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The upheavals which spread across North Africa in 2011 changed the

political map of the region. With the downfall of longstanding rulers,

the European Union has sought to re-launch a policy dialogue

informed by an awareness of human rights issues and to support the

process of democratic transition in its Mediterranean neighbors. In this

context, dialogue with third countries on migration unearths

deep-seated contradictions in the EU’s normative agenda and its

aspirations towards neighboring countries.[1] The analysis of migration

policies in the wake of the so-called Arab Spring offers an insightful

case study on the multifaceted nature of the contending priorities and motivation of the European normative

stance vis-à-vis the North African countries. In this short analysis, I consider the Italian bilateral agreements on

the issue of migration co-signed with Tunisia, Libya and Egypt in 2011 and 2012.

Recent developments in the domain of EU-Mediterranean cooperation have already received extensive attention

both in both academic and policy circles.[2] Scholars and practitioners have analyzed the extent to which ongoing

multilateral exchanges in the area of migration serve to enhance democratization and the promotion of the rule of

law. In what follows I review the bilateral agreements between Italy and North African countries with a view to

examining the reasons behind the persistent privileging of border security over the human rights agenda as regards

both the content of these agreements and the actual measures implemented. Two explanations are put forward:

(1) the predominance of domestic considerations over international human rights obligations[3] and (2) the

routinization and standardization of pre-existing values and practices of decision making, and inherent resistance

to potential new ones.[4]

This analysis is divided into two sections. First, I review in turn the bilateral agreements on migration which Italy

has drawn up with Libya, Tunisia and Egypt. Secondly, I compare the three cases and consider elements of

continuity and discontinuity in comparison with past practice. In so doing I focus on domestic oriented mindsets

and the entrenchment of established approaches to operationalization.
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[...] border control is prioritized over
a more comprehensive human rights

policy framework.

Empirical analysis: Italian agreements with Tunisia, Libya and Egypt

Relations between Italy and Libya have long been

framed by the issue of migration. This has been a

subject of discussion in bilateral meetings between

the two countries since at least the late 1990s. It is

notable that under governments led by both the

center-right and center-left political coalitions Italy

has sought to seal agreements with Libya to bring

irregular migration under control, together with

trafficking and terrorism. On February 26, 2011,

the Friendship Treaty signed between Italy and Libya on August 31, 2008 was suspended by the Italian

government,[5] and on April 4, 2011, Italy recognized Libya’s National Transitional Council (NTC). Despite

changes in the political spectrum, the objectives of both countries in the area of migration have remained

unaltered. On June 17, 2011, the Italian government signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the National

Transitional Council. This one-and-a-half-page document focuses on measures to reduce “illegal migration,” and in

it Italy and the NTC commit to exchange information on migration flows and engage in mutual assistance to

combat irregular migration, including the repatriation of “illegal immigrants.”[6]

With the gradual normalization of the situation in Libya, bilateral engagements have been consolidated further.

Between December 12 and 14, 2011, an Italian ministerial mission met with a delegation of the Libyan

government in Rome.[7] The two parties confirmed their willingness to restore bilateral cooperation, with

particular reference to vocational training, the Sahara Med "multi-purpose centre” project in Kufra, the

establishment of a joint maritime patrol, and DNA identification techniques. In addition, the possibility was

discussed of setting up a so-called “office of friendship” between the police of the two countries in Benghazi and

Misratah. Another issue treated was the reorganization of Libya’s civil police forces. Subsequently, the Italian

Department of Public Safety convened a number of specialized training sessions. For example, on March 12, 2012,

24 representatives of the Libyan police attended a course on forensic analysis in Rome.[8]

Two other events marked the consolidation of Italian-Libyan agreements on migration in 2012. During a meeting

on January 21, 2012, Italian Prime Minister Mario Monti and his Libyan counterpart Abdurrahim El-Keib further

discussed the possibility of collaboration on an electronic integrated border control management system to be

manned and operated by the Libyan authorities.[9] On this occasion, the two parties signed the “Declaration of

Tripoli,” which reportedly encompasses the main provisions of the treaty signed previously by Berlusconi.[10] In a

follow-up visit on April 3, 2012, the Italian Minister of the Interior, Annamaria Cancellieri, signed the so-called

“Processo Verbale” on migration control. The text was eventually published by the Italian newspaper La Stampa in

June 2012.[11]

This agreement entails training programs for the Libyan police, and the establishment of centers for nautical

training, the detection of false documents, and the detention of migrants. Furthermore, Italy committed to build a

health center in Kufra and to request the European Commission’s financial contribution to cover the

re-establishment of other reception centers in Libya.[12] Importantly, training was targeted to the police in order

to ensure control over Libya’s coastal borders, to facilitate the voluntary return of migrants to their countries of

origin in cooperation with the International Organization for Migration (IOM) and the establishment of a system

of data management solutions for civil registration.[13]
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As part of these efforts, Italy undertook to provide the necessary technical support to strengthen Libya’s capacity

to control its southern border. In the same vein, the two countries committed to re-launch the activities of the

“Sah-Med” project with the support of the European Commission.[14] Following an inter- ministerial conference

on border security, held in Libya on March 11–12, 2012, the two countries planned to establish a joint working

group, with jurisdiction over issues related to voluntary return, expulsions, social, and economic integration, and

respect for the human rights of migrants, and to explore further solutions to the problem of “illegal”

immigration.[15]

Similar trends are to be found in Italian-Tunisian relations. The engagement between Italy and Tunisia dates back

to the late 1990s. On August 6, 1998 Italy and Tunisia signed a readmission and police cooperation agreement in

which Italy committed to provide Tunisia with technical, operational and financial support, as well as preferential

treatment with regard to immigration quotas.[16] On December 13, 2003 a further police cooperation agreement

was signed.[17] This entailed training the Tunisian police to reinforce control of the maritime border with Italy

through technical assistance and closer cooperation between the two countries.[18] Successive agreements over

the years allowed the two countries to further consolidate their collaboration on migration and specifically on

readmission and police cooperation.[19] Unsurprisingly, re-engagement following the demise of Ben Ali has left

the manner and content of this bilateral collaboration unchanged.

In the midst of an escalating influx of irregular migrants from Tunisia, on April 5, 2011 Italy and Tunisia signed an

“exchange of notes.”[20] This accord, whose precise contents remain undisclosed at the time of writing, set

concrete measures to prevent irregular arrivals in Italy and to repatriate Tunisian nationals arriving in the

country.[21] Over 20,000 Tunisian migrants who landed in Italy between January 1 and April 5, 2011 were granted

temporary protection status[22] and, in principle, free circulation within the Schengen area.[23] Conversely,

Tunisians arriving in Italy after April 5, 2011 would be returned to Tunisia.[24] To most Italian politicians, the

immediate decrease in migrants from Tunisia to Italy since the agreement came into force constituted evidence of

its success.[25] As the Italian Minister of the Interior declared on May 31, “the agreement with Tunisia works. In

fact since April the number of arrivals from Tunisia has decreased.”[26]

Discussions continued in 2012. On March 22, 2012, the Italian Minister of the Interior, Annamaria Cancellieri,

stated that the negotiations with Tunisia to reach an agreement on the fight against irregular migration were at an

advanced stage and an agreement was soon to be signed.[27] In September, the two countries met again to

discuss maritime incidents.[28] On December 1, 2012, the Interior Minister, Annamaria Cancellieri, accompanied

by the Chief of Police, Antonio Manganelli, and the Minister of the Interior of the Republic of Tunisia, Ali

Laarayedh, formally handed over to the Tunisian authorities two patrol boats to be used for the control of

migration flows in the Mediterranean.[29] It can thus be argued that both before and after the crisis, Italy’s

continuing objective has been to reduce irregular migration from Tunisia. Likewise, Tunisia’s pre-existing

commitment towards the prevention of irregular migration has been maintained in the post-Ben Ali era.

Italian-Egyptian negotiations in the field of migration also display significant continuity before and after the

revolution. An early agreement on police cooperation, organized crime and terrorism was sealed on June 18,

2000. Subsequently the two countries reached an agreement on employment on November 29, 2005 and on

January 9, 2007 the Cooperation Agreement on readmission was signed in Rome. December 22, 2009 saw the

signing of the Memorandum of Understanding, also intended to contain irregular migration.[30] On May 5, 2010,

Roberto Maroni, the then Minister of the Interior, accompanied by the Chief of Police, Antonio Manganelli, met

his Egyptian counterpart Habib Ibrahim El Adly in Cairo to discuss security matters. On the occasion Italy handed

over to Egyptian authorities two boats to control territorial waters and counteract the departure of irregular
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migrants.[31]

With the fall of the Mubarak regime, Italy continued diplomatic dialogue with the temporary military rulers on a

wide range of issues, including migration. On May 17, 2011, Italy and Egypt signed a Memorandum of

Understanding on migration and employment.[32] The accord was intended to support activities in the area of

vocational training and envisions the creation of a Coordination Office in Cairo for the selection of would-be

migrants to Italy.[33] Egypt’s interim government committed to respect the agreement signed by the two countries

in 2009 on irregular migration and youth employability through ad hoc training activities.[34] Accordingly,

between January and September 2011, Italy repatriated Egyptian nationals who had reached Italy irregularly.[35] In

2011 alone, 1,662 Egyptian nationals were repatriated.[36] As the Italian Interior Minister put it, “the repatriation

of Egyptian nationals landing on Italian shores is a process taking place 24 hours a day: those arriving are

repatriated immediately.”[37]

Continuity and change

This brief empirical excursus into the bilateral relations between Italy and three countries of North Africa

demonstrates numerous elements of continuity pointing to the dominance of domestic interests over human

rights considerations. As the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) observed in the case

of the agreements signed with Tunisia and Egypt, nationals from these countries who irregularly enter Italy are

processed quickly. The fact that once identified by their consulates these migrants are often returned within 48

hours to their respective countries, and are often held in ad hoc or temporary facilities that are not systematically

accessible, raises human rights concerns.[38] Arguably, these trends point to the persistent centrality of security

priorities. According to OHCHR, this applies specifically in the case of Libya:

This new political framework however, contains very little concrete information on strengthening

Libya’s normative framework and institutional capacities regarding the human rights of migrants.

Moreover, I have learnt of increased bilateral cooperation between Italian and Libyan authorities

regarding search and rescue operations, including the provision of logistical and technical support

to Libyan coast guards. Whilst increased search and rescue capacity in the Mediterranean is

undoubtedly of paramount importance, I have observed that there appears to be a strong focus on

strengthening the capacities of the Libyan authorities to intercept migrants hoping to reach

Europe, on both their territory and in their territorial waters, and return them to Libya.[39]

A similar concern is raised by the International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH):

It is very worrying that, although the European political establishment is well aware of the situation

of insecurity faced by migrants and asylum seekers in Libya and the serious violations of their

human rights, the objective of controlling migration continues to outweigh all other

considerations.[40]

In other words, the re-engagement between Italy and North Africa since 2011 shows the continuation of a trend

whereby border control is prioritized over a more comprehensive human rights policy framework. The sweeping

changes in the political landscape brought by the Arab Spring are at odds with the persistent prominence of

domestically driven security considerations. Existing coordination mechanisms confirm the institutionalization of

security-driven policies. On the one hand, the content of the agreements and the measures implemented by
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non-EU countries are in tension with the priorities enshrined in international human rights norms.[41] On the

other hand, the crystallization of the security paradigm exposes once again the contentiousness of domestic

interests. The subtle reinforcement of what Cassarino calls the “hierarchy of priorities”[42] biased towards border

and security is linked to the need of politicians to appease populist demands and quench deepening anti-migrant

sentiments. Fear-mongering on the themes of migration and on alleged invasions from North Africa to Italy is part

and parcel of electoral and party dynamics.[43]

Another explanation for the consistent commitment of both Italy and its counterparts to a security-oriented

approach lies in the standardization of language, expectations and behaviors which have the effect of presenting

migration policy as a domain “beyond public debate.”[44] These are understood as instances of

“de-politicization.” As Bellanova and Duez observe, procedures and standard practices in diplomatic exchanges

between states hinge on “artifacts and technologies, designed and built as cornerstones of European Internal

Security and generally assumed as politics-free.”[45] Related to this is the sustained and ongoing

“operationalization” of policies focused on preventing and deterring irregular arrivals and tightening border

controls, which stems from the leeway granted to national law enforcement authorities to claim expertise and to

take ad hoc initiatives in the domain of migration policy.[46]

The continuing willingness and capacity of countries on both sides of the Mediterranean to enforce controls on

the entry, exit, and readmission of third country nationals lays bare the trade-off between the democratic nature

of the North African process of political transition since 2011 and the relative effectiveness of migration policies

in North Africa over the same period.[47] The treatment of migrants has now become a national concern in some

Maghreb countries, in particular where civil society has been developing as regards migration. Yet Northern

African continue display an unremitting resolve to ensure security by steeping controls at their borders and

deporting unwanted foreign nationals.[48]

In turn the complex developments in North Africa display continuing mechanisms of governance. These can be

understood as unresolved contradictions between on the one hand routinized and pragmatic cooperation, states’

domestic obligations and liabilities and, on the other hand, the EU’s normative imperatives, related expectations

and operational leeway. 
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