of the responsibility on the st ates situated on the E U’s 
southern border, in particular Greece, It aly and Spain. A 
proposed revision of this Regulation has been on the t able 
for the past two years but entrenched political divisions 
between east and west, north and south have prevented an 
agreement that would pave the way for a system that more 
equit ably shares responsibility between st ates. In light of this 
st alemate, E U leaders are now returning to the long debated 
idea of external processing centres that would ex amine 
the claims of those seeking protection in the E U outside 
the E U’s shores. The model of ‘regional disembark ation 
platforms’ was the subject of lengthy discussion at the June 
2018 European Council meeting. Alongside this model, E U 
leaders considered other flanking measures, such as further 
intensifying support for the Libyan coastguard and the 
coastguards of other neighbouring countries, the idea being 
that people could be disembarked from boats to centres 
within these countries’ territories if they were rescued within 
their territorial waters. The Council Conclusions mandate 
the E U Council and European Commission to ‘swiftly 
explore this concept’. 8 4  Before moving forward with this 
propos al or other forms of external processing centres, 
these bodies should fully address four key areas of concern 
around the legality, humanit arian st andards and due process 
underpinning these propos als, against which numerous 
questions remain.

1) Legality: would people be t aken directly to a regional 
disembark ation platform instead of to the nearest s afe 
port, in contravention of international maritime law? Would 
a negative decision at a disembark ation point block a 
person from seeking asylum in an E U member st ate, in 
contravention of international refugee law? How would it  
be possible to ensure that people’s rights under E U law  
are upheld outside the E U’s territory? 

2) Safe and humane conditions: it is crucial to 
ensure that people are in humane conditions and that 
their rights are fully upheld.  It is likely that those awaiting 
assessment of their claims would be held in detention, yet 
the lengthy average processing times mean this would not 
be an accept able solution for vulnerable people. Holding 
children in detention is a violation of U N guidance on 
implement ation of the Convention of the Rights of the Child. 
The arrangements est ablished to implement the E U-Turkey 
deal do not inspire confidence that while people’s claims 
are ex amined they would be treated in a dignified, humane 
manner that affords full respect to E U asylum law. 

3) Access to the centres: who would have access to the 
centres? For ex ample, could people only access them if they 
had attempted to reach Europe by boat and been rescued 
at sea, thus increasing incentives for them to try to make the 
sea crossing?

4) Due process



As regards cooperation with the Libyan coastguard, it is 
import ant that any step up in these efforts is preceded by 
work to ensure that the s afety and wellbeing of people 
picked up at sea is guaranteed once they are returned to 
Libya.  Furthermore, there are questions as to why North 
African countries would agree to cooperate on hosting 
these centres. As discussed above, the ETM has been 
suspended because only a cert ain number of people can be 
hosted there at a time, and people cannot be processed for 
resettlement and resettled quickly enough to free up spaces 
for others. 

Beyond this, a more fundament al question remains 
about whether it is right for the E U to push some of its 
responsibilities for processing – and perhaps also hosting 
– refugees onto much poorer third countries in this way. 
Developing countries already host 85 per cent of the world’s 
refugees, while the E U, a st able and prosperous region, 
hosts just 11 per cent. If the E U expects these countries 
to continue to play such a fundament al role in managing 
migration, it is crucial that it upholds the right for people 
to access their right to claim asylum inside the E U, in full 
respect of fundament al rights.

Voluntary Humanitarian Return Programme (VHR)

Those who do not qualify for evacuation via the ETM can 
opt for I O M’s VH R. Through this programme, I O M provides 
people both inside and outside of detention with support 
to obt ain the necess ary travel document ation, such as 
passports and organising travel to countries of origin. In 
operation since 200 6, the VH R was massively scaled up 
along the C M R following support from the E UTF for Africa in 
2016. 85  This has resulted in 23,3 02 migrants being returned 
to their country of origin via VH R since January 2017. 8 6  
While this is a positive and lifes aving option for many, it 
is clear that many are returning to their countries of origin 
highly traumatised, and if support services are available at 
all, they often lack the capacity to provide the level of care 
needed. The majority of returnees will be going back to the 
s ame levels of poverty that influenced them to migrate in 
the first place. Reintegration can be challenging, requiring a 
range of interventions, and many will face stigma from their 
communities for failing to finish their journey. 

In the second half of 2017, I O M introduced reintegration 
services for people once they return home, which includes 
livelihood support and access to ment al health and 
psychosocial services. This is a positive step but services 
provided have not been able to keep pace with the scale 
of returns cat alysed by the large numbers being evacuated 
from Libya since November 2017 (over 15,000 between 
November 2017 and March 2018). 87  These initiatives 
require increased resources from the E UTF for Africa that 
need to be linked into longer term development initiatives, 
based on increased cooperation with authorities and local 
communities.



Economic development 
The negative impacts of climate change and 
regional instability in recent years have undermined 
development efforts and increased poverty in the 
Sahel. The Agadez region has seen a severe decline 
in tourism as a result of the armed rebellion in 
Niger in 2006 and 2007, and the Sahel Crisis of 2012. 
Before Tuareg rebels stepped up attacks in the 
uranium mining powerhouse in 2007, some 5,000 
tourists used to arrive in Agadez annually, spending 
3 billion CFA and putting the region among the 
most active travel destinations in Sub-Saharan 
Africa.88 This has also damaged the region’s ability 
to utilise one of its most important assets, its natural 
resources, following the recent closures of uranium 
and gold mines.89 Deforestation, desertification and 
frequent, severe droughts caused by climate change 
have also jeopardised the rural livelihoods most 
people in Niger depend on. 

Impact of restrictive migration 
management policies on development

The interrelation between migration and economic 
development is complex. There is broad agreement, 
however, that while emigration can have cert ain negative 
impacts on countries of origin, overall, emigration produces 
a net economic benefit not only for the individual household, 
but also for the rest of society. 9 0  Furthermore, contrary to 
popular perception, the majority of migrants from the Global 
South are hosted by other countries in the Global South. 91   
It is therefore essential that any policies designed to improve 
migration management t ake into account the potential 
impact on poverty reduction strategies, and are designed  
in partnership with the countries concerned. 

The E U is careful to acknowledge the import ance of 
ensuring coherence between migration management and 



eliminating barriers to free movement, just as the E U has 
done inside Europe. 9 6  However, border restrictions across 
the S ahel driven by the E U’s migration management policies 
run contrary to these efforts by preventing large numbers of 
seasonal economic migrants and traders from moving easily 
within the region in search of work, as they have done for 
generations. Those who continue to travel now have to pay 
exorbit ant bribes to security forces. 97   

2) A one-size-fits-all approach to the  
migration ‘business’
The migration ‘business’ has been an integral part of local 
economies across the S ahel for generations. The provision 
of shelter, food and transport for seasonal migrants has 
generated much-needed revenue for local businesses and 
traders in struggling local communities in Agadez and other 
towns along the route. 9 8  During its peak in 2013-2016, 
those managing ghettos for migrants were making anywhere 
from U S$10,000 to U S$13,000 a week. 9 9  As has been 
mentioned above, a new law designed to dismantle criminal 
gangs of smugglers has tended to t arget relatively minor 
actors operating on the route, such as drivers and guides, 
rather than those controlling the system. 100  In addition, a 
one-size fits all approach from local law enforcement to 
anyone associated with the migration business has in effect 
criminalised a wide range of people, including legitimate 
businesses, as ‘migration actors’. Those selling food, water 
and other goods to migrants, as well as vehicle drivers 
providing them with transport ation, have been arrested  
on the grounds that they are in the s ame category  
as smugglers. 

There has been insufficient attention given to those 
who have lost their livelihoods as a result of migration 
management policies imposed by the E U, or due 
consideration as to how a one-size-fits-all approach to 
the migration business has increased the vulnerability of 
already impoverished communities. Although there are 
no official figures available, I R C st aff are noting that the 
crackdown on smuggling has led to an increase in robberies 
and other crimes in and around Agadez. The E U’s recent 
focus on curbing migration from Niger onwards, without 
equal attention to the link ages between migration and the 
country’s overall development needs, including job creation, 
basic service provision and good governance, risks creating 
inst ability and tension and an increase in extremism 101  in 
the long run. Better analysis and underst anding of these 
link ages, together with action to address them, is crucial  
to more effective and sust ainable migration management. 

Opportunities to support  
economic development 

Development financing 

In November 2015, the E U launched the E UTF for Africa ‘to 
address the root causes of inst ability, forced displacement 
and irregular migration, and to contribute to better migration 
management’. 102  It provides much-needed, flexible funding 
focused on countries along the major migration routes to 
Europe. The E UTF for Africa is a crucial source of funding 
for Niger, which receives more than any other country 
(€18 9.9 million in 2017). 103  So far, for the S ahel and North 
Africa, around €1.6 billion worth of projects have been 
approved under the fund, and in December 2017, the 
E U announced that it will continue to support Niger by 
providing development assist ance tot alling €1 billion during 
the period 2017-2020. 10 4  Since its core aims include job 
creation, support for basic services and promoting conflict 
prevention, the fund is well-placed to help foster sust ainable 
livelihoods and other essential measures to mitigate the 
impacts of t ackling the smuggling industry on the local 
community. However, if it is to effectively meet its objectives 
as part of a holistic approach to migration management, this 
funding must be delivered in line with the right principles 
and priorities.

Promote inclusion and accountable development 

To ensure the optimal impact of the E UTF for Africa, the 
aims of the Bus an High Level Forum, which build on the 
2005 Paris Summit, 105  must be central to its implement ation. 





Economic migration between the Sahel and the EU 

European politicians need to be honest about their 
economies’ need for migrant labour, and policies should 
reflect the need for people to be able to meet these needs 
s afely. Estimates show that over 100,000 non-E U seasonal 
workers come to the E U each year – as the European 
Commission st ates, ‘E U economies face a structural need 
for seasonal work for which labour from within the E U is 
expected to become increasingly difficult to find.’ 112

Legislation to enable well-managed temporary seasonal 
work routes to fill core labour short ages in the E U already 
exists through the Seasonal Workers Directive. As the 
Directive requires a job offer from an employer before 
a permit is granted, the E U should actively promote 
bilateral programmes between Niger (and other Sub-
S aharan African countries) and E U member st ates 
to facilit ate connections between an employer and 
employee, and provide s afe and legal pathways to the 
E U. Facilit ating such routes could benefit both regions 
by meeting Europe’s labour demands while allowing for 
remitt ances to be sent to communities in Niger and, in the 
case of agreements with other Sub-S aharan countries, 
undercutting the smugglers’ business model. 

Such bilateral programmes could help meet one of the 
st ated aims of the E U’s Valett a Process – legal routes of 
entry into the E U. More recently, Council Conclusions on 
the E U S ahel Regional Action Plan st ated that a key ‘lesson 
learnt’ was that the, ‘E U should focus on...organising mobility 
and legal migration’ and acknowledged that, ‘for individuals, 
migration can be one of the most powerful and immediate 
strategies for poverty reduction.’ 113 

Economic migration within the Sahel

Promoting economic development across the S ahel should 
include facilit ating the orderly movement of labour across 
borders. E C OWAS already allows the free movement 
of labour within its region under the Free Movement 
Protocol. 110  The E U should further support additional legal 
and well managed circular migration pathways across 
the wider S ahel region. This should include allowing for 
seasonal migration in support of agricultural livelihoods, 
for ex ample after harvest time, which would significantly 
strengthen the resilience and development of local 
communities.

Despite the significant risks facing migrants in Libya, people 
continue to arrive there in search of work. A recent report 
found that knowledge about the security situation and 
migration measures implemented since 2017 in Libya did 
not impact refugees’ and migrants’ decision to go to or 
st ay in Libya or migrate further north. 111  Therefore, more 
should be done to help reduce the exploit ation of economic 
migrants in Libya. For those in Libya with the legal right to 
work, the process to renew their existing work permits is 
fraught with risk and complications, due to the fragility of 
st ate bureaucracies and the high levels of discrimination 
against migrants (particularly those from Sub-S aharan 
Africa). The E U-AU-U N Taskforce could provide support to 
revisit efforts made in 2012 to est ablish a national migration 
policy for Libya, through a joint migration action plan with 
the Libyan authorities to increase access to work permits for 
migrants. This would, of course, need to be part of ongoing 
efforts to st abilise and rehabilit ate Libya through strategies 
to build peace and promote good governance.
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Security across the Sahel

In Niger, as in Libya, security and development are 
intrinsically linked. Jihadists operating on the Niger-Mali 
border feed a narrative that they are ‘protecting aggrieved 
communities’ 115  in order to bolster local recruitment. 
Jihadists and other armed groups found in Niger operate 
primarily across borders, necessit ating robust regional 
approaches, such as the M NJTF, set up by Cameroon, 
Niger, Nigeria and Chad with the specific mandate of 
t ackling B oko Haram.

E U member st ates, most not ably France, have provided 
financial, logistical and diplomatic support to the M NJTF 
and the G5 S ahel group of st ates, made up of Burkina 
Faso, Mali, Maurit ania, Niger and Chad. This includes the 
est ablishment of the G5 S ahel Cross-B order Joint Force 
endorsed by the AU and recognised in June 2017 by the 
U N Security Council by Resolution 235 9, sponsored by 
France. 116  The G5 force, for ex ample, had been in the 
pipeline for a number of years, but was unable to fully launch 
as pledged funding failed to materialise. That changed on 
23 February 2018 at a conference in Brussels co-chaired by 
the E U, AU, G5 S ahel and U N. Fifty st ates including S audi 
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Norway, the United St ates 
and Japan pledged a tot al of €414 million, surpassing the 
French government’s aim of reaching €3 00 million. 117

However, the challenge is to ensure that this relatively 
sudden international focus is turned into sust ainable, 
long-term support. For the G5 S ahel to be sust ainable, 
for ex ample, Niger President Issoufou, has st ated that 
€115 million will be needed annually going forward. 
His sobering st atement was further backed by the U N 
Secret ary General, António Guterres’ warning that whilst 
the conference was a success, the G5 S ahel needs 
predict able, regular funding to have a true chance of 
bringing greater security to the region. 118 

Moreover, the overwhelming focus of these international 
actors on short term migration and security objectives 
can also act as a barrier preventing national and local 
needs from being met. Just as security is a prerequisite for 
development, so a failure to address the urgent development 
needs of Niger and the wider S ahel region risks undermining 
security advances. But despite the fact that the creation 
of sust ainable and regional development is an intrinsic 
part of the G5’s mandate, the first time it discussed the 
links between security and development in its four years of 
existence was at the conference in Brussels in February  
this year. 119

The need for good governance 

Long experience – including that of the I R C in governance 
programming – shows the import ance of prioritising good 
governance in fragile contexts as a precursor to meeting 
the humanit arian and development needs of local people. 
In this case, well-known lessons of conflict sensitivity 
and development have been set aside in the rush to 
implement security and border management policies. As 
det ailed throughout this report, st ability is key to enabling 
an environment that allows for humanit arian needs to be 
addressed in the short-term, combined with sust ainable 
development for the longer term. St abilising the region 
includes addressing the security challenges which are 
extensive along this migration route. However, a heavy 
handed focus on security and border management, without 
the required focus on sust ainable development policies,  
is already having damaging consequences.

The E UTF for Africa’s focus in Niger – and elsewhere in 
the S ahel – is on so-called ‘train and equip’ programmes 
that attempt to upskill security services such as the national 
police and border guard forces. 120 The €8 6 million E UTF 
for Africa  budget for Niger currently profiled for ‘improved 
governance and conflict prevention’ is spread between 
two projects, both aimed at t ackling human trafficking, 
irregular migration and people smuggling 121 . Without a 
more balanced approach, more programmes to drive better 
account ability between the people and the authorities, a 
specific drive to build up the strength and resilience of civil 
society groups, then it is likely that E UTF for Africa  objective 
to support ‘improvements in overall governance, in particular 

Diplomacy 
The EU’s diplomatic influence in the Sahel is arguably as important as the development funding it 
provides in promoting peace and stability in the region. The EU and its member states continue to 
be actively involved in peacebuilding and stabilisation efforts, through a combination of different 
strategies. These range from support for regional counter-terrorism platforms, such as the Multi-
National Joint Task Force (MNJTF), to engagement in inter-regional stabilisation partnerships, primarily 
the Libyan Quartet,114 and convening of international peacebuilding summits, most recently the Paris 
Summit in May 2018. As crucial as these efforts are, there is much more that European states can do 
with their significant diplomatic influence to increase the focus on good governance and secure human 
rights for the most vulnerable within these processes. 



by promoting conflict prevention, addressing human rights 
abuses and enforcing the rule of law’ will remain unmet. 
Equally, the E UTF for Africa  should have robust reporting 
mechanisms in place to ensure that breaches of international 
st andards are recorded, and that funding is appropriately 
withdrawn or paused. 

In the longer term, the E U should view present-day 
investment in Niger as an opportunity to bolster the capacity 
of its government — at local, regional and national. This 
should promote the ability of Nigeriens to act for themselves 
according to their needs and preferences, and to make 
decisions that are rooted in an underst anding of the local 
context and conflict sensitivity. Only in this way will the 
Nigerien government be able to ensure its policies do  
not contribute to prolonged inst ability and fragility.

Peacebuilding in Libya

Conscious of the potential for conflict and inst ability in 
Libya to spill over into the region and fuel increased forced 
migration to Europe, st abilis ation efforts have always been 
a key priority for the E U, despite the inherently complexities 
this presents. At the international diplomatic level, the 
League of Arab St ates (LAS), the AU, the E U and the  
U N have formed a Quartet to advance the political process 
and assist Libya in its democratic transition. The Quartet 
held their first meeting at the LAS’s headquarters in Cairo on 
18 March 2017. The E U is also a st akeholder in the United 
Nations Support Mission in Libya, t asked with facilit ating 
implement ation of the LPA and the U N Libya Action Plan, 
launched in September 2017. Amongst its aims is the 
facilit ation of the Libyan constitutional process and  
elections by the end of 2018. 

President Macron has played a lead role in supporting 
mediation, most recently through the Paris Summit on 29 
May 2018. The Paris Summit signalled progress on the 
road to peace by bringing together the four key power 
holders in Libya from across the two rival governments and 
the milit ary, 122  along with around 20 other st ates integral 
to peacebuilding in Libya, to agree to the next steps for 
the U N’s Action Plan, including elections on 10 December 
2018. The significance of this cannot be underestimated. 
However, the elections would be the beginning and not the 
end of a solution to the crisis in Libya and the December 
election t arget date is considered ‘extremely optimistic’  
by Libya experts. 123

Human rights in Libya

Developing critical infrastructure and building up st ate 
institutions are essential to creating an environment 





Ten point action plan for 
migration along the Central 
Mediterranean Route:
1. �Improve access to lifesaving services for 

vulnerable migrants along the Central 
Mediterranean Route: 

The E U-AU-U N Migration Taskforce should provide greater 
financial and logistical support to agencies delivering 
outreach services to address the health and psychosocial 
needs of vulnerable migrants at different points along the 
Central Mediterranean Route, to ensure a coordinated 
response that is able to reach the most vulnerable. This 
includes working with the Libyan Government of National 
Accord (G NA) and the House of Represent atives to 
ensure they est ablish a registration system for all those 
det ained in Libya (including at proposed disembark ation 
points) and adopt a Protection Guarantee to ensure the 
provision of gender segregated areas, appropriate 
s anit ation and hygiene facilities, access to legal aid,  
health services and adequate food and non-food items in 
all government-run facilities. Special provisions must be 
made to provide protection and services for children 
travelling alone – an estimated 26,0 95 children are 
currently unaccompanied in Libya. 10 At sea borders,  
the focus must remain on s aving lives and facilit ating 
effective collaboration amongst vessels operating in the 
Mediterranean, in full respect of fundament al rights.

2. �Protect and empower women and girls along 
the Central Mediterranean Route: 

Women and girls are particularly vulnerable to abuse 
and exploit ation, for ex ample, roughly 8 0 per cent of the 
female Nigerians reaching It aly and other countries in the 
E U in 2016 were victims of sex trafficking. 11  The E UTF for 
Africa should invest in specific programming to support 
the s afety and wellbeing of women and girls by providing 
access to sexual and reproductive health care, gender 
segregated s anit ation facilities, s afe spaces for women 
and girls at reception points, and appropriate medical 
care, counselling and legal services for survivors of G BV. 
These protection measures should be integrated alongside 
programming to economically empower women through 
livelihoods support, access to cash and financial services, 
and collaboration with local women’s organis ations and 
communities to t ackle harmful gender norms that inhibit 
economic well-being.

3. �Increase humanitarian funding for countries 
along the Central Mediterranean Route: 

The E U can build on the political momentum generated 
by the International High Level Conference on the S ahel 
that it hosted in Brussels in February this year to increase 
pledges in support of the 2018 Humanit arian Response 
Plan (H R P) for the S ahel, which is currently only 19.4 per 
cent funded for Libya and 33 per cent funded for Niger. It 
should also continue to work with other key st akeholders, 
such as the League of Arab St ates (LAS), to provide the 
required additional U S$25 0 million for Libya and U S$33 8 
million for Niger.  

4. �Ensure EU asylum processing procedures  
are principled and humane: 

The right to asylum was born in Europe and the E U has 
a duty to continue to uphold these st andards as it asks 
them of other countries through the Global Compact 
for Refugees. Before moving forward with the current 
propos al for ‘regional disembark ation platforms’ or other 
forms of external processing centres outside of the E U, 
the E U has a responsibility to fully address four key areas 
of concern: legality, s afe and humane conditions, access 
to the centres, and access to due process, over which 
numerous questions remain. 

5. Increase access to resettlement in the EU:  

The E U has the capacity to immediately double its 
emergency resettlement pledges for the C M R to 8,000 
places by the end of 2018, in addition to current pledges 
under the Union Resettlement Framework. This t arget is 
20 per cent of U N H C R’s global call of 4 0,000 emergency 
places for the route, reflecting the E U’s combined Gross 
Domestic Product (G D P), which is approximately 20 per 
cent of global G D P. Greater investments can also be made 
to shorten the waiting period for people evacuated under 
the ETM to ensure they are not left in limbo in  
processing centres.
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