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The «Arab Spring» Challenge to EU Immigration Policy

Abstract. The events in the Arab World in 2010-2011 led to a resurgence of forced migration flows, representing a 
serious challenge for the Arab world, and for the European neighbors. Special depth to this surge in migration gave the 
revolutions in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya. This paper looks at the responses of the European Union to the challenge of 
European security in the context of illegal immigration and refugee flows.The method of research article is to review 
the events and analysis of decisions of the EU institutions against the mass flow of refugees surging into theeffects of 
the «Arab Spring». Analysis of the responses taken by the EU reveals the fullness of the impact of the «Arab Spring» 
not only on external but also internal security.The focus of the paper lies on the EU search for tactical decisions and 
their effectiveness during the migration crisis. Summarizing the article, we came to the following conclusion: adopted 
short-term measures aimed at resolving problems connected with the influx of refugees have not been successful, 
because the situation got out of control of the EU authorities. Furthermore, the proposal to resolve the migration crisis 
through the «soft» tool has undermined the unity of the member states.
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Introduction
Analyses of the European Union about that 

protest-revolutionary wave at the borders of Tu-
nisia, Egypt, then in Libya becomes a large-scale 
movement in nature, meant the need for the EU to 
develop a new regional strategy and appropriate ap-
proaches and tools, and the EU had to act urgently 
and decisively. 

The new Mediterranean strategy to some extent 
might be considered in the context of the challenge 
for European Security, which has intensively multi-
plied with the advent of the «Arab Spring» - illegal 
immigration and refugee flows. After the revolution 
in Tunisia, this problem became more acute, forcing 
the Europeans to speak about hundreds of thousands 
of potential refugees and migrants from North Afri-
ca, who expect to move from Libya to Europe. The 
statement of the head of the Italian Ministry of In-
ternal Affairs R. Maroni characterized this situation, 
that his country was «on the verge of a humanitarian 
emergency,» and that the EU should take all neces-
sary measures to prevent it [1]. The flow of refugees 
reaching the small Italian island of Lampedusa, and 
causing an explosive social situation there, con-
firmed the seriousness of the concerns expressed 
[2]. At the February Council of Ministers of Inter-

nal Affairs of the six Mediterranean EU countries 
raised the issue of need for a common mechanism 
for the reception of refugees, allowing them to settle 
across the EU. Subsequently issues of Europeaniza-
tion of efforts in this area were constantly in the fo-
cus of European policy, provoking serious internal 
disputes and strengthening national protectionism.

Methods
Examination of illegal immigration and refu-

gee flows based not only on statistics but also on 
results of sociological studies opens the way for 
more broad generalizations. the political dimension 
of migration processes, specific character of this di-
mension, targets, and tasks of migration policy are 
analyzed  using  primary and secondary data, se-
lection of research subject and difficulties that may 
arise in connection with that.

Main body 
1. The EU reaction to the challenge of the

«Arab Spring»
At the beginning of February 2011 the European 

Council initiated the development of a new regional 
policy of the EU [3]. The summit identified prior-
ity areas for assistance from the European Union: 
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strengthening democratic institutions; democratic 
governance and social justice; preparation of free 
and fair elections. The EU leaders officially rec-
ognized the need to adapt in accordance with these 
objectives, the European Neighborhood Policy 
(ENP), as well as tools of the EU for humanitar-
ian assistance. On 8th of March, 2011 the first of-
ficial EU document was published, which sets out 
the modernized concept of cooperation with the 
Arab states, prepared by the European Commission 
and the Office of the High Representative of the 
Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, 
«The partnership with the southern Mediterranean 
for democracy and shared prosperity» [4]. The new 
document includes a section on emergency actions 
of the EU - Humanitarian aid and solving various 
problems arising from the influx of refugees from 
North Africa, particularly from Tunisia and Libya. 
A significant increase in funds allocated for the de-
velopment of partnership with the countries of the 
Southern Mediterranean was provided – grants from 
the EU budget, loans of the European Investment 
Bank (EIB) and other financial institutions.

These aspects of European policy relate primari-
ly to the sphere of internal affairs and justice, and it is 
a subject of a separate analysis, but in the context of 
EU foreign policy, it is important to note two things. 

The first – emergency response in response to 
the massive influx of refugees were necessary, but 
not sufficient: this multidimensional challenge de-
manded the search for new answers and complex 
solutions, including in the framework of relations 
with the South Mediterranean partners. One of the 
obvious answers, which were supposed to give Eu-
ropean governments, is to create conditions that 
cardinally reduce the motivation of people to flee 
their countries. Priorities and mechanisms provided 
in the new EU Mediterranean strategy are largely in 
line with this objective. And not only its focus on 
sustainable economic development and the transfor-
mation of social and political systems of the Arab 
countries, but also such emphases, such as targeted 
support for youth and women, the education system 
and local labor markets, improving the legal mobil-
ity, and so on.

The second important aspect is that the «Arab 
Spring» was not only an external challenge for the 
EU, but a direct threat to the internal security of the 
participating countries. This, in its turn has become 
a significant factor in enhancing differences and dis-
agreements between them, especially between the 
Mediterranean and the rest of the EU, but not only. 
In connection with the individual member countries 
initiations of defense mechanisms such as border 

and customs control, the European Commission 
has made a number of proposals to ban unilateral 
decisions on interim measures of border controls, 
which added to the differences between countries 
institutional confrontation within the EU. It is clear 
that such conflicts of interests in extremely sensi-
tive areas of national sovereignty generates a range 
of problems in relations between the participating 
countries, being projected, including their percep-
tion and approaches to crisis management in the 
Mediterranean.

One of the results of the adoption of the EU 
Member States influx of people fleeing the fight-
ing and poverty has become a political crisis at the 
highest level between Italy and France and a real 
threat of formal collapse of the Schengen area. 
France has established temporarily border controls 
with Italy, annulling the right to free movement be-
tween Member States enshrined in the Schengen 
Agreement and the EU treaty. Another complicated 
problem for Europe is that several political parties 
and politicians make immigration a central issue 
of political debate, fueling xenophobia, radicaliz-
ing the political arena and making security issues 
more acute for all others. The participation of these 
political parties and politicians in the government 
and their applications aimed at strengthening anti-
migrant sentiment, leads to a «deficit» of security, 
which defines not only activities of the executive, 
but also the behavior of the local indigenous popu-
lation, which refers to the migrants more negatively. 

The EU policy on the integration of immigrants 
into the European cultural and political space in the 
conditions of intensification of globalization was 
not the trigger. The bet on principles of multicul-
turalism is not conducive to optimizing the relation-
ship of immigrants and the indigenous population 
of Europe.

2. The surge of migrants and the EU tacti-
cal response

In the light of the last increasingly massive in-
flux of migrants from Africa the EU intends to use 
both its «soft» and «hard» tools to find effective tac-
tical decisions of this urgent problem.

As for «soft» tools, the EU supposed to solve 
this problem in two ways: through the construc-
tion of Refugee Reception Centre in Niger and the 
setting of quotas for migrants entering Europe. Ac-
cording to the plan of the European Commission, 
the task of the new center will be to provide advice 
to migrants before they enter the territory of Europe, 
in order to facilitate their integration. In addition, it 
does not cause any controversial opinions and posi-
tions of the members.
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Contradictions appeared on the second path 
when the Commission presented on 13th of May an 
Action Plan on immigration and asylum. It offers to 
set the mandatory quotas to ensure uniform distri-
bution of refugees between EU countries, and in the 
case of a strong influx of migrants – the opportunity 
to redirect asylum seekers from one EU country to 
another. The quotas for migrants, in its turn, will be 
provided to individual States in relation to such in-
dicators as gross domestic product, population, un-
employment rate, and the number of migrants who 
previously applied for asylum in those countries. 
Nevertheless, even before the publication of the 
relevant document and afterwards a number of the 
EU countries expressed negatively about the quota 
distribution throughout the Union. After Hungary 
and the United Kingdom, France, Spain and almost 
all eastern European countries stated that they are 
against the compulsory system of quotas for the re-
settlement of migrants. The majority of quotas fell 
on Germany, France, Spain and Italy. Statements 
and positions of each country do not give a signal to 
come to a common strategy in migration policy, but 
on the contrary, show a commitment to the sover-
eign actions in finding solutions of particular prob-
lem. The mere statement of the French prime min-
ister against the setting of quotas confirmed this [5].

Besides that, EU countries tripled the budget of 
the project «Triton», which aims to carry life-saving 
operations in the Mediterranean and the protection 
of maritime borders of the European Union, where 
at least 1,826 migrants have perished so far this year 
[6]. Financing of the project «Triton» will be 120 
million euros per year. Earlier, the European Union 
allocated to the rescue in the Mediterranean Sea and 
the protection of maritime borders approximately 
36 million euro per year. 

The current situation with the influx of immi-
grants and refugees is largely pushed the EU to 
recourse to use a «hard» tool. Preventing illegal 
crossing the borders of the EU is one of the four 
directions of the new plan to reform immigration 
system. In this direction the EU planned in June 
2015 to launch a military operation in the Medi-
terranean to fight the smugglers who organize the 
transportation of illegal migrants. However, at the 
meeting of the European Council held in Brussels 
on 18th of May the question of how broad will be 
the mandate of the European military mission in 
the Mediterranean remained open. According to the 
opinion of the Director of the Regional Office of 
the International Organization for Migration, there 
was need for a structured approach, use a different 

set of tools than just emergency response and bor-
der control. The effectiveness of military operations 
is questionable, because it is very difficult to make 
the difference between smugglers boats and fishing 
vessels. Secondly, smugglers in case of destruction 
of their boats they can find alternative methods [7]. 
IOM also had serious concerns about these propos-
als and saw inherent risk that military actions could 
further endanger migrant lives. 

Following the approval of the Foreign Ministers 
of the EU on 22nd of June the launch of a naval op-
eration called «EU NAVFOR MED» against smug-
glers and migrants in the Mediterranean, the EU 
launched the first phase of the naval mission, which 
lasted 2 months. This phase aimed at monitoring 
and evaluation networks smuggling and trafficking 
in the southern and central parts of the Mediterra-
nean. Now, the EU approach to the transition to the 
second phase of the operation, it remains only to 
wait for the definition of rules for the use of military 
force at sea against smuggling. The second stage of 
the operation includes search for and, if necessary, 
removal of suspect ships. Moreover, here begins the 
legal complexity, which increases many times in the 
third stage of EU NAVFOR MED, which assumes 
the destruction of a coastal infrastructure of smug-
glers, the freezing of assets and arrest smugglers. 

For the second and third phases of the mis-
sion, it has required the consent of the UN Security 
Council or the country on the coast or in the territo-
rial waters, where such operation is conducted. As 
a rule, in this case it is a question of Libya, from 
where carried out the majority of illegal traffic in 
the Mediterranean. Therefore, the EU is going to 
appeal a resolution to the UN Security Council with 
a request for permission to conduct a military op-
eration against smugglers. European military wants 
to fight the smugglers in specific areas between the 
coasts of Italy and Libya [8]. But doubts about the 
legal validity of the mission take place to be. The 
second phase can be carried out without the consent 
of the Security Council, but in this case, the mili-
tary have to detain illegal transporters only in in-
ternational waters, which limit the ability of marine 
operations. Despite this, the EU Council approved 
on 14th of September to conduct the second phase 
of the naval operations in the Mediterranean, which 
could begin in October. Because of the decision 
of the EU Council it was stated that the transition 
to the second phase would allow on the high seas 
within international law search and arrest vessels 
suspected of being used for human smuggling [9]. 
And here the speech does not go about the possible 
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disposal of vessels. Therefore, the absence of a UN 
mandate significantly limits the ability of marine 
operations, especially in its later stages.

As for reaching agreement on Libya performing 
such operation, the question is more complicated. 
The country has many armed groups not controlled 
by official authorities. And the area of the sea coast 
where most of all ships with refugees go to Europe, 
is controlled basically by other groups in Tripoli 
who claim to power and with whom negotiations 
are still ongoing, but not internationally recognized 
office in Tobruk. 

Participants of Libyan Political Dialogue, which 
recently took place in the Moroccan city of Skhirat, 
have not yet come to an agreement on the key issues 
of the negotiations - the creation of a government of 
national unity and security settings. The efforts of 

the UN special representative for Libya, Bernardino 
Leon to create a unified government have not yet 
been successful. But he declared that the partici-
pants of the dialogue were closer to consensus [10].  
Besides, if to create a unified government in Libya 
does not succeed, the EU will be forced to negotiate 
with the representatives of both offices.

Conclusions
Thus, the «Arab Spring» has made a serious dis-

cord not only in political and economic life of the 
Arab states, but also greatly exacerbated the problem 
of forced and illegal migration, which is required to 
enable the effective development of inter-European 
joint migration policy, which seems unlikely in short 
term, in view of the contradictions of positions EU 
countries and the unstable situation in the Arab East.
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